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ABSTRACT 

The Supyire people of Mali practise levirate: when a woman is married, she permanently 

joins her husband’s family, and the marriage is not terminated by his death. Rather, it 

continues, with one of the husband’s younger brothers or cousins inheriting her and acting 

as a substitute levirate husband. The thesis describes how levirate is an integral part of the 

Supyire institution of marriage, how it gives marriage permanence, supporting the social 

structure, linking descent groups, determining access to land and providing a milieu for 

socializing children. The thesis highlights the experiences, positive and negative, that 

Supyire men and women have had of levirate, as related in interviews. It then begins to 

construct a practical theology of Supyire marriage by reflecting on it through four 

metaphors applied to Christ and his mission (redeemer, bridegroom, head of the church 

and the image of God) and the qualities particularly associated with these four metaphors 

(mercy, joyful love, permanent unity and respect for human dignity respectively). Despite 

its imperfections, the Supyire system of levirate gives security to widows and the 

fatherless, allows them continued access to farmland and thus to a livelihood, and can be a 

channel for Christ to mediate and teach about his faithful love. On these bases it is argued 

that levirate should be recognized by the church as a valid stage of marriage rather than 

treated as adultery or fornication. The thesis also reflects on the negative impact of sin on 

Supyire levirate and how marriage and levirate could be redeemed, with God at its centre 

rather than on the periphery. There are concluding reflections on lessons that might be 

learnt or relearnt that could be fed into a theology of marriage for the global church. An 

appendix outlines a possible Christian service of blessing for a Supyire levirate union. 
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Glossary 

levirate noun: derives from Latin levir ‘husband’s brother’; the custom of a 

brother substituting for his deceased brother in marital union with his widow; 

adjective: relating to this custom. 

metanarrative noun: a comprehensive explanation of historical experience or 

knowledge. 

patrilineage noun: synonym: descent group; a group whose membership is 

traced through one’s male lines from a common male ancestor, and where one 

inherits through one’s father. 

patrilineal adjective: used to describe a society where one’s identity in a group 

is traced through one’s father, and one inherits through one’s father. 

patrilocal adjective: used to describe a society where a husband and wife live in 

the compound of the husband’s father. 

polyandry noun: a form of marriage in which a woman has more than one 

husband at a time. 



  

xii 

polygamous adjective: used to describe having more than one spouse at a time. 

polygynous adjective: used to describe having more than one wife at a time. 

polygyny noun: the state or practice of having more than one wife at a time. 

sororate noun: the custom whereby the deceased wife’s family provides her 

widower with another wife. 

synoptic adjective: relating to or denoting the gospels of Matthew, Mark and 

Luke, which describe events from a similar point of view, as contrasted with 

that of John. 

Glossary: Supyire Terms1 

furu (definite: furuŋi) noun: marriage or a marriage ceremony. 

nàmbaga (definite: nàmbage) noun: the union of a woman living together with 

a man, whether or not a furu ceremony has taken place. 

jàtige noun: host in a village other than one’s own; this person may play an 

important intermediary role. 

                                           
1 Source: Robert Carlson 2011a: dictionary 



  xiii 

jína (definite: jínaŋi; indefinite plural: jínaii; definite plural: jínabii) Arabic 

loanword: bush spirit.  

Kile noun: God. 

narafoo (definite: narafooŋi) child of a female blood relative. 

nùmwɔhɔ (definite: nùmwɔhɔŋi; indefinite plural: nùmwɔhii; definite plural: 

nùmwɔhɔgii) noun: reciprocal term used of a man and a woman who are in 

line to form a levirate relationship on the death of the older brother of the man 

cum husband of the woman. 

punŋɔ (definite: punŋke) noun: a cord that is tied around the waist of a widow 

during the funeral of her husband.  

zàbanga (definite: zàbange; indefinite plural: zàbanya; definite plural: zàbanyi) 

noun: reciprocal term used for a man and a woman who form a levirate 

relationship. 

zàbangara (definite: zàbangare) noun: levirate relationship. 
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Scripture Citations 

Citations from Scripture are from the Revised Standard Version, unless stated 

otherwise. 

Dissimulation of Names 

The names of Supyire informants have been changed in order to respect their 

privacy. 

Abbreviations 

ed.: edited by 

fn.: footnote 

LB: Living Bible 

[n.d.]: no date 

NIV: New International Version 

NJB: New Jerusalem Bible 

NLT: New Living Testament 
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NRSV: New Revised Standard Version  

para.: paragraph 

REB: Revised English Bible 
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1. FOUNDATIONS FOR A PRACTICAL THEOLOGY OF 

SUPYIRE MARRIAGE 

This thesis proceeds from an anthropological analysis of the custom of levirate 

as practised by the Supyire people, and uses that analysis as an entry point into 

the hermeneutical spiral in the construction of a Supyire theology of marriage. 

I seek to avoid the disconnect which has occurred elsewhere in West Africa 

when international law condemns local inheritance practices, including 

levirate, as discriminatory without accounting for the role differentiated gender 

roles play in providing for the extended family (Emery 2005) or when a church 

seeks to distance itself from all that is in local culture by embracing modern 

transnational ‘Christian’ culture (Peel 2000).  

While Supyire levirate serves as the entry point into the hermeneutical spiral, 

the theology is Christocentric. The study of Supyire levirate augments the 

churchʼs understanding and appreciation of the metaphors in Scripture of the 

self-giving Christ as redeemer, bridegroom, head of the body and image of God; 

these metaphors in turn feed back fresh perspectives on Supyire relationships 

and practice.  
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I use anthropological study in the service of theology with the goal of 

permeating and leavening the ‘dough’1 of Supyire levirate and marital practices 

with the love of Christ. The Supyire dough should not thrown out to be 

replaced by marital customs from a foreign culture; nor should it be left 

unchanged by the kingdom of God which can work from the inside to raise it to 

its full potential of sacramentally bringing Christ, the Bread of Life (John 6:35), 

to the Supyire people.  

1.1 The problematic of Supyire levirate in the eyes of the 

church 

The homeland of the Supyire people is the south-eastern corner of Mali; their 

language, which also bears the name Supyire, is one of fifteen Senufo 

languages spoken in West Africa (Lewis 2009). Most Supyire do not adhere to a 

major world religion, but follow traditional practices to address supernatural 

beings and forces which they believe impinge on their lives. Like many other 

ethnic groups in Mali, the continent of Africa, and indeed worldwide, they 

practise a form of levirate. When a Supyire man dies, his wife is given in 

levirate to whichever of his younger brothers or male cousins is closest to him 

                                           
1 ʻThe kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed into a large amount of 

flour until it worked all through the dough.ʼ (Matthew 13:33, NIV). 
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in age. Levirate is not considered to be in and of itself a marriage, but rather a 

continuation of the marriage between the deceased and his widow, only with a 

younger brother or cousin acting as substitute for the deceased husband. 

Children born of such a levirate union are reckoned to belong not to their 

biological father but to the deceased husband.  

When missionaries from the Roman Catholic Church and the Protestant, 

American-based Christian and Missionary Alliance came to the Supyire area in 

the first half of the twentieth century, insisting that monogamy is the Christian 

way and that marriage ends on the death of the husband, there occurred a 

clash of world views concerning marriage customs. This clash opened up a 

cluster of thorny questions. Should a Christian widow, faced with being 

inherited in levirate with a married non-Christian man, seek a Christian 

monogamous marriage instead, even if that entails divorce from her husband’s 

family and leaving behind her children? What relationship does a Christian 

widow have with her deceased husband? What does a Christian family look 

like in the situation where there is more than one woman assigned to one man? 

If a man has a wife and another woman in levirate union, does that constitute 
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polygyny and a bar to being baptized or a church leader? How is the church to 

care for orphans and widows in their troubles (James 1:27)? 

My wife, two daughters and I lived in a Supyire village from 1992 to 20022 and 

then in Bamako, the Malian capital, for four years. Our work was with SIL 

(Société Internationale de Linguistique), a faith based non-governmental 

organization comprised of members from Protestant denominations. It involved 

linguistic and anthropological research, production of basic literacy materials 

and translation of the Christian Scriptures. I worked closely on a daily basis 

with a team of Supyire men3 I employed to help with these tasks. Since 2006, 

we have lived in our native Northern Ireland, and have continued to work with 

the team from a distance through e-mail, telephone calls and occasional visits. 

During our years living in Mali, I noted that the questions outlined above had 

not been addressed in any depth in the Supyire area, either by the missionaries 

or by the churches they founded. The lack of engagement with Supyire 

concepts of levirate and marriage has meant that part of Supyire life has been 

cut off from conversion to Christ, and this has become a stumbling block that 

                                           
2 apart from two years in that period spent in Northern Ireland 

3 Amana Traore (1992-2008), Kimono Sogono (1995-1999), Zhe Bogono (since 1998), Kali 

Sogono (since 2001), and Bassirou Sanogo (since 2003) 
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has stultified the growth of the church. The insistence on policing church 

membership to ensure that a Western norm of marriage prevails has resulted in 

Supyire people outside the church perceiving monogamy as the major defining 

characteristic of a Christian.  

The Supyire tradition of levirate is not a static tradition; it has changed over 

the generations. Neither is the Supyire area hermetically sealed. It is 

increasingly open to outside influences from economic migration in and out of 

the Supyire region, and from contact with Christianity and Islam. Inevitably the 

traditions continue to change. In recent years the Malian government has come 

under pressure from the United Nations to bring to an end the practice of 

levirate within its territory.  

Traditional churches, Catholic and Protestant, critique levirate as leading to 

polygyny and exploitation of widows, and as being contrary to Biblical 

teachings on marriage. The international community and theologians from the 

feminist and liberation schools base their critique of levirate on it being 

contrary to widows' freedom, their human rights, and the equality of men and 

women. 
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As Knighton (1999a:113) argues, churches in Africa have need of ‘a genuinely 

consistent African identity, for no-one can lead a life as a Christian 

transcending all culture. Christian mission should be to redeem the cultures 

from the enslavement of sin, not replace them with a dislocated foreign 

culture.’ In this thesis I am concerned to promote reflection on a ‘genuinely 

consistent’ identity for the Supyire church, an identity which is both Christian 

and Supyire.  

 This will involve practical theology examining three broad questions. Firstly, 

how central is levirate to Supyire marriage and to the ordering of Supyire 

society and Supyire identity? Secondly, in the light of the charges leveled 

against levirate in general, can Supyire levirate play a positive part in God’s 

loving purposes in Christ for Supyire marriage and society? Thirdly, if it can be 

drawn into God’s purposes, how might those purposes affect the direction 

Supyire levirate takes, both within the church, and, through the church’s 

influence, in society? 

1.2 The theoretical approach: a practical theology 

This thesis seeking to address these questions is situated in Christian practical 

theology which is defined by Swinton and Mowat as a ‘critical, theological 
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reflection on the practices of the Church as they interact with the practices of 

the world with a view to ensuring faithful participation in the continuing 

mission of the triune God’ (2006:25). It cannot be done in a vacuum, for as 

Sankey argues: 

Christian revelation must relate to the pattern of life of each culture, its institutions, its form 

of inter-personal relations, and at a more profound level, its values philosophy and 

worldview. Failing such a relationship, it will simply not be heard. (1994:446) 

What is required is keen perception attending to details of the situation in the 

perspective of Christian revelation, of what God has done in Jesus Christ 

(Vanhoozer 2005:334f.). Such reflection raises questions of a hermeneutical 

nature, namely how these matters are to be investigated and what is the 

relationship between anthropological and theological knowledge. 

Anthropological research cannot be neutral. As Barnard and Good state: ‘‘‘data” 

cannot be obtained in advance of, or in isolation from “theory’’’ (1984:ix). The 

questions and issues raised depend on the theoretical stance adopted, because 

this determines where the interesting or significant problems lie. ‘The only 

alternative to an explicit theory is an implicit, unexamined, and probably 

inadequate one’ (Barnard & Good 1984:ix).  
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If anthropology cannot be neutral, neither can theology. The complex nature of 

the problem for the theologian is outlined by Goldingay (1995:278):  

As interpreters of scripture we have to live in two worlds. We have to be immersed in the 

world of the scriptures, but we also have to be immersed in our own world, among people 

of our own time. We then have to bring these two worlds together – to let our world 

illumine the Bible, and the Bible ours.  

This involves epistemological and philosophical questions, as I cannot divorce 

myself from either ‘world’ as a purely objective observer. The only way to learn 

involves a certain prior commitment on my part. As Einstein wrote: ‘The 

concepts and theories by which we seek to understand this world are free 

inventions of the human intellect, which cannot be justified either by the 

nature of the intellect or in any other fashion a priori’ (1935:156). In order to 

grow in knowledge, then, ‘one must make at least a provisional commitment to 

a framework of thought, to accept something as “given” on trust and then go 

on to test it’ (Vanhoozer 2005:295).  

Theology’s provisional commitment or ‘given’ is the self-giving of the triune 

God in Christocentric self-presentation (Vanhoozer 2005:295). As for 

anthropological qualitative research, the investigator is a sort of ‘instrument’ 

for collecting and analyzing data. ‘The investigator cannot fulfill qualitative 
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research without using a broad range of his or her own experience, imagination 

and intellect in ways that are various and unpredictable’ (McCracken 2006:18). 

So the investigator’s ‘given’ is a universality among humans that enables him to 

understand something real about people living in a foreign environment 

speaking a different mother tongue. 

In the next section (1.3) I set forth the theoretical stance I have adopted in this 

thesis on Christian revelation and how it is mediated through human cultures 

and languages, Scripture, church tradition and supremely Jesus Christ in whom 

all things hold together (Colossians 1.17). I follow that by presenting my 

theoretical positions on how cultures gain their significance in Christ (1.4) and 

on how human knowledge, by its very nature limited, can increase through 

undertaking practical theology (1.5). 

1.3 The nature of revelation: the Spirit at work in culture, 

Scripture, tradition and Christ 

In section 1.2 above I established the need for a prior commitment to a 

framework of knowledge in advance of investigation. Gunton argues that such 

a framework is a form of revelation, something that is given to us from outside, 

which cannot be established by autonomous reason alone: 
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We require the other if we are to know anything at all; we therefore require revelation if we 

are to understand our neighbour and the world. There are various ways in which in 

particular this personal knowledge is mediated, chief among them forms of action in general 

and verbal acts in particular. (Gunton 1995:22)  

If it is true that autonomous reason alone is insufficient and that cooperation 

from the other and revelation is required to know anything of our human 

neighbour, then a fortiori it is true for knowing God. In Christian theology 

Christ has revealed God. Christ is the mediator of creation (John 1:2). In him 

all things hold together (Colossians 1:17). If this is so, then it is he who is the 

basis of the possibility of any human knowledge and the basis for all human 

culture (Gunton 1995:124f.). 

Christ became incarnate in a particular location and community (John 1:14). In 

that sense the supreme Christian revelation is fixed in historical time and 

space. The apostles passed on what they had learnt from and witnessed of 

Christ orally and then in writing, and these written traditions were accepted by 

the church as authoritative Scripture. As the church has grown up in different 

times and cultures, its understanding and appreciation of the unique historical 

revelation in Christ has deepened and grown. Gunton explains the relation 

between the primordial revelation of Christ and the ongoing mediation of that 

revelation as follows: 
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When we speak of revelation, we are speaking first of all of Jesus Christ, who thus forms the 

focus of all that we have to say. The centre of our attention is the glory of God in the face of 

Jesus Christ, and that glory is mediated in all kinds of ways; through the Bible, church 

traditions and confessions; through the creation that is from and to Christ; and even 

sometimes through the propositions of theologians. (1995:125) 

It is important to keep in mind that revelation is prior to its scriptural 

expression and its transmission (Gunton 1995:96) in order to avoid the danger 

of identifying revelation with any propositional formula. Wittgenstein’s 

emphasis on ‘a more activity-oriented perspective on language’ (Biletzki & 

Matar 2011) is helpful here. What God is doing through the words of Scripture 

and tradition is not merely passing on information; he uses them as part of his 

activity of redeeming a people for himself, drawing them into the life and 

communion of the Trinity. 

Related to this is Barth’s warning (1957:195) against seeking revelation in 

propositions within the Scripture divorced from the work of the Spirit. Such a 

search, based on a purely conceptual idea of truth, ignores the limitation 

inherent in all languages and the distinction there exists between the concept 

in the mind of the speaker and his or her spoken or written words. Paul 

emphasized the role of the Spirit: 

God has revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything, even the 

depths of God. For what person knows a man's thoughts except the spirit of the man which 
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is in him? So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. (1 

Corinthians 2:10f.) 

In Scripture the Spirit is involved at each step of revelation, brooding over 

creation (Genesis 1:2), breathing life into humankind (Genesis 1:7), inspiring 

the prophets who spoke and wrote the words of Scripture (2 Timothy 3:16), 

filling Christ (Luke 4:1) and his disciples (Acts 2:4) , and leading Christ’s 

disciples into all truth (John 16:13). Therefore, as the church uses its God-

given gift of human reason and seeks to be guided by the Spirit and to submit 

to God and his revelation mediated through Scripture and tradition, the result 

is growing wisdom and knowledge of God. 

God does not make pronouncements from an aloof position, but rather gets 

involved in our human story at all points, so that there is real contact and real 

communication between God and humans in their diverse cultures. In the next 

section I take a closer look at the nature of culture. 

1.4 The nature of culture: unity in diversity 

1.4.1 The relationship between theology and anthropology 

Durkheim, a founding father of sociology, challenged the place of religion as 

foundational to society. Although religion had been a necessary glue that had 
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held society together (1995:223) enabling the individual to reach outside 

himself (1995:427), he asserted that science and rationalism offered a better 

solution which could gradually replace religion (1995:431). Society or the 

collective consciousness ‘is the highest form of psychic life’ that ‘sees from 

above’ and ‘sees far ahead’ (1995:45). ‘[A]t every moment, it embraces all 

known reality’ (1995:45). He put forward an ideal image of harmonious social 

relationships through a division of labour (1933:200). In this way God or the 

sacred become a metonym for society.  

Following Durkheim, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries many 

focused their studies on social systems. Each society was studied as a unique, 

organic, self-contained whole; a society, like a human body, was viewed as 

being made up of parts that function to maintain a harmonious, balanced 

whole. In Lévi-Strauss’ view (1963:281f.), native structural models cannot be 

trusted, especially when they relate to the deep, unconscious structures that 

govern change and identity in a culture. Leach (1961) devastated all ideas of 

structural-functional stability of kinship groups as corporations with charters 

that lasted long beyond the lifetimes of individuals. Schneider (1984) attacked 

the position, common in earlier anthropology, that symbolic kinship is 
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intrinsically based upon biological ties. He showed that societies base their 

relatedness on alternative frameworks such as residence, intimacy or fulfilling 

social roles. In the light of the multiple varieties of human cultures, the critique 

Leach and Schneider made of structural-functional stability was necessary: 

what were believed to be universals were, in fact, products of Western 

anthropologists’ ethnocentrism. Postmodern critique verges on deconstructing 

culture and society completely. Nietzsche talked of ‘a random collection of 

individuals’4 who are continually renegotiating their identities. Goody 

(1998:274) and Clifford (1994:255) did not go so far but became wary of using 

the word ‘culture’. Brumann (1999) has had to rescue the word by arguing that 

behaviour in groups is never purely random and that ‘culture’ can usefully be 

employed to identify the patterns and characteristic traits within groups, 

without implying totally homogeneous behaviour or watertight boundaries 

between groups. While Schneider had reckoned ‘kinship’ to be dead, Carsten 

(2000) showed the importance of the broader concept of ‘relatedness’ in 

societies. If the western preoccupation of a neat distinction between the ‘social’ 

and the ‘biological’ is laid aside, and one is open to local definitions of what 

                                           
4 Quoted in Witte 1997:215. See further 6.1.3. 
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binds a group together, then cross-cultural comparison of different forms of 

relatedness is possible. 

 Piot (1999) makes an important point complementary to that of Carsten: 

European conceptions of self and society lie at the heart of various social 

theories: one’s individual’s interest is seen as opposed to the interest of other 

individuals and that of the larger social whole. In Africa one does not find a 

concept of society as an abstract entity, something other than and coercive of 

the individual. There is a radical reliance on others.  

We are … dealing … with persons constantly involved in, and defined through, relations. 

But if one’s relations are always with others, or between oneself and others, then so too is 

one’s ‘interest’. It does not reside so neatly within the self as established theoretical models 

would have it. (Piot 1999:18) 

Two metaphors, viewing culture as a river and as a dance, are helpful in 

conceiving of variations within culture. Like a river, culture has a permanence, 

but achieves this only through an ongoing process: ‘you cannot step into the 

same river twice’ (Heraclitus’ maxim, quoted in Hannerz 1992:4). Culture, 

Hannerz asserts: 

has two kinds of loci, and the cultural process takes place in their ongoing interrelations. On 

the one hand, culture resides in a set of public meaningful forms, which can most often be 

seen or heard, or are somewhat less frequently known through touch, smell or taste, if not 

through some combination of senses. On the other hand, these overt forms are only 
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rendered meaningful because human minds contain the instruments for their interpretation. 

The cultural flow thus consists of the externalizations of meaning which individuals produce 

through arrangements of overt forms, and the interpretations which individuals make of 

such displays – those of others as well as their own. (1992:3f.) 

Wendy James (2003) compares culture to a ceremonial dance; a dance can be 

analysed at the micro level of the steps of the individual dancer, or at the 

macro level of the complete performance. Modernism has the tendency to focus 

on the macro level with universalistic assumptions and to ignore the variations 

on the individual level; whereas postmodernism tends to concentrate on the 

individual variations and to lose sight of the big picture. In culture, as in dance, 

there is a unity in the diversity and movement. The complexity of a dance 

cannot be captured in a two-dimensional photograph; similarly the complexity 

of human culture cannot be captured from just one angle; rather, it needs to be 

analysed from various perspectives and synthesized to build up a rich picture of 

what is going on. 

These metaphors are helpful in seeking to capture the relationship between the 

unity and the diversity of culture but they have not provided a completely 

satisfactory foundation for the study of culture. Milbank (1990) deconstructs 

modernity and postmodernity and critiques the modern sociology of religion 

which has risen from Durkheim. He uses Wittgenstein’s observation: ‘in so far 
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as people think they can see “the limits of human understanding”, they believe 

of course that they can see beyond these’ (Milbank 1990:105) to argue that: 

‘The critique of metaphysics ... thus turns out to be a new metaphysics which 

lays claim to a totalizing, and once-for-all representation of finitude’ 

(1990:105). He argues that Durkheim and Weber ‘categorize societies in terms 

of the relation of the individual to something social and universal’ (1990:103). 

However, what matters for many pre-modern societies ‘is not the binary 

individual/society contrast’ (the point made by Piot) ‘but the hierarchical 

ordering of different status groupings, and the distribution of roles according to 

a complex sense of common value’ (Milbank 1990:103). Such ordering is seen 

negatively and ‘explained’ by sociology as strong control of the whole over the 

individual parts (1990:103). Milbank offers as a more plausible alternative 

metanarrative, a Christian ‘ontology of peace’, a vision of the church as one of 

harmonious difference, ontologically grounded in the reality of cosmic peace, 

which participates in the inner life of the Trinity, since the trinitarian God is 

differentiation in harmony (Hütter 1993:113). It is characterized by ‘the 

infinite flow of excessive charitable difference’ (Milbank 2006:376), ‘a multiple 

which is not set dialectically over against the one, but itself manifests unity’ 

(Milbank 2006:376).  
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A theology based on Milbank’s metanarrative must not ignore insights coming 

from anthropology since anthropology is concerned with differences in culture 

and since, to use Augustine’s phrase, ‘truth belongs to [the] Lord, wherever it is 

found’ (1997:II.72). Social sciences can offer complementary knowledge which 

can enhance and sharpen our theological understandings (Hunsinger 1995). 

This is in line with Barth’s thinking: theology is not grounded in any other 

science, but it can draw on them (Swinton & Mowat 2006:90). Such an 

epistemological framework is thus ‘unalterably theistic, but open to the 

possibility of learning new things which develop our understanding of God and 

the practices of the Church’ (Swinton & Mowat 2006:93). Knighton (2007) 

strikes a similar balance: 

Theology needs to contest the ground of human nature with Anthropology by learning from 

it, for God is not merely transcendent, but also immanent in and around his fallen, image-

bearing creatures. He is the Father of the Word which communicates on the basis of the 

inherent unity of phenomena as the Creator of the whole environment; He is the cosmic 

Christ in whom was the life of all things made and who as messiah is the ideal pattern of all 

cultures; He is the Spirit who moves within human history to redeem it. Systematic theology 

needs to integrate empirical research of particular cultures if it is to express adequately a 

trinitarian theology of creation and redemption of all God’s peoples. 

In this view, then, theology needs to learn from anthropology, and to use it in 

service of God’s mission, while at the same time informing it and challenging 

some of its presuppositions. Theology related to the subject of marriage can 
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learn about the diversity of ways in which cultures construct kinship, and take 

on board that no-one should conduct research on marriage in a different 

culture with universalistic assumptions drawn from one’s own culture as to 

what form marriage has or should take. Anthropology can give clues as to 

important questions to ask from cross-cultural research in areas of interest, and 

its techniques and analytical categories can be used for investigating and 

describing cultures in order to help assess how close an analogy may be drawn 

between scriptural cases and current cases.  

 

1.4.2 Creative unity in diversity 

Milbank’s view of excessive charitable difference has at its heart the life and 

love of God characterized by a creative unity in diversity. The three-in-one 

God: Father, Son and Spirit worked together in unity to create the universe. 

That universe itself is plural and diverse, and, in his delight, God pronounced it 

to be very good (Genesis 1:31). The divine purpose is to unite in the fullness of 

time all things, things in heaven and things on earth in Christ (Ephesians 1:10). 

From this perspective human cultures do not have an independent or self-

referential significance. That does not diminish the importance of cultures, but 

rather augments it. Cultures are crucial for human wellbeing, as they mediate 
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God’s love, and can act as signs pointing to the trinitarian God who has the 

goal to bring them into a glorious, polychrome unity. 

There is a certain givenness in all human cultures. While individuals may seek 

to shape culture, they are also shaped by culture. They cannot construct their 

identities in isolation free from all cultural influences. Relationship and 

community are essential for humanity, as indeed they are for the tri-personal 

God who is love (1 John 4:8) and who has loved in community in eternity. It 

was not good for the man to be alone with the animals (Genesis 2:18). The 

eternal loving divine community, different persons but one in essence, created 

humankind, male and female, in the image of God. Male and female were 

created to be (like their creator) a community of persons (Genesis 2:23f.). Thus 

God is the origin of family and his love is mediated through family.  

In this view, humankind is essentially persons-in-relation, in contrast to the 

Aristotelian position in which primacy is given to rationality of one’s soul and 

to the Enlightenment view of the individual as a ‘morally empty vessel waiting 

to be filled through the acts in which he or she chooses to engage’ (Grenz 

1997:209). Eve is created out of Adam, bone of his bone (Genesis 2:23). 

Though different from one another, they belong to one another. She is a 
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different person, but the two become one flesh again in the joy of sexual union 

(Genesis 2:24). 

Through this union, man and woman participate in God’s creation of other 

humans, different from their parents, but with certain characteristics of the two 

parents. In this way, unity in diversity is again creative. The children born as a 

result of these unions are integrated into the family and add another aspect of 

diversity to the picture: different generations, old and young, live together. 

Thus God ordained that the human race spread out across the earth and fill the 

different corners of the earth he created (Genesis 1:28; 2:15; Psalms 

24:1;115:16), at the same time creating different languages and cultures and 

peoples. Each culture and language is a creative response of those made in 

God’s image to the different environments they encounter. The differences in 

cultures and languages are not to be viewed in a negative light as simply the 

result of the disobedience at Babel (Genesis 11). It is arguable that God had 

already planned diverse ethnic groups and languages, for they would have 

evolved naturally in different environments, without Babel, if people had 

followed his original direction to spread out. Another way in which the 

Scriptures portray this unity in diversity is the concept of peace (shalom), 
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described by Plantinga as follows: ‘All nature would be fruitful, benign, and 

filled with wonder upon wonder; all humans would be knit together in 

brotherhood and sisterhood ….’ (1995:9f.). There would be a ‘welding together 

of God, humans and all creation in justice, fulfilment, and delight’ (1995:10). 

With the Fall (Genesis 3), this shalom has been shattered. In Plantinga’s words, 

‘sin is blamable human vandalism of these great realities and therefore an 

affront to their architect and builder’ (1995:16). The devastating effects of sin 

are social and structural as well as personal, and all relationships between God 

and humans, between man and woman and between humans and the land have 

been broken. The unity of the family is spoilt. Diversity, designed to be the 

reason for celebration, has become the cause of conflict. Families war within 

themselves and with neighbouring families; nations fight nations.  

Yet the relationships have not been broken beyond repair; God’s original desire 

is still reflected, to a greater or lesser extent, in each human attempt at creating 

community. God initiated his plan of redemption to restore shalom in choosing 

Abram with the covenant promise to bless all the nations through his family 

(Genesis 12:3). He spoke into the family structures of Israel to redeem them 

with the intent that this redemption should be a paradigm for other nations 
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(Genesis 18:18f.). At the focal point of history, this blessing was ultimately 

fulfilled in the body of Christ, where old divisions are broken down, both inter-

family and intra-family.  

1.4.3 The relativization of community structures 

There is an emphasis in Christ’s teachings in the Synoptic Gospels on sacrificing 

the priorities of kin for the kingdom: ‘If any one comes to me and does not hate 

his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, 

and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple’ (Luke 14:25f.; see also 

10:60;13:52). This was not, however, an absolute rejection of family duties; he 

accused the Pharisees and teachers of religious law of using their religious 

duties as an excuse to ignore their family duties (Mark 7:9-13). It was rather a 

prioritization, hyperbole in the same genre of speech as the command to cut off 

one’s hand to avoid sinning (Matthew 5:30). Luke 1:17 defines the mission of 

Jesus’ forerunner, John the Baptist: ‘to turn the hearts of the fathers to the 

children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the 

Lord a people prepared.’ When the demon-possessed man was delivered he 

begged to join Jesus’ followers, but Jesus instructed him to return to his family 

and tell them of all the wonderful things God had done (Luke 8:38f.). After 
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resurrecting a young man, Jesus ‘gave him to his mother’ (Luke 7:15). Jesus 

deconstructed the family in order that family relationships are put in their 

rightful place, and that they can be redeemed to reflect the love of Christ. He 

deconstructed, not in order to leave the individual isolated or alone to 

construct his own identity, but in order to reconstruct the family based on 

people drawn into and infused with the communal life of God who is love (1 

John 4:8,16).  

In Christ, racialist barriers are torn down so that there will be a united family 

of people from diverse nations (Colossians 3:11; Revelation 7:9). But this 

united family is not to be confused with a monochrome family. All the different 

nations of the earth are blessed, each with its own distinct tongue, culture, way 

of looking at the world, and family structure. Each sin-tainted family structure, 

once redeemed, can make its own unique contribution to the church’s 

understanding of the family of Christ.  

Christ’s kingdom of shalom which will be finally consummated at the end of 

time when God will descend again to be with his people in a new heaven and 

earth (Revelation 21:1-5). While it is clear that the ideal will not be perfectly 

attained before that time, Christian ethics are at heart redemptive. Based on 



  25 

what God has said he will do, Christians are called to participate in the 

transforming power of the age for which they hope (Ogletree 1983:178). 

Through the power of the Spirit of Christ they are to work towards redeeming 

society to reflect God’s loving desire for all humankind to live in community. 

‘To this end we continually ask, … What would the present look like if it were 

to reflect God’s purpose, namely, the creation of true community?’ (Grenz 

1997:272). In the light of this overarching theological question, in the next 

section I explore the shaping of the collection and analysis of the 

anthropological data in what is commonly called the hermeneutical circle or 

hermeneutical spiral. 

 

1.5 The nature of knowledge in practical theology: the 

hermeneutical spiral 

1.5.1 Introduction: the hermeneutical spiral in practical theology 

The hermeneutical spiral in practical theology is the means of reflecting 

theologically in order to ensure faithful participation in God’s mission in a 

particular situation. My preference is for the term ‘hermeneutical spiral’ rather 

than ‘hermeneutical circle’ which has the connotation of a closed process. 

Practical theology is by nature provisional, and there is a continuing spiral of 
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reflection and reform as situations and understanding develop. According to 

Swinton and Mowat (2006:93-7) there are four stages in the hermeneutic spiral 

in practical theology: identification of a situation, cultural analysis, theological 

reflection and formulation of revised practice. The first stage is the 

identification of current praxis and of what appears to be going on pre-

reflectively is that Supyire levirate has been dismissed as contra-Christian (1.1). 

The second stage is the contextual excavation of the complex matrix of 

meanings within the situation. This will involve anthropological research on 

Supyire levirate and marriage. The third stage is critical reflection on these 

local practices. This will involve exegesis of relevant scriptural texts, reflection 

on how marriage relates to the revelation of Christ, and how this deepens one’s 

understanding of Supyire levirate. The fourth stage is revised form of practice. 

For the most part this stage can only take place outside the pages of this thesis. 

Revised practice and changing circumstances should give input to further 

analysis and prompt work on a further coil in the hermeneutical spiral. 

Anthropological research and theological reflection both involve careful 

listening to allow Supyire voices and the scriptural authors to be heard in their 
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own contexts on their own terms. As Goldingay states, this requires seeking to 

put ourselves in someone else’s shoes: 

I inevitably view the world from the vantage point where I stand, which fixes a horizon for 

me, determines what I can see and how well I can see it. If I can look at it from someone 

else’s vantage point, then, first I have the opportunity to understand this other person. 

(1995:225) 

1.5.2 Relationship between the author, the text and the reader 

The question of how to read and interpret the Scriptures was of crucial 

importance to Christ (see below 1.6); and it has continued to be crucial 

throughout church history. Schleiermacher, one of the fathers of modern 

hermeneutics, had two major emphases in his system of interpretation: the 

grammatical approach which demarcated the meaning of concepts by their 

context, and the psychological approach, the aim of which was to align oneself 

with the author’s mind. ‘The interpreter must put himself both objectively and 

subjectively in the position of the author’ (Schleiermacher 1997:83f.). In 

Schleiermacher’s thought there is a spectrum of texts, ranging from historical 

chronicle and didactic material where objective interpretation is prominent, to 

poetry and letters where the psychological has more weight (Goldingay 

1995:217).  
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In the two centuries since Schleiermacher there has been a struggle to locate 

the meaning of texts. Among those who have followed the psychological thread 

in Schleiermacher, there has been a trend to decentre the text and emphasize 

rather the place of the reader; in reaction others have attempted to reintegrate 

the author’s intention and the historical context of the text while not ignoring 

the subjective psychological element of the reader.  

Gadamer in Truth and Method (1975) sought to uncover the nature of human 

understanding and insisted on the importance of recognizing that it is not 

possible to interpret a text free of presuppositions: ‘interpretation begins with 

fore-conceptions that are replaced with more suitable ones’ (1975:236). 

Interpretation involves a fusion of the horizons of the text and the interpreter, 

rather than a reasoning one’s way into the past to unlock its meaning or the 

intent of the author (1975:353).  

The horizon of understanding cannot be limited either by what the writer originally had in 

mind or by the horizon of the person to whom the text was originally addressed. … For 

texts do not ask to be understood as a living expression of the subjectivity of their writers. 

… What is fixed in writing has detached itself from the contingency of its origin and its 

author and made itself free for new relationships. (Gadamer 1975:356f.) 

In Gadamer’s thought one’s preunderstanding is the common ground between 

the interpreter and the world of the text; the interpreter uses this to interrogate 
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the text which in turn reshapes the questions of the interpreter (Osborne 

2006:470). Subjectivism, Gadamer argued, can be avoided: ‘Understanding is 

not to be thought of so much as an action of one's subjectivity, but as the 

placing of oneself within a process of tradition, in which past and present are 

constantly fused’ (1975:258). 

 In contrast to the Enlightenment’s negative evaluation of preunderstanding as 

a barrier to interpretation (Osborne 2006:470), Gadamer’s reflection is vital so 

that the interpreter is aware of his position and remains open to the possibility 

of his unfruitful pre-judgments being discarded. Nevertheless Gadamer’s fusion 

of horizons within a reading tradition has weaknesses, as Thiselton (1980:315) 

argues:  

In the first place, are unfruitful pre-judgments within tradition necessarily discarded? ... 

Secondly, Gadamer claims that the meaning of the text always goes beyond its author. But 

… does this open the door … to a merely subjective understanding of the text?  

Another way of decentring the author and the text’s historical horizon came 

with the structuralist thought of Lévi-Strauss. Building on de Saussure’s 

distinction between langue (the language system) and parole (the individual 

speech-act), and seeing humankind as a whole rather than individuals, Lévi-

Strauss argued that the meaning of phenomena is an unconscious system. There 
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is a break between the diversity of the real and the formal abstraction of the 

structure that signifies it. In order to discover the hidden message behind the 

surface text, it has to be deciphered by the binary codes within the text and 

then transformed on the basis of current codes. 

Barthes reacts against both the purely diachronic emphasis of tradition-critical 

approach which ignores the poetic function of the narrative, and the purely 

synchronic approach of structuralism which ignores the distance between the 

interpreter and the text. In Barthes’ understanding, labelled poststructuralist, 

the text is autonomous and speaks for itself; the author is dead and the original 

reader cannot be known with certainty (Osborne 2006:476). The text is a form 

of art. Barthes’ phenomenological perspective (systematic reflection on and 

analysis of the structures of consciousness) is combined with the poetic 

dimension in order to allow one to enter the imaginative thought world of the 

artistic work. The hermeneutical circle between the text and the reader 

demands the constant intrusion of the reader’s own interpretation. According 

to Susan Wittig (1977) there is an unstated significance in the text and the 

reader is compelled to complete it. The reader-response theory of Fish goes 

further still in this direction by assuming not only the autonomy of the text, but 
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by suggesting that ‘the word “meaning” should be perhaps discarded since it 

carries with it the notion of message… The meaning of an utterance is its 

experience … and that experience is immediately compromised the moment 

you say anything about it’ (Fish 1980:98). 

Barthes reacted to the structuralist assumption that the linguistic code provides 

the key to the meaning of a text. Others pursuing deconstructionism went yet 

further to challenge the communicative power of language itself. Osborne 

summarizes the argument of deconstructionist thinking: ‘Since all logic 

pretends to be rational but is actually metaphorical, attempts to determine 

meaning are doomed to failure’ (2006:482). ‘Truths are illusions about which 

one has forgotten what they are: metaphors which are worn out and without 

sensuous power’ (Nietzsche 1954:47). For Derrida, deconstruction is a 

decentring process in which the central locus of a structure, that which gives it 

meaning, coherence and presence, has been disrupted and has become ‘a 

nonlocus in which an infinite number of sign-substitutions come into play’ 

(2001:353). For Derrida there is no actual presence of meaning in the text 

because the metaphorical symbols can no longer be identified with their 

original meaning. He argues that in the act of writing, the author’s intention 
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(indeed his very presence) has been expelled from the autonomous text 

(Osborne 2006:483).  

The above approaches have two strengths in comparison with the more 

rationalist approach of the Enlightenment. In the first place they draw 

attention to the role of the reader and his interpretative community in the 

process of arriving at understanding. Thiselton (1980:11) states that: 

‘Hermeneutics ... begins with the recognition that historical conditioning is 

two-sided; the modern interpreter, no less than the text, stands in a given historical 

context and tradition.’ 5 Merely to abstract certain words from the New 

Testament and to repeat them mechanically would be unfaithful to the 

intention of the New Testament writers (Thiselton 1980:99). Hermeneutics is 

not just a set of rules to apply. We need to seek for common understanding 

(Thiselton 1980:141). The second strength of these post-Enlightenment 

approaches is that they stress the need to deal with metaphorical and rhetorical 

nature of language.  

However, the problem is that they take a half-truth, a problem in epistemology 

and elevate it into a covering law (Osborne 2006:487). The result is that the 
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modern reader is left free to find his own meaning with little or no 

consideration of historical or original meaning. In Biblical exegesis, the context, 

the intertextual and historical dimensions of the texts are ignored at the 

expense of metaphor, leading to polyvalence.  

 Other authors have sought to remedy the imbalance that has been caused by 

overstressing the role of the reader, and to reintegrate, in varying measures, 

the original context of the text and the author in a trialogue between author, 

text and reader. Ricoeur, in line with phenomenology, believes that language 

forms the core of one’s being. The internal world of the text is a self-contained 

entity and the decomposition of the text (per structuralism) leads to 

observation of its symphonic arrangement. However, the hermeneutical circle 

is not an interpenetration of author and reader, as in Gadamer, but ‘a dialectic 

between disclosing a world and understanding oneself in front of this world’ 

(Ricoeur 1974:107f.). For Ricoeur, interpretation is the appropriation of a text’s 

meaning for current understanding and it comes about by a dialectic between 

two levels of understanding: a preliminary naïve understanding and a 

deepening comprehension. In Ricoeur’s approach the text still has a life of its 

own cut loose from its original context. His approach remains open to the 
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criticism: of what reality is it precisely that the reader has a deepening 

comprehension? 

Others use Wittgenstein to move closer to the centrality of author and text for 

meaning. Wittgenstein argues against generalizations; metaphors are not 

monolithic but function differently depending on the language category being 

used. ‘Each word used in an utterance is not an entity in itself but is part of a 

larger activity grounded in everyday life’ (Osborne 2006:100). Hermeneutical 

rules ‘must be flexible enough to allow the syntax to speak for itself, to allow 

the language to play its own game’ (Osborne 2006:100). 

Hirsch seeks a means to reinsert the author by separating meaning (the act of 

comprehending a text on the basis of the whole semantic field) and significance 

(the act of inserting that meaning into different contexts). Meaning is grounded 

in author’s choice of language and so is unchanging, while significance applies 

that meaning to different situations, and so changes according to the reader’s 

context (1967:255). In practice, interpreters select a possible meaning and seek 

to verify that, in all probability, it corresponds to the author’s intended 

meaning (1967:241). Osborne points out a weakness here is the elusiveness of 

the author’s meaning (2006:497). Juhl builds on Hirsch but unlike Hirsch does 
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not separate the author’s intention from the meaning of the text (1980:12-15). 

One knows the author to the extent that the text reveals him (1980:187ff.). 

Understanding the context and how the speaker views the situation directs the 

reader to the proper language game for interpreting a particular text (1980:90-

99). The reader thereby aligns himself or herself with the textual world and 

propositional content, thus coming to understand the intended meaning of the 

text (1980:196-238). Hirschʼs position has the advantage of recognizing that 

the author, the text, the context and the reader all have a role in the 

hermeneutical process. The next subsection looks in more detail at the role of 

the reader’s preunderstanding in this gaining access to a text. 

1.5.3 The place of the reader’s preunderstanding 

Human knowledge is limited, partial and approximate but there is a possibility 

of growth in knowledge and understanding. God alone is omniscient and Christ 

on earth experienced some of the limitations of human knowledge (for 

example, Mark 13:32). Acceptance of these limitations affects one’s attitude to 

preunderstanding with which one approaches any text, communication or area 

of knowledge. Rather than a negative bind, it is in essence a positive 

phenomenon if one is open to correction and expansion. In fact, it is an 
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essential starting point. Experience of something is a precondition of 

understanding a text that refers to it. As Bultmann writes: ‘There cannot be any 

such thing as presuppositionless exegesis … Historical understanding always 

presupposes a relation of the interpreter to the subject matter … in the texts’ 

(1964:347). A text can be explained only when one has an inner relationship to 

the matter with which the text deals, that is a preunderstanding that one shares 

with it (Goldingay 2005:219). For example, our notions of father, even though 

they come from sin-tainted cultures, serve as a point of access to know our 

heavenly father (see further 1.6). It is impossible to come with a mind that is 

tabula rasa. As Osborne observes: 

A close reading of the text cannot be done without a perspective provided by one’s 

preunderstanding … Reflection itself demands mental categories, and these are built upon 

one’s presupposed worldview and by the faith or reading community to which one belongs. 

(2006:516) 

There is a distinction to be made between presupposition and prejudice. 

‘Preunderstanding only becomes negative if it degenerates into an a priori grid 

that determines the meaning of a text before the act of reading even begins’ 

(Osborne 2006:412). To avoid this danger Ricoeur suggests the interpreter 

places himself in front of the text so that the text can have priority (1981:178) 

and is allowed to challenge his presuppositions, reshape and direct them. There 
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must be a desire for truth rather than a mere confirmation of pre-existing ideas, 

and this will entail openness to other communities of faith. Interpretation 

happens because we hazard a guess as to what a person or a text may mean 

and then test out our guesses (Goldingay 2005:219). This requires openness to 

test our preunderstanding of texts with insights from scholars in historical, 

semantic and literary dimensions. 

Both reflective and experiential knowledge are important here (Goldingay 

2005:264). If we miss the reflective we can too easily assume that the 

experience to which the text witnesses mirrors our own. Preunderstanding can 

be a danger if ‘[w]e squeeze other people into our own mold and thus 

misunderstand them; we subsume what we think we hear within the categories 

of what we think we know already, and thus we miss distinctive features of 

what is said’ (Goldingay 1995:224). 

As interpreters of scripture we have to bring together two worlds (1.2). 

Detailed study of the culture of the two worlds enables us to more accurately 

perceive the resonances and the differences between the two, and see where 

application is possible. It avoids two opposing dangers: firstly of reading our 



  

38 

experience into the past and finding resonance too easily; and secondly 

dismissing too easily the text as archaic, irrelevant or sub-Christian.  

Turner (2000) spells out that how the hermeneutical task entails investigation 

of what lies behind the text (the social and historical background of the 

writing), what is in the text (the context of the book or letter), before applying 

it to what is in front of the text (the modern day situation). The meaning of a 

discourse depends not only on the text, but to a large extent also on what is 

below the tip of the iceberg, the shared presuppositional pools it invokes 

(Turner 2000:49,69). The task of putting together the ‘unarticulated elements 

of [the] shared presuppositional pool’ (Turner 2000:49) requires patience and 

humility. Confessing, as it does, that the Word became flesh in Palestine, the 

church must seek ‘the inner coherence of Jesus’ ministry revealed by his words 

and actions in the real social, political and religious context of the Palestine of 

his day’ (Turner 2000:64). When faced with a scriptural text that may at first 

sight appear contradictory Käsemann (1980:viii) outlines a similar approach: 

Until I have proof to the contrary I proceed on the assumption that the text has a central 

concern and a remarkable inner logic that may no longer be entirely comprehensible to us. 

… In true theology there is no place for global judgments, and concreteness is always 

required. Awareness of the provisional nature of the solutions offered at any time and 

expected from theology does not release it from, but obligates it to, unceasing labor. 
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As the nature of human knowledge in any field is necessarily provisional, 

within the hermeneutical spiral of practical theology our preunderstanding 

must be continually open to adjustment, correction or deepening and, as I 

argue below in 1.7, place our preunderstanding and our theology in front of 

the text. 

1.5.4 The fusion of horizons  

Gadamer’s metaphor of interpretation as the fusion of two horizons, that of the 

past text and that of the present reader into a new horizon, has been influential 

among Christian interpreters. Goldingay, for instance, states that:  

if I am open to the possibility that this other perspective may also open out onto reality 

itself, that broader horizon of which both it and my perspective are but part, my horizon is 

extended. I see reality more fully. The process of interpretation involves a merging of 

horizons. (1995:225) 

In the current research, I am aware that I myself, with my particular 

perspective, am the tool that is being used to describe and analyze Supyire 

marriage and marriage as found in the scriptural texts, with the goal of 

allowing the voice of Christ to be heard in a Supyire context and of working 

towards the redemption of levirate. To gain in understanding involves learning 

to stand where someone else stands, and seeking to look at the world through 
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their eyes. As I am involved in vicarious listening and reflection, my own 

horizons should expand and my systematic theology of marriage should 

develop. Such development should be positive in the sense of refining and 

sensitizing this tool by which the vicarious listening takes place. 

However as with all models, the idea of fusion of two horizons has its 

limitations. Firstly it does not line up neatly with life’s complexities. Some of 

the complicating factors in the questions addressed in this thesis are: the 

changes in Supyire tradition especially in recent generations, the wide range of 

church traditions on marriage (including my own), the wide variety of settings 

for marriage in Scripture, and my own horizon influenced by a range of 

experiences, both in the United Kingdom and in Mali. So there are, in reality, 

several horizons involved in this practical theology. A second limitation is that 

the horizons of the past and present never completely come together; historical 

and temporal distance must be respected (Thiselton 2009:219). A third 

limitation of the model is that it does not directly address the questions of the 

validity of different horizons and where authority lies and of which horizon 

should have priority. These concerns will be addressed in the next two sections 

as I examine how theology is done within the Scriptures (1.6), and the nature 
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and location of authority in the relationship between Scriptures and church 

traditions (1.7). 

1.6 Theologizing in Scripture: multivocal witnesses to what 

God has done in Jesus Christ  

The Scriptures are far from a monolithic set of universal philosophical 

principles: parts are authoritative canon, other parts are inspired words directly 

from God, others are the witness to what God has done in history, and still 

others are theological reflections on what God has said and done (Goldingay 

2004). Such diversity is acknowledged within Scripture; human authors are not 

hidden, but divine inspiration is equally asserted. ‘In many and various ways 

God spoke of old to our fathers by the prophets’ (Hebrews 1:1). Hebrews then 

goes on to argue that the supreme revelation comes in the Son: 

but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed the heir of all 

things, through whom also he created the world. He reflects the glory of God and bears the 

very stamp of his nature, upholding the universe by his word of power. (1:2ff.) 

The relationship between Christ and Scripture is complex. The Old Testament 

foretells the coming Messiah (e.g. Matthew 1:22f.). Christ uses it to counter 

Satan’s misuse of it, interprets it authoritatively (Luke 4:1-13) and encourages 

his disciples to obey the spirit and the letter of the law and the prophets 
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(Matthew 5:17-20). He rebukes the Pharisees, for example, for failing to grasp 

the implication of the words of Hosea 6.6 (in Matthew 9:13; 12.7). He self-

consciously fulfils it (Luke 4:17-21). He interpreted the Old Testament from a 

Christocentric viewpoint: ‘And beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he 

interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself’ (Luke 

24:27).The early church did likewise: ‘Then Philip opened his mouth, and 

beginning with this scripture he told him the good news of Jesus’ (Acts 8:34f.). 

2 Timothy warns against those who oppose the truth and influence others who 

cannot recognise the truth (3:7f.) and so exhorts its recipient to: 

continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing from whom you 

learned it and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings 

which are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is 

inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 

righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work. (2 

Timothy 3:14-17) 

The early church had traditions which focused on Jesus Christ to be passed on 

in the form of sound doctrine to be guarded, traditions conceptual or 

propositional in nature (Galatians 2:2; 1 Timothy 1:15; 2:16). So, although 

Christ is the ultimate revelation of God, the Bible remains indispensable for 

‘without the Bible the remembered Christ becomes the imagined Christ’ 

(Goldingay 1994: 113f.). He is the focal point of the Scriptures, the Old and 
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New Testaments, the key for interpreting them; and without him they do not 

hold together. As Vanhoozer argues: 

What makes the whole Bible a unified canon is the unified action at its heart, and what 

gives the unified action closure is the recapitulation of all that has gone before in Jesus 

Christ. All the significant persons and events in the earlier scenes – creation, exodus, 

temptation, prophets, priests, kings, sacrifice, sin offerings, miracles, wisdom ‒ are 

reincorporated into the word-act that is the gospel of Jesus Christ. (2005:341) 

So, in Scripture we see God drawing on listeners’ experience of creation and 

culture as the basis or building block for revealing more of himself, revelation 

culminating in Jesus Christ. He starts where they are at: Abram knows God 

initially as El the local name for god (for example, Genesis 14:18ff. before he 

receives a fuller revelation of who El is). All language is metaphorical (1.5.2) 

and our understanding of God and our self-understanding are mutually 

enriched by reflecting on language regarding the one in the light of language 

regarding the other. As we are invited to call God our heavenly father 

(Matthew 6:9), our initial understanding has to come from our experience in 

the creation of our earthly fathers. This is the starting point; but it requires 

enhancement, for two reasons: humanity is limited, and humanity is sinful. 

This can be demonstrated by considering further the above example. Since 

earthly fathers are human we do not become children of God in the same way 
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we become children of our earthly father (John 1:13). Since human fathers are 

sinful, they are not like our holy heavenly father, and yet our family relations 

retain at least a modicum of the image of God which allows an analogy to be 

made. ‘If you sinful people know how to give good gifts to your children, how 

much more will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask 

him’ (Luke 11:13). As we reflect then on what is told of the nature of the 

heavenly father, we gain positive feedback that can redeem the image of an 

earthly father. In a similar vein, human marriage is a profound mystery which 

points to the relationship between Christ with the church (Ephesians 5:32), a 

reality which feeds back into our view of human marriage. This is further 

developed in chapter five. 

The two examples above demonstrate how knowledge is both reflective and 

experiential. As Osborne argues disjunctive thinking and false polarities have 

clouded the hermeneutical debate (2006:516). The result is that the reflective 

and the experiential have been driven apart. Thiselton argues likewise: ‘The 

objective content of Scripture is not obviated but is upheld by experience 

language, yielding positive models by which current theories may be identified 

or denied in terms of their Christian adequacy’ (1980:437). God in Scripture is 
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not content to simply set out propositions, but is involved in the human story 

at all points and desires through the Scriptures to draw his created family into 

his life. His ethical demands are not made from an aloof position. The purpose 

of his demands is that people may enjoy life with him. God’s central object in 

revelation is to facilitate fellowship with him through a renewed spirit which 

delights in following him. ‘When talking of morals the first thing to do is to 

stress the God who calls us into relationship with himself, not an impersonal 

law, or even God as supreme lawgiver and legislator. In other words our moral 

theology is a covenant moral theology’ (Lucie-Smith 2006:17). 

An important observation concerning the authoritative laws and rules that are 

found in Scripture is that they have a cultural aspect; many are directed to 

specific people in specific situations, and are not universally binding. It follows 

then that we cannot simply lift historical injunctions and apply them directly to 

today’s situation. Enns demonstrates that within the canon, even within the 

Ten Commandments, God’s law is not static but has a situational element to it. 

The rationale given for the fourth commandment on the Sabbath in 

Deuteronomy, as the people are about to enter the Promised Land, is different 

from that when it was initially commanded in Exodus. Enns argues:  
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at this juncture what Israel needs to hear loud and clear is: ‘Don’t become comfortable and 

arrogant and oppress your servants as the Egyptians did to you.’ In other words, there seems 

to be a situational dimension to law ... Perhaps God himself understands ‒ and in fact shows 

us ‒ that even the law has a situational dimension. For any biblical law we can think of, 

obedience is much more than simply ‘Do what it says.’ One must also understand whether 

the present situation calls for that law and the how6 that law is to be kept. (Enns 2005:87f.) 

Another example of the need for understanding whether a situation demands a 

law to be kept and how it is to be kept comes when Jesus’ disciples were 

criticised for plucking grain on the Sabbath he retorted: 

Have you not read what David did, when he was hungry, and those who were with him: 

how he entered the house of God and ate the bread of the Presence, which it was not lawful 

for him to eat nor for those who were with him, but only for the priests? Or have you not 

read in the law how on the sabbath the priests in the temple profane the sabbath, and are 

guiltless? I tell you, something greater than the temple is here. And if you had known what 

this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the guiltless. 

For the Son of man is lord of the sabbath. (Matthew 12:3-8) 

Jesus indicates a divine priority for mercifully feeding the hungry over and 

above the application of particular law (keeping the bread of the Presence in 

the temple or a Sabbath law of not working).  

Despite this variety within scriptural laws, Jesus can make summary 

statements, indicating a unity within the laws: 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 

your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it, You shall love 
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your neighbour as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the law and the 

prophets. (Matthew 22:37b-40) 

So whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them; for this is the law and the 

prophets. (Matthew 7:12) 

It can be deduced that Jesus had a holistic understanding of the Scripture. As 

Osborne argues: 

A failure to grasp the balance between … two interdependent aspects has caused both 

evangelicals (stressing the unity) and nonevangelicals (stressing the diversity) to misread 

the Scriptures. Diversity is demanded by the analogical cast of biblical language. Since few 

books in Scripture were addressed to similar situations, there is a great variety in wording 

and emphasis. (2006:28)  

The diversity in Scripture has several sources. In the quotation above Osborne 

points out the analogical, metaphorical cast of language as one source. The 

different pictures give us a variety of perspectives on a complex reality. A 

second source is that there is evidence of divine accommodation to human 

sinfulness. So as a result of sin many of the laws apply to situations that are not 

ideal. Jesus referred to this in his discussion with the Pharisees on divorce 

when they brought up the text about the certificate of divorce (in Exodus 24:1-

4). Jesus said it was due to human hardness of heart (Mark 10:5), and 

contrasted divorce to the ideal of what God had intended at creation (Mark 

10:6-9). A third source is the diversity of cultures. Gilliland (1983) argues that 
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in New Testament times Paul founded churches based on the apostolic 

tradition, but then went to great pains not to impose his Jewish culture on the 

new Gentile churches. He rebuked even Peter and Barnabas on the subject 

(Galatians 2:11-16). Rather the young churches had to learn how to work out 

their own salvation in their own culture. They were not alone in this task as 

they had the Holy Spirit and the Scriptures to guide them. Paul stated his 

principle of evangelism as seeking to identify with those he was addressing: ‘I 

have become all things to all men, that I might by all means save some’ (1 

Corinthians 9:22b). This is an outworking of what we saw above: God 

approaching people where they are in order to draw them into the spiral of a 

growing knowledge of himself. The result has been a wide variety of Christian 

practise in multifarious cultures based around the apostolic tradition. 

In order to contextualize from the diversity within the pages of Scripture 

Osborne (2006:420-26) has argued that there is the need to discern 

‘supracultural principles’ underlying the text which can then be applied across 

cultures. However this approach is unlike the approach in Scripture where 

God’s revelation is always rooted in human history, the history of Abraham, 

Israel and Christ; this storyline culminates in God taking on human form in 
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Jewish society, and it is this cultural rootedness which has implications for all 

other human cultures. Prosaic cultural actions such as footwashing, eating and 

drinking are invested with eternal significance (Vanhoozer 2005:310). So Jesus 

Christ both identifies with cultural time and place, and transcends it 

(Vanhoozer 2005:322). In the storyline there are general principles which 

summarize the law such as love God and love your neighbour; yet even these 

general principles require fleshing out in Jewish culture. A major theme of the 

gospel of John answers the question of ‘Who is this God to be loved?’ as Jesus 

claims he and the Father are one (John 10:30). In response to the lawyer’s 

question ‘Who is my neighbour?’ Jesus tells the parable of Good Samaritan 

(Luke 10:29-37). 

In Scriptures there are propositions to be accepted and believed but this 

knowledge is more than intellectual as the reader is invited to imagine, see, 

feel and taste the truth (Vanhoozer 2005:291). There is a foundation, that is 

Christ (1 Corinthians 3:11) attested to by apostles (1 Corinthians 3:10), but this 

is not foundationalism which privileges propositional truths to the exclusion of 

diverse genres and abstracts the knower from the process (Vanhoozer 

2005:292). Scripture is not a text book of propositions but rather resembles a 
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canonical atlas, ‘a collection of maps that variously render the way, the truth 

and the life’ (Vanhoozer 2005:294). As maps represent objective reality but do 

so only by subjective selection of certain aspects, so Scriptures represent an 

objective reality but only by subjective selection (Vanhoozer 2005:297). One 

gains a fuller understanding of the gospel by relating what one learns from one 

map to what one learns from another. In order to orient one’s reading of the 

maps one needs to be properly oriented towards Christ to whom all the maps 

point (Vanhoozer 2005:297). It is important to let the picture emerge from 

whole text so that ‘objectivity is view from everywhere in canon’ (Vanhoozer 

2005:291). Full knowledge is not on offer but there is sufficient about God to 

respond with belief, trust, obedience, worship and hope (Vanhoozer 2005:291). 

Although there are no supracultural principles, there is demonstrated in 

Scripture an assumption of intercultural commensurability. For example Paul 

applied the judgment of a plague on Israel’s immorality with foreign women 

and their gods (Numbers 25:1-9) to the situation in cosmopolitan Corinth: 

‘Now these things happened to them as a warning, but they were written down 

for our instruction, upon whom the end of the ages has come’ (1 Corinthians 

10:11a). It is a question of drawing out meaning potential in the text without 
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denying the original context. Paul argues for contextualization of the law 

against muzzling oxen (Deuteronomy 5:4); he discerned what God was doing in 

Old Testament and extrapolated using an a fortiori argument to draw out a 

principle for his current situation: 

Is it for oxen that God is concerned? Does he not speak entirely for our sake? It was written 

for our sake, because the plowman should plow in hope and the thresher thresh in hope of a 

share in the crop. If we have sown spiritual good among you, is it too much if we reap your 

material benefits? (1 Corinthians 9:7-11) 

In conclusion, theologizing within Scripture is not primarily a matter of setting 

out principles or rules, but rather one of discerning a multivocal witness to God 

calling his people in concrete historical situations to a renewed relationship 

with him through Jesus Christ. Consequently, hermeneutics is not just a set of 

rules to apply, but a spiritual exercise involving listening to God in Scripture 

and culture and having one’s imagination transformed so as to discern the will 

of God (Romans 12.2). This double listening is exemplified in Jesus’ parables 

through which he came alongside the world of the hearer and used everyday 

phenomena from agriculture or from current events. He stood alongside the 

hearer in the world of the hearer (Osborne 1980:191). Only from within this 

world did he then proceed to expand his listeners’ horizons or point them in a 

different direction. Revelation is not entirely ‘out there’ in the Scriptures; 
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neither is it entirely ‘in here’ in the readers’ response, but it is an activity of the 

triune God speaking through his creation (including the diverse human 

cultures), through the Scriptures and his incarnate Son to his creatures whom 

he fills by his Spirit. Interpreters need to seek the aid of his Spirit in order to 

study the Scriptures, the times and themselves and discern what he said in the 

past and what he is saying in today’s situation. The Spirit works through the 

text, and seizes the imagination as the interpreter is transformed. In the context 

of the current research, I need to understand and empathize with the 

recipients, so that my horizon is enlarged progressively as I pay attention in 

turn to Scriptures and to the Supyire people. 

This need for understanding and empathy then raises the question how much 

attention do I pay to the Supyire experience, how much to the Scriptures and 

how much to my own tradition of marriage mediated through centuries of 

church tradition? In the next section I look at where authority resides in the 

hermeneutical process and what is the nature of this authority. 
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1.7 The nature and location of authority: Scripture and 

tradition  

As seen above (1.6) the unity of scripture is not a flat mosaic, but is rather a 

plot centred on Christ. There is one script but there are many performances of 

this script at different times and in different places; theology must emerge from 

the text and this involves careful listening to the text and careful observation of 

the situation in which it is to be performed (Osborne 2006:325). A fitting 

performance requires wisdom. According to Vanhoozer wise theological 

judgment is ‘largely… a matter of being apprenticed to the canon: of having 

one’s capacity for judging (a capacity that involves imagination, reason, 

emotion and volition alike) formed and transformed by the ensemble of 

canonical practices that constitute Scripture’ (2005:331). It involves perception 

and perspective: perception of the current situation in the perspective of what 

is truly good and fitting in a situation given what God has done in Jesus 

(2005:333f.).  

Perception of a situation requires a thick description which interprets a 

complex concrete reality in a highly lucid and richly responsive way. It takes 

what there is with imagination and feeling (Vanhoozer 2005:333), and 
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recognizes the theologically salient features (Vanhoozer 2005:334). To be 

perceptive is to be a person on whom nothing is lost and who sees and tastes 

everything about a situation that is theologically relevant (Vanhoozer 

2005:334). 

Perspective keeps the bigger picture of what God has done in Christ in mind, 

thus avoiding the short sightedness of being overcome by the contextual 

concerns. It builds on close attention to the details of the text of Scripture. The 

canon both preserves the integrity of particulars in their own context and 

displays their ultimate meaningfulness relating them all to Jesus Christ, the one 

in whom all fullness – of space, of time, of God – consists (Vanhoozer 

2005:334ff.). Over the centuries the words and acts of God recorded in 

Scripture, for example the promise he made to Abram (Genesis 12:2f.), increase 

in significance and are not exhausted by the whole of the Old Testament. The 

canonical dialogue between the times points to: 

the ‘Christotopic’ new age, the fullness of times. The canon offers us a unique 

multichronotopic perspective: a sense that space and time alike are the Lord’s, that our 

space and time are a gift from God, and that we are consequently responsible before God for 

what we say and do in space and time. (Vanhoozer 2005:346) 



  55 

What God was doing in the history of Jesus Christ is concrete, significant for all 

times and places (Vanhoozer 2005:347). Scripture embodies truths of 

transcultural significance in particular contexts. It governs through suggestion 

rather than prescribing normative judgments made in diverse situations 

(Vanhoozer 2005:348). Canon governs Christian tradition without tying us to 

the past (Vanhoozer 2005:349). Christian doctrine is the realization of 

canonical potential through creative understanding which neither forgets the 

two horizons (the past context of the text and the present context of the 

reader), nor fuses them. Creative understanding does not renounce itself, its 

own place in time, its own culture, and it forgets nothing (Vanhoozer 

2005:261).  

So, the church’s fitting contemporary performance requires wise and faithful 

improvisation of the Christian script apt for new situations, working together in 

order to achieve a creative harmony or shalom. It avoids on the one hand 

cultural colonialism which would manipulate the situation and one’s fellow 

actors according to a preplanned mental map, and on the other hand heresy 

which would succumb to the temptation to be original by breaking away from 

the script (Vanhoozer 2005:337f.). No one version of Christianity, that is no 
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one Christian tradition, can be given the place of the original script but we 

appreciate the original better through the performance of other traditions. We 

must always test our theology by placing it in front of the text, and other 

theologies based in other cultures should challenge and drive us back to the 

script to see our own blind spots and what we may be missing (Vanhoozer 

2005:323). 

 This hermeneutic presumes that connection is possible between modern 

interpreters and the text. Gadamer rightly pointed out the historical gap can 

hinder such communication, but according to Vanhoozer (2005:331) we have 

three advantages to enable us to overcome the gap: the same Holy Spirit who 

inspired the writers is available to fill and guide today’s interpreters; we belong 

to the same redemptive time in the history of redemption (between the two 

comings of Christ) as the New Testament writers; and in so far as we are aware 

of the literary genres that they use, we share the same literary context.  

There is another hindrance to clear communication which Gadamer did not 

mention: that of the distorting effect of sin on the conversation. While ‘the 

doctrine of creation serves as a powerful warrant for affirming the reliability of 

human cognition and the rationality of believing testimony’ (Vanhoozer 
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2005:302), the doctrine of the Fall shows that interpreters, individuals and 

communities alike, can distort or suppress truth by denying the power of God, 

following false ideologies and succumbing to the lust for power (Vanhoozer 

2005:302f.). Nevertheless, through the Holy Spirit, our minds can be renewed 

(Romans 12:2) so that we can begin to see aright; though before the fulfilment 

of Christ’s kingdom, this knowledge will be fragmentary, as only then will we 

know God as we are known, face to face (1 Corinthians 13.12). This analysis, 

then, gives reasons (our fallenness and our humanity) for humility concerning 

one’s practical theology: but also reasons (our creation and our redemption) to 

keep placing our practical theology before the script in order to know God and 

ourselves and our situation better. 

Vanhoozerʼs approach has the advantage of incorporating Ricouerʼs insight that 

the interpreter and his presuppositions must be placed before the text. 

Furthermore, the Scriptures are seen to have their unity in Christ without the 

need to discern supracultural principles. In this way the perspective of each 

text in its own historical and cultural context is allowed to stand and make its 

unique contribution. For these reasons it is the approach I seek to follow in this 

thesis. 
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1.8 Practical theology of marriage: the way forward 

This thesis is to be a practical theology, a perception on the problematic of 

Supyire levirate in the perspective of God’s mission to redeem all cultures in 

Christ. In the hermeneutical spiral, practical theology ‘moves from practice, to 

reflection on practice, and back to practice’ (Swinton & Mowat 2006:26) by 

examining ‘the theories and assumptions which underlie current forms of 

practice’ and contributing to ‘the development and reshaping of new theories’ 

(Swinton & Mowat 2006:26) which are fed back into church practice and 

contribute to personal and communal wisdom, ‘an embodied, practical 

knowledge which will enable a particular form of God-oriented lifestyle’ 

(Swinton & Mowat 2006:26f.). This dynamic process must be done in 

dependence on the Spirit and in the light of the revelation of God to 

humankind in the covenants of Scripture culminating in Christ. 

In 1.1 I indentified three broad questions. The first question concerns the 

centrality of levirate to Supyire identity and society. This is at the heart of 

chapters two, three and four. Chapter two describes and analyzes the cross-

cultural methodologies used to examine the question. In chapters three and 

four I concentrate on the place of marriage and levirate respectively. I draw on 
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Supyire voices to argue that levirate plays a key part in Supyire marriage and is 

indeed central to their identity and society.  

The second question is whether, in the light of the charges levelled against it, 

levirate can have any role in God’s loving purposes in Christ for Supyire 

marriage and society. In chapter five I reflect on marriage and levirate found in 

societies in Scripture to discern how they point to Christ as redeemer of the 

needy, as bridegroom and head of the church and the image of God. I argue 

that these four metaphors correspond to four characteristics that should be 

found in marriage, namely mercy, joyful love, permanent unity and respect for 

human dignity respectively. In chapter six I seek to discern to what extent 

mercy, joyful love, permanent unity and respect for human dignity are found in 

Supyire marriage and levirate, and what fresh perspectives the gospel of Christ 

sheds on Supyire widows, marriage, levirate and children. 

The third question I identified is if levirate can be drawn into God’s purposes, 

how those purposes may affect the direction Supyire levirate takes both within 

the church and, through the church’s influence, in society? In chapter seven I 

outline some of the considerations to be taken into account when the Supyire 

churches are deliberating their policies in face of the thorny problems 
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surrounding levirate practice in the messiness of everyday reality. Questions 

are often thorny because as Cosgrove (2002:58) observes: ‘Some of our basic 

moral convictions may be in tension.’ Cosgrove argues that a rule may be 

presumptive and include a proviso that it applies unless a different principle 

conflicts with it, in which case the second principle takes precedence, or the 

two principles need to be balanced (2002:61).  

In chapter eight I draw out what lessons might be learnt or relearnt that could 

feed into a theology of marriage for the global church. The study of levirate 

and marital obligations in the Supyire and Hebrew cultures enriches our 

understanding of Christ as redeemer, bridegroom and head of the church and 

this in turn should reflect back on the church’s practice in caring for wives, 

widows and the fatherless. I also consider what traditional constraints of 

Christian marriage may need to be loosened if the gospel is to take root in 

Supyire society. 

Another way of outlining the thesis is through the lens of the four steps in a 

practical theology proposed by Swinton & Mowat (see 1.5.1). The first step is 

to identify a situation, a step I have already made in this opening chapter: 

Supyire levirate has been dismissed as contra-Christian by the church. The 
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second step is the contextual excavation of the complex matrix of meanings 

within the situation. The analysis of Supyire marriage and levirate is carried 

out in chapters two to four. The third step in the spiral is critical reflection on 

the practices, which will be the main concern of chapters five to seven. The 

fourth and final step is revised form of practice which I propose in chapter 

eight, along with, by way of appendix, a proposed order service of blessing on 

a levirate union which may be adopted or adapted by the Supyire church if it is 

convinced of the reasoning presented here. Revised practice and changing 

circumstances would give input to further analysis and prompt work on 

another coil on the hermeneutical spiral. 
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2. METHODOLOGY USED TO ANALYSE SUPYIRE 

LEVIRATE  

2.1 Introduction 

I move now to the second part of the hermeneutical spiral, the analysis of the 

matrix of meanings of Supyire marriage and levirate. In chapter two I consider 

my methodology and in chapter three I study the context in which the Supyire 

levirate takes place, their culture in general and their family and marriages in 

particular. In chapter four I come to the central matter of how Supyire levirate 

has operated and how it has been changing in recent generations. 

In chapter one I established in general terms how anthropology could serve a 

work of practical theology such as this; in chapter two I work this out in more 

detail. I begin by looking at debates around anthropological theories of kinship 

(2.2), gender (2.3) and levirate (2.4). I then consider how my position on these 

debates influences the shaping of my research and collection of data among the 

Supyire (2.5). I move on to give an overview of my methods of data collection, 

and justify limiting the source of my data to the Supyire-speaking people of 

Mali (2.6). The heart of the research I carried out by constructing and 

analyzing semi-structured interviews which were conducted in the Supyire 
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language by a team of interviewers whose mother tongue is Supyire; this is 

considered in some detail (2.7). I look at how I sought to triangulate data from 

the interviews with data from other sources (2.8) and conclude the chapter 

with a self-evaluation of my methodology (2.9). 

2.2 Kinship 

A central aspect of levirate is the attribution of children to their mother’s 

deceased husband, a man who is not their biological father. This involves a 

kinship relationship described as ‘a fiction’ by Gellner (1960:188). Such 

slippage or difference between social and biological kinship has been at the 

centre of an intense theoretical debate, particularly over the past half century, 

concerning the nature of kinship. Early on in the development of kinship 

studies, Morgan asserted (1877) that kinship terminology reflects a people’s 

understanding of their biological relationships as based on their marriage 

practices. According to Morgan, a primitive promiscuity where one did not 

know one’s biological father was reflected by a situation which did not 

distinguish between men in the family of an older generation: they were all 

called by a single term. As monogamy evolved out of this promiscuity, so too 

did terms that distinguished fathers from collateral male relatives in the 
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generation above. This evolutionary speculation has since been widely 

discredited. As for the relationship between biology and kinship, there was 

debate between Needham (1960) who argued that they were two very different 

things, and Gellner (1960) for whom kinship lay in the connection between 

terms and the anthropologist’s scientific understanding of biology. Scheffler 

(1973) argues for an emic as opposed to Gellner’s etic understanding of 

kinship. For Scheffler a relationship is one of kinship if the people themselves 

see the relationship as based in their folk culture theory of reproduction. He 

held that the mother-child genealogical connection is universal and father-child 

is likely to be so also. 

Schneider (1984) took the argument for emic study still further and sought to 

deconstruct the whole concept of the study of kinship, claiming that it was 

ethnocentric imposition of Western categories on other cultures. He contrasted 

two ethnographic descriptions of the Yapese people who live in the West 

Caroline Islands, which he himself wrote at different stages of his life’s work. In 

his later study he deconstructed his earlier one which had been based on 

kinship, arguing that the central relationships among the Yapese were 

constructed around land rather than genealogy. In his later work Schneider 
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argued that the Yapese themselves would never describe their society in terms 

of kinship. He reasoned that there are no universally acknowledged facts of 

life, and therefore there is no basis for cross-cultural comparison of kinship. He 

claimed that: ‘Robbed of its grounding in biology, kinship is nothing’ 

(1984:112). 

Anthropologists before Schneider had grounded kinship on bases other than 

biological reproduction: for example residence, ritual, adoption and food 

sharing (see Stone 2001:6). Cucciari argued that there are two kinds of 

consubstantiation used to construct kinship: procreative (blood, semen) and 

nurturing (breast milk, food); all kinship systems use both kinds, but one or the 

other kind may be dominant in any given culture (see Stone 2001:6). Cucciariʼs 

position, too, has been subject to postmodern criticism. For Collier and 

Yanagisako (1987) the categories ‘male’ and ‘female’, and any presumed 

difference between the sexes and their role in reproduction, are culturally 

constructed. For them, kinship and gender are mutually constructed and are in 

fact ‘a single field that has not succeeded in freeing itself from notions about 

the natural differences between people’ (1987:15). I contend on two grounds 

that such a total deconstruction of gender cannot stand. Firstly, there are some 
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universals: as Stone (2001:8) says: ‘women universally do bear children’, and 

‘men and women universally do play different roles in reproduction’. Secondly, 

this diversity is underpinned by the Judeo-Christian Scriptures’ account of 

creation:  

So God created humankind in his image, 

in the image of God he created them; 

male and female he created them. (Genesis 1:27 NRSV) 

So I maintain that there are concepts of gender and kinship or, to use Carsten’s 

term, relatedness (1.4.1) which have a role to play in cross-cultural 

comparison. Nevertheless, postmodern criticism has been valuable in this field. 

Kinship is no longer studied as a discrete institution alongside economics, 

religion and politics; rather it is described and analyzed in relation to other 

aspects of social, cultural and biological life. It is no longer seen as a static 

institution, but as subject to a process of change over time and manipulated in 

various ways by individuals or groups in society to further their ends. It is 

important to hear how local persons construct kinship, as it can no longer be 

presumed that kinship is primarily constructed on the basis of biological 

procreation. As Nwanunobi (1997:38f.) states, the following ideas stand out 

clearly from the debate: ‘(i) the mere biological act of impregnation and birth 
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does not create a kinship system; (ii) for the phenomenon of birth and 

parenthood to have any significance, it must be given a social significance by 

the society.’ Cross-cultural comparison of kinship is possible, but only through 

attentive listening to local voices. 

There has been a longstanding debate as to whether kinship is primarily about 

alliances or descent groups. Alliance theorists, such as Lévi-Strauss, see society 

as a matter of relations between groups, conducted through exchange and 

marriage ties (1949:478-81); whereas descent theorists, following Radcliffe-

Brown (1950:13f.) stress ties within clans rather than between clans. They 

characterize society as made up of groups. By means of filiation, rights and 

duties in descent groups are transmitted down the generations. According to 

Parkin (1997:139) the descent model is typical of Africa and the alliance model 

more applicable elsewhere. However, in the light of postmodern critique of 

overgeneralizations, there does not seem to be any reason why certain 

characteristics of both models cannot be found in any one society, with one 

perhaps more pronounced than the other. 
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2.3 Gender roles 

Near the core of Supyire levirate lies an asymmetrical relationship between the 

sexes, a widow given to or inherited by her deceased husband’s younger 

brother. In this section I look at how several authors analyse asymmetry 

between the sexes. Simone de Beauvoir argued that men had made women the 

‘Other’ in society (1953:15ff.). According to de Beauvoir men put a false aura 

of ‘mystery’ around women, and this is used as an excuse not to understand 

women or their problems and not to help them (1953:260-69). The distinctions 

between Self/Other (man knowing what he is by knowing what he is not), 

subject/object, masculine/feminine, and mind/body are pervasive in the West 

and work to deprive women of their autonomous selfhood and define men as 

central actors in a culture. Sherry Ortner (1974:73-83) argued that universally 

it is women’s association with nature that is the cause of their being thought of 

as inferior. Giving birth to and caring for children mean they are closer to the 

physical world and nature, the domestic, the private and what culture deems to 

be irrelevant; whereas men use their creativity in art and public affairs, shaping 

the future and making culture, which is thought of as superior to nature. While 

there are perhaps insights here as to the attitudes of many Western men, Ortner 
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probably claimed too much when she stated that this is universal across 

cultures, and that women too buy into this thinking. 

Shirley Ardener (1978) described how women can be oppressed through their 

voices being muted; their experiences cannot be easily expressed or heard in 

the male-dominated domain of public communication. Judith Butler questioned 

the claim that feminist practice needs to be grounded on the materiality of sex. 

Materiality should be the object of feminist inquiry, not its ground (1993:49). 

She argued that gender is an effect of culturally influenced acts and in reality 

no solid, universal gender exists. As gender is contingent, it is open to 

reinterpretation and in Gender Trouble: Feminism and the subversion of 

identity (1990) she suggested people, through their performance, trouble the 

categories of gender. It seems that Butler’s position is open to the same critique 

as that made of Collier and Yanagisako (see 2.2); furthermore, it results in an 

endless deconstruction of power, for at the end of Bodies That Matter: On the 

discursive limits of ʻsex’ she asked the question: ‘How will we know the 
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difference between the power we promote and the power we oppose?’1 

(1993:241). 

Schlüssler Fiorenza sought to reconstruct the early history of the church to 

reflect women’s struggle for liberation from patriarchal domination. She stated: 

‘Biblical texts are not verbally inspired revelation … but historical formulations 

within the context of a religious community’ (1983:xv). ‘Scripture as well as 

theology is rooted in a patriarchal-sexist culture and shares its biases and 

prejudices. Scripture and theology express truth in sexist language and images 

and participate in the myth of their patriarchal-sexist society and culture’ 

(1975:611) ‘The history and theology of women’s oppression must not be 

allowed to cancel out the history and theology of the struggle, life and 

leadership of Christian women who spoke and acted in the power of the Spirit’ 

(1983:36). 

Undoubtedly Schlüssler Fiorenza’s critique is correct to the extent that in 

church history the male voice has been dominant, the female voice has been 

muted and that many interpreters of Scripture have shown an anti-female bias. 

                                           
1 From Butler’s perspective, power and authority are negative and must be deconstructed; from 

the Christian perspective, authority can be used positively (5.5.5). 
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However, I do not follow her methodology for the following reasons. She views 

the canonical Scriptures as purely historical formulations needing 

reinterpretation rather than inspired canon requiring careful attention. The 

hermeneutical key she uses is gender equality2 so that any text that might 

challenge her view of equality is relegated to patriarchal texts which need to be 

reinterpreted, and thus her preunderstanding is not open to correction and 

expansion (see 1.5.3). The view that Scriptures are decisively products of 

androcentric, patriarchal culture does not adequately take into account the 

revolutionary force of the Scriptures and the repeated concern therein for the 

weak and oppressed. As Phylis Trible said: ‘Depatriarchalizing is not an 

operation which the exegete performs on the text. It is a hermeneutic operating 

within Scripture itself’ (1973:49). It would seem that Schlüssler Fiorenza falls 

into the danger Vanhoozer warned of: ‘the otherness of the past is constantly in 

danger of being obscured because it is studied, classified and organized 

according to the interests of the present’ (2005:125). What was revolutionary 

in the past may now seem to us conservative. We need to attempt to put 

                                           
2 This is in line with Rike who wrote (1996:259): ‘The New Testament accounts themselves are 

decisively influenced by the anthrocentrism and patriarchalism of the time. If the criterion of 

true revelation is that it promotes the fulfillment of the full humanity of women, then the 

feminist canon need not be restricted to the Christian scriptures.’ 
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ourselves in the shoes of the original listener and then carefully listen to the 

text to gain the true force of the message. Otherwise we easily drown out the 

text. 

Henrietta Moore makes an important point about the danger of universal 

ethnocentric statements inherent in some of the approaches outlined above: 

Feminists from a variety of disciplines have … argued that the ‘family’ is the ‘central site of 

women’s oppression’ in society. The sexual division of labour in the ‘home’ is related in 

complex and multifarious ways to the sexual division of labour in the workplace and in 

society at large. Women’s subordinate position is the product both of their economic 

dependence on men within the ‘family’/household and of their confinement to a domestic 

sphere by ideologies of mothering, caring and nurturing. The feminist anthropological 

position on these issues is not clear-cut, partly because the available data are of such 

extraordinary richness and complexity that they defy even the most serious attempt at 

synthesis, let alone generalization. However, it is clear that any straightforward explanation 

of women’s subordination which does not take into account the enormous variation in 

women’s circumstances and in gender and ‘familial’ ideologies would not be only 

reductionist but extremely ethnocentric. (1988:126f.) 

For Moore, the ‘anthropology of women’ wanted to challenge men’s right to 

speak for women, but in the process found itself unintentionally in the position 

of speaking for other women. In a similar vein, Mary van Leeuwen et al. 

(1993:70-113) critique Western feminism by questioning the assumption that 

all the world’s women will seek to follow Western women down the path of 

freedom, winning rights to education, property, voting, the professions and 

public office. They flag up the cost involved: though in following this path 
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individualization will benefit a few, the majority will face ‘destitute isolation 

from old networks of support’ (1993:75). For this majority, autonomy means 

not ‘breaking the shackles which bind’ (1993:75) but rather ‘having one’s 

world come unglued’ (1993:75). Their critique questions other assumptions 

underpinning the Western family in which motherhood is devalued, and is not 

often recognized as ‘real work’, and the pattern of courtship and the ideal of 

romance creates competition between women, both before and after marriage, 

so that if a husband’s romantic interest wanders, a marriage is no longer 

sustainable. They argue that feminism, wedded only to deconstructionism, 

lacks any moral ground for defending women (1993:98). Rather, feminists 

should seek to redeem gender relations, as presently ‘shaped by narrowed, 

degrading media images of women as sex objects and of men as distant, 

powerful, earners or … expendable warriors’ (1993:97). Furthermore, their 

argument runs, while individualistic solutions may work for the privileged, 

they: 

cannot unravel the complexities of gender, for in the end gender is not about individual 

men and women but about the differences that emerge when men and women are in 

relationship3 in human communities. To understand and attempt to correct the injustices of 

gender relations, we must explore the dynamics of men and women in relationship with 

each other. (1993:103) 

                                           
3 Original emphasis 
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Ultimately, God is relational (1.2 and see further below 5.2) and so humans are 

relational, unlike Hobbes’ view of individuals who grudgingly enter into a 

social contract (van Leeuwen 1990:41). Both men and women are accountable 

to God (van Leeuwen 1990:42f.). The unity of the partnership between man 

and woman was destroyed at the Fall and they now have a tendency to become 

adversaries (van Leeuwen 1990:43,77). In Christian community ‘women and 

men are equally saved equally Spirit-filled and equally sent’4 (van Leeuwen 

1990:36), but this equality does ‘not require total lack of differentiation’ (van 

Leeuwen 1990:37).  

From the above discussion I conclude that gender relations have indeed been 

distorted by an abuse of language, knowledge, wealth and power. The solution 

is not to deny that gender differences exist, nor to create a discourse through 

which the oppressed seek in turn to dominate the adversary. It lies rather in the 

recognition and celebration of the differences and working towards a 

restoration of the shalom between men and women, created, with their 

similarities and differences, for community. Bearing these general remarks 

                                           
4 Original emphasis on ‘equally’ in this citation 
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about gender in mind, I now turn to more specific concerns about levirate in 

the context of sub-Saharan Africa. 

 

2.4 Levirate 

Translation of terms in the domains of levirate and marriage from one culture 

and language to another is particularly slippery. In this section I define the 

terminology used in my thesis and seek to justify those definitions. Levirate 

needs to be distinguished from two other practices which occur in certain 

ethnic groups when a man dies, namely widow inheritance and ghost marriage. 

Although levirate and widow inheritance are sometimes confused and used as 

synonyms, in general the two are distinguished. According to Parkin the term 

levirate is strictly speaking: 

applicable only if the children born of the second marriage are attributed to the woman’s 

first husband, even though he is dead. If on the other hand, the children are attributed to 

the second husband, the situation is strictly one of widow inheritance (that is, inheritance of 

the widow by her husband’s dead brother). (1997:43) 

In Ogbu’s study of bridewealth in 60 West African societies, he noted nine 

where levirate was reported and 28 where widow inheritance was reported 

(Obgu 1978:244f., Table 1). Among the 28 were the Wolof people; Sommerfelt 

(2007) describes how the Wolof widow is offered in marriage to the younger 
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brother of the deceased. This differs from Supyire levirate in several ways. 

Firstly, Wolof widow inheritance is considered to be a marriage in every sense; 

the younger brother is not acting as a substitute for the deceased. In fact, 

among the Wolof it is a preferred marriage, one that is socially very acceptable. 

Secondly, unlike the Supyire inheritor, the Wolof inheritor does not have 

responsibilities for all the children of the former marriage. Wolof girls are 

owned by the mother, and boys by the father, so that on the death of a man, 

the boys live with the father’s brothers, and on the death of a woman, the girls 

go to live with a maternal aunt. Thirdly, any children the Wolof inheritor has 

with the widow are considered to be his own children, and are not attributed 

to the name of the deceased. 

Ghost marriage, as found among the Nuer and other Nilotic people (Shipton 

2007:165), is the means of providing a wife and offspring for a man who has 

died without ever having married (Evans-Pritchard 1945). The kin of an 

unmarried man who dies have a duty to look for a man among them who will 

‘marry his brother a wife’ (Evans-Pritchard 1945:6). In this way, the memory of 

the deceased will be kept alive and he can make his wants known in the 

dreams of the children born to him by means of this ghost marriage. Neglect by 
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his kin of this duty is believed to result in the deceased haunting them. The 

main difference between ghost marriage and levirate, which is also practised 

by the Nuer, is this: in levirate, the woman was married to the deceased during 

his lifetime and this marriage continues after his death, whereas in a ghost 

marriage, she was not married to him during his lifetime, but only after his 

death. 

A potential confusion arises in that although the Supyire do not practise what 

is called ‘widow inheritance’ as defined by Parkin above, the Supyire widow is 

actually allocated to one of the deceased’s brothers during the division of his 

inheritance, and in Supyire parlance a younger brother ‘inherits a woman’. In 

an attempt to avoid confusion, in this study I do not use the technical term 

‘widow inheritance’ to describe the Supyire institution; rather I employ 

‘levirate’. I do not use ‘leviratic marriage,’ so as to avoid giving the impression 

that the Supyire widow has remarried, or that the inheritor has entered into a 

full marriage. 

Although I avoid the nominal phrase ‘widow inheritance’ because of its 

technical definition among anthropologists, in order to reflect the link in the 

minds of the Supyire I use the term ‘to inherit a widow’, especially when 
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translating Supyire voices. The brother who inherits the widow I refer to as her 

‘inheritor’. I have chosen to use the less common ‘inheritor’ rather than ‘heir’ 

because in common English parlance ‘heir’ refers to someone inheriting 

property, a title or an office rather than to someone inheriting a person. 

Furthermore, if I used ‘Miriam's heir’ to refer to Miriam's levirate husband, the 

potential for ambiguity would arise. It could well be misunderstood as someone 

who had inherited or was designated to inherit an asset or title from Miriam, 

rather than as someone who had inherited Miriam herself.  

Levirate, along with patriarchy and bridewealth, has attracted criticism that 

the system means that the woman is not her own; for the consideration of 

bridewealth, rights to the fruits of her womb and labour are transferred from 

her father’s clan to her husband’s clan; she can be seen as a passive object in 

this system, and has no freedom of choice. On the death of her husband, the 

widow is still locked into her husband’s clan which has paid bridewealth for 

her.  

However, evaluation of bridewealth and levirate has been far from universally 

negative. Ogbu (1978), for instance, argues that negative criticism is based on 

the study of but a few societies, and the only reason for the critique given is 
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that bridewealth is in the interests of males alone. After studying over 60 

groups, he concluded that one function of bridewealth common to African 

societies is the legitimation of marriage, a function that enhances rather than 

diminishes the status of women. Bridewealth ‘enables husband and wife to 

acquire reciprocal rights and obligations in one another’ (Ogbu 1978:258).  

Kirwen, a Roman Catholic priest, studied the various levirate customs of four 

groups in Tanzania and Kenya. He concluded that levirate is a socially 

responsible custom that contributes to the permanence of marriage and social 

stability (1979:201,204). Levirate is bound up with the whole marriage system 

in a patrilineal society. If the church simply takes on a Western theology of 

marriage, and unthinkingly rejects the levirate, it is in danger of rejecting the 

marriage system of a culture in its entirety, and at the same time remaining an 

essentially foreign religion. Isichei (1995) gives one instance of this danger by 

describing how in Igboland, childless Christian widows, debarred from the 

system of wife inheritance that had traditionally provided for them, were left 

destitute and far more solitary and unprotected than under the old pagan 

regime. 
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2.5 Introduction to methods used 

From the above theoretical considerations derive some implications for the 

methodology that I used in shaping the research and collection of data. There is 

a universal humanness that allows the possibility of cross-cultural comparison 

of levirate and marriage. One approaches the subject inevitably with one’s own 

experience and understanding of human marriage (1.5.3). This 

preunderstanding is an essential connection to bridge the gap between human 

cultures, but it means that it is vital to monitor that one’s preunderstanding is 

open to modification, to listen constantly and most carefully to the Supyire 

voices and to avoid the temptation of imposing one’s own language and 

categories on the Supyire situation. It was therefore important that the 

majority of the collection of data be gleaned from Supyire men and women 

who had experience of levirate talking about their experiences naturally in 

their own language. This was all the more important because of the difficulty 

of technical anthropological language; it would have been confusing and 

probably misleading to have interviewed Supyire people using such language. 

Arising from the consideration of the debate regarding gender was the 

awareness of the need for women’s voices to be properly heard and 
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represented. The topic of levirate by its nature demands that both male and 

female voices be heard, for it cannot be presumed that women’s and men’s 

perspectives on levirate will be the same. Women in Supyire society could be 

described as what Ardener terms a ‘muted group’ (see 2.3); in a male-

dominated public arena, I needed to consciously seek out the female views. 

Among the Supyire there is not a strong tradition of husbands and wives 

communicating. Husbands and wives spend much of their time apart doing 

separate tasks, so it is not too difficult to find women without any man present. 

In such situations they talk more freely. 

So I came to this study with the desire to listen and seek to understand how 

levirate operates in Supyire society, how it fits in logically with their view of 

the world, and how men and women experience it. I came with a belief that all 

cultures have within them a mixture of positive and negative, good and bad, 

but I sought to suspend my judgment and to ask probing questions to 

encourage Supyire voices to be heard. My goal in the anthropological research 

has been to give an analytical description of levirate as practised by the 

Supyire: how it functions, the advantages it brings to the Supyire, the 

weaknesses the Supyire perceive in how it operates, the changes it has been 
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undergoing, and a general idea as to the extent to which it is currently 

observed. 

Early in our time among the Supyire, my wife and I were told by experienced 

missionaries that the Supyire people were very conservative and not quick to 

trust and open up to strangers. This observation was confirmed to us in various 

ways. In contrast to a number of other groups in Mali the Supyire have not 

converted en masse to Islam. As for Christianity, churches have been 

established in only a handful of villages. The first evangelists in the early 

twentieth century were chased out of many villages. In general the Supyire 

have held closely to their traditional beliefs. On Christmas Day 1992 I went 

with a group of people from our village church to visit a group from a church 

in another village. I was struck that they sat in two distinct and separate groups 

according to their village with no effort to intermingle. One of the team of 

translators with whom I work recently described his own people as 

‘conservative’. 

My understanding of Supyire life was formed largely through observation 

during the ten years my wife and I raised our daughters in a Supyire village. 

We each had a Supyire informant to help us with language and culture 
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learning. Later as we began to produce linguistic materials, we continued to 

take part in and observe village life from our home and office on the edge of 

the village. While it could not be said that we were at the heart of village life, 

we participated in funerals, marriages, village festivals and church services. 

While I worked in the office, my wife had more time to take our children to 

visit neighbours in the village. She established close friendships in particular 

with two married women whom she visited regularly, and this gave her 

opportunities to gain insights into Supyire married life. This enabled her to 

write up a life story of one of them. News and gossip would reach our ears. In 

particular one of the first members of the translation team, Kofana Bakayo, 

would relate current controversies and their complicated historical 

background. The case of levirate came up in many of the inter-family disputes 

he related. I would note these as best as possible as Kofana gave long, complex 

accounts. My wife and I kept ethnrographical field notes of what we saw and 

heard. While my understanding of levirate grew gradually, the number of 

questions I had arising from what I heard grew rather more quickly. 

Robert and Joyce Carlson, SIL colleagues who lived in the same village from 

1979 to 1995 and who continue to make return visits, guided our first steps in 
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exploring Supyire culture. Robert Carlson conducted interviews, collected over 

100 natural texts in a database (2011b), and has created a 

Supyire‒French‒English dictionary with currently over 11,000 entries (2011a). 

Joyce Carlson kept an ethnographic journal (2005a), wrote papers (1987a; 

1987b) and collected genealogical data in the village (2007). As I studied these 

sources, I sought to grasp the meanings of the terms used and the workings of 

the Supyire kinship. I was prompted to ask questions, answers to which 

prompted further questions.  

We moved out of the village in 2002, but we have kept our house there and I 

continue to make visits at least once a year, apart from 2010. While 

observation has diminished since 2002, it was significant chiefly as the means 

by which, coupled with study of the Carlsons’ materials, my interest in the 

research question germinated. During my residence I also learnt through my 

mistakes arising from my ethnocentric assumptions, and I developed some 

sensitivity as to which research methods might work in an unobtrusive manner 

and which would be confusing, distracting or offensive to Supyire ears.  

In order to meet the challenge of deepening my understanding of levirate 

among a conservative people and in order to let the voices of the Supyire who 
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have experienced levirate be heard, the analysis is based, in large, on semi-

structured interviews conducted between 2007 and 2011 with widows and men 

who have inherited widows (see further 2.7). This data was supplemented by 

informal conversations with Supyire colleagues, friends and acquaintances, 

interviews with others with an interest in levirate, and study of dictionary 

entries, natural language texts and genealogical data. The aim was that the 

weaknesses inherent in one method would be compensated by the strengths of 

others (see further 2.8). In the next section I set out the reasons for choosing 

the location where research was concentrated. 

2.6 Source of data: the Supyire people 

The research is concentrated on the Supyire people whose language is one of 

the Senufo chain of languages spoken in four West African countries. Although 

most of the languages are mutually incomprehensible, the Senufo have a 

cultural affinity with each other and feel a Senufo identity. At a Senufo-wide 

colloquium held in 2006 in Sikasso, Mali, I took the opportunity to hold a 

group discussion about levirate. I discovered that while it is practised in all the 

Senufo groups represented at the colloquium, the practices and customs vary 

significantly from one group to another. This confirmed what I had gleaned 
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from reading Jonckers’ study (1987) of the Minyanka people, a Senufo group in 

Mali, that there are considerable differences between Minyanka and Supyire 

levirate. This cultural variety echoes what was found in Kirwen’s research 

(1979:17,20). In northern Tanzania he studied levirate among four people 

groups, two patrilineal and two matrilineal, from different language families. 

His goal was to compare and contrast the reactions groups with different 

leviratic traditions had to Roman Catholic teaching on marriage. The focus of 

my study was somewhat different from that of Kirwen. He studied how the 

values of the Tanzanian groups and of the church, to which the majority of the 

populations belong, clashed. My desire was to give more time to in-depth 

theological reflections on levirate, something which Kirwen noted was 

necessary, but which was outside the scope of his work (1979:179fn.). For me, 

this was easier to do by concentrating on just one language group, the Supyire 

people, a group that I already knew. Widening the anthropological study to 

other groups would have been a distraction from the concentrated theological 

thinking required. Indeed I cannot even claim that the study is necessarily valid 

for all of the several hundred Supyire villages. There are many villages which 

are far enough away from the area studied that contact is rare and 
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intermarriage usually impractical; and it is quite possible that significant 

variations of levirate have developed in these distant villages.  

I limited the study to those Supyire who live in villages as opposed to the 

cities, Sikasso and Bamako. In urban areas, marriage customs and family living 

patterns have changed at a faster pace due to increased interaction with other 

nationalities and religions, language loss,5 intermarriage with other ethnic 

groups, and the fact that one of the reasons for practising Supyire levirate, 

access to farming land, is scarcely relevant in the city. Of the nine villages 

represented in the study, two are on the main road running east into Sikasso, 

while the rest were deliberately chosen from among those which lie in the bush 

and are accessible only by dirt roads, and which consequently tend to be less 

influenced by the outside world. 

                                           
5 Many Supyire descendants living in the cities are called ‘the lost Senufo,’ because they cannot 

speak the language. 
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TABLE 2.1 INTERVIEWEES ACCORDING TO THE RELIGION OF THEIR 

VILLAGE  

Village Number of 

interviews with 

inhabitants 

Dominant 

religion 

Significant 

minority religion 

Dougoumpérébougou 3 Traditional Muslim 

Fabalasso 2 Traditional Muslim 

Fanterila 2 Traditional Roman Catholic 

Farakala  5 Protestant Traditional 

Niaradougou 8 Traditional None 

Sokourani 2 Traditional Muslim 

Tiagala 4 Traditional Roman Catholic 

Tjimina 2 Traditional Muslim 

Zanférébougou 4 Muslim Traditional 

Total 33   

To keep the research focused I did not arrange interviews with anyone who 

was not from the Supyire ethnic group or who was married to someone from a 

different ethnic group.6 One of Kirwen’s criteria for selecting the groups he 

studied was that they had been in pastoral contact with Catholic missionaries 

for at least a generation (1979:17). By contrast, in this study we7 selected in 

addition to the predominately Christian home village one village which is 

                                           
6 There was one exception. I interviewed a Bambara-speaking pastor who has served several 

years in Supyire-speaking area in order to get a perspective from the Protestant church 

leadership. 

7 I worked in close cooperation with a team of Supyire interviewers. For further details, see 

below (2.7.2 and 2.7.3). 
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largely Muslim and others where traditional beliefs predominate. The selection 

of which villages to visit among those which met the above religious and 

geographical criteria was determined by practical questions: the villages were 

selected by the interview team depending on whether the village was close 

enough to Farakala to make a return visit by motorcycle within a day, and on 

whether some member of the team had an existing personal contact with 

someone living there. 

The villages where most of the data was gathered are geographically and 

linguistically quite central to the Supyire-speaking area.8 Seven of them are 

typical villages in that the majority follow traditional rituals rather than one of 

the world religions. One village featured, the one we lived in, is less typical in 

that it has a large church and a small mosque, and that after missionaries first 

arrived there in the mid-twentieth century the village fetishes were burnt. The 

interviewees are listed in the bibliography, though in order to protect the 

privacy their names have been consistently changed. More than one half have 

the same surname, consistently changed to Sogono. That is a very typical 

                                           
8 The Kampwo dialect of Supyire spoken in the area where I carried out my research was 

identified as the central dialect of the Supyire language in a survey conducted jointly by the 

government department of languages, Direction Nationale de l'Alphabétisation Fonctionelle et 

de la Linguistique Appliquée and Société Internationale de Linguistique in 1980. 
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surname found among the Supyire, so the preponderance of one surname does 

not indicate that many of the interviewees are closely related. 

2.7 Interviews 

2.7.1 Rationale for semi-structured interviews 

Brewer (2000:62) points out the limitations of data gathered by the observer: 

‘From an unknown universe of events, the observer records only a small 

selection … The basis of this selection is often non-random and influenced by 

various conditions … .’ Study of language, too, has its limitations, especially 

study without the full context. As Fox (1969:244) says, ‘much of the 

anthropological discussion of terms seems to consist in attempts to ‘rationalize’ 

the hiatus between language and reality. But reality changes faster than 

language, which is very conservative.’ 

Having studied the Supyire dictionary and texts, I needed to widen and deepen 

my knowledge of Supyire kinship in general and levirate in particular: widen it 

by hearing from villages where there has been less exposure to the world 

religions than in our home village, and deepen it by asking more systematically 

about the expectations and experiences of Supyire widows and inheritors of 

widows. I judged that for this purpose semi-structured interviews would be the 
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best method (though not to the exclusion of others). Semi-structured interviews 

are described by Brewer (2000:63) as having: 

some closed questions in the form of a structured interview schedule recorded on the 

schedule itself (mostly requesting fairly factual and unambiguous information of a socio-

demographic kind), and other open questions written beforehand as guides and recorded on 

tape or by notes. 

The advantages of this format are that the interviewees are not totally 

restricted by the questions and can be encouraged to express their opinions; 

this can open up new and interesting vistas of enquiry. They can also be a rich 

source of natural language on the subject (Brewer 2000:66). At the same time, 

the interviewee is not given total freedom to talk on whatever subject comes to 

mind, as there are more parameters than in an unstructured interview. 

2.7.2 Language of interviews 

Although Mali is a French colony, and French is the national language and 

language of instruction at school, the vast majority of Supyire women and 

many of the men do not speak French with any real fluency. In any case, my 

preference was that the interviewees express themselves naturally in their own 

mother tongue rather than struggle to translate concepts unknown in Europe 

that have no single equivalent word in French. 
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I judged it best not to take part directly in the majority of the semi-structured 

interviews. Although I have been studying and working with the Supyire 

language for more than 15 years, my ability to use it orally is far surpassed by 

my ability to analyse it written on the page. The language is hugely different 

grammatically and phonetically from the Indo-European languages I am more 

at home with. This, together with the pervasive use of subtle tone levels, means 

there is too much going on at any one time for my ear to cope with confidently. 

I am frequently at a loss to understand what is being said around me, and get 

stuck when trying to communicate in a conversation of any depth. On the other 

hand, given the time to study what is on paper, I can often spot grammatical 

mistakes in a piece of written Supyire. For oral discussions of any importance 

with my Supyire colleagues, I would always choose French in order to ensure 

clear communication. These are considerations I took into account in planning 

my research. 

2.7.3 Interviewers 

Given the difficulty I found in communicating orally in Supyire, I decided that 

it would be more profitable for me to concentrate on written transcripts of the 

interviews. I asked my three Supyire-speaking colleagues on the translation and 
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literacy team to conduct most of the interviews and record them on cassette, 

transcribe the interviews verbatim and then make a written translation from 

Supyire into French.9 The use of mother tongue interviewers was also used by 

Kirwen in his study on African widows (1979:21). Of the total of 33 interviews 

I took part directly in five. I read the manuscripts of all the interviews (along 

with the translations from Supyire into French) and then asked questions of the 

interviewers on what I did not understand, either from lack of knowledge of 

idioms or of context or of cultural background. I was able to do this throughout 

the research period by means of face to face meetings in the Supyire-speaking 

area, through email and Skype and telephone conversations.  

The principle method, that is my Supyire colleagues conducting the interviews 

in my absence followed by transcription and then analysis together of the 

results, had several advantages and disadvantages. The first advantage was that 

the interviews could be conducted in a low-key and unobtrusive manner, which 

would have been difficult if I as a Westerner had arrived in a village where 

foreign visitors rarely, if ever, venture. Brewer talks of the interview effect 

‘where the social-demographic characteristics of the people involved can 

                                           
9 Due to time constraints, the final round of interviews (see Table 2.2) was only translated into 

French; it was not transcribed in Supyire. 
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influence the course of the interaction and the responses given’ (2000:65). The 

method I adopted means there was less danger of answers being skewed by 

expectations of help from a Western non-governmental organization. My 

presence would also have provoked suspicions of the motives of a foreigner, 

suspicions that are commonplace in the Supyire-speaking area. My colleague, 

Mpiri Sanogo, told me: ‘Since you are not from a black race, there would be a 

gap. Even among black races, [levirate] is not a subject to be uncovered to just 

anybody’ (personal conversation: 2011). Secondly, the interviews could be 

conducted entirely in the mother tongue, thus avoiding both the distraction of 

needing on the spot interpretation, and the danger of skewing the meaning of 

complex kinship terms that such interpretation involves. As it was, with many 

of the interviewees being older than those conducting the interviews, the 

discussions fell naturally into the category of an older Supyire person passing 

on wisdom to a younger one who is seeking to be discipled. Thirdly, it takes 

considerable time to build up meaningful social interaction, rapport, mutual 

understanding and trust in the Supyire area. My colleagues had the advantage 

of living permanently in the area and thus being able, when necessary, to make 

several visits to villages to arrange both initial and follow-up interviews at 

times that were suitable to their hosts, without having to coincide the visits 
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with the limited period I was in the area. As Brewer says (2000:66) these types 

of interviews ‘depend upon a good relationship between interviewer and 

respondent, especially where the information being sought is controversial, 

sensitive and emotional.’ In the Supyire community this is particularly 

important. For a Supyire person to conduct any business in another village, he 

or she needs to establish a relationship with a jàtige, that is an intermediary or 

host resident in that village through whom all interactions with other villagers 

take place. My colleagues could either employ a jàtige they already had in a 

village or use their cultural knowledge to establish such a relationship in new 

villages. Fourthly, in my absence, the interviewers were free to take 

responsibility for how to conduct the interview, and use their innate cultural 

intuition to make the judgment calls as to when to start the interview, when to 

probe further if a general or vague answer was given, when to back off from 

pressing too hard on a delicate and personal topic, and when to bring the 

interview to a close. This skill of interviewing was of course one that needed to 

be honed and after the first series of interviews I gave them feedback on the 

manuscripts of the interviews to improve the conduct of the further rounds. 

From the interview manuscripts, I judged that they all ended well, in the sense 

that the interviewees were happy with the experience; this was confirmed 
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when those who were approached for follow-up interviews all obliged. Trust, a 

delicate flower which needs much cultivation in the Supyire context, had been 

built up rather than destroyed. Finally, given the limited periods I had access to 

the Supyire area from 2005 onwards,10 and the time taken to arrange an 

interview through a jàtige in a different village, usually between one and two 

weeks, the Supyire team was able to carry out many more interviews and in a 

wider geographical area than I could have done myself. 

As with any method, there were potential drawbacks with the one I adopted. In 

general, in comparison to the researcher of a thesis, research assistants are less 

likely to be motivated to develop their research skills or to seek to develop 

their understanding of the subject in depth. They may be content to accept the 

first answer given and not to delve deeper, and the researcher is not there to 

react immediately and follow up a given answer with a supplementary 

question. It is not easy to ensure consistency in interviewing when there are 

several people carrying out the interviews. The researcher is not personally on 

the spot to check the quality of each interview and provide necessary 

correction. There is the possibility that a local interviewer is restrained by 

                                           
10 Between 2005 and 2011 I made ten trips to Farakala, usually lasting between one and two 

weeks. 
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cultural taboos from asking certain delicate questions or probing in depth with 

interviewees from a certain village or patrilineage. If the interviewees knew the 

interviewers to be church members, they might have been reluctant to give 

their views openly for fear of being judged.  

I sought to minimize these potential disadvantages in a number of ways. With 

regard to the question of motivation, I chose as research assistants the team 

with whom I had worked over several years. They are all members of the local 

church and had taken part in Senufo-wide hermeneutical colloquia on the 

application of the Scriptures in Supyire culture. These colloquia opened up for 

them study of areas of traditional culture which had been ignored by most 

missionaries and churches, probably due to an assumption that when the 

gospel arrived, these traditions would disappear. The animated discussions 

during the colloquia appeared to flow from being given permission and 

freedom to explore these topics formerly deemed taboo. From these and other 

discussions about pastoral problems caused by levirate in the church, I 

recognized in the team a motivation to understand Supyire culture and levirate.  

As for the question of consistency, the fact that they all come from the same 

village and church helped somewhat, and most interviews were carried out 
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with two or more interviewers present. As for quality, I briefed and debriefed 

the interviewers on a pilot interview and maintained an ongoing discussion on 

the process and content of the interviews. After reading the transcripts of each 

series of interviews I gave feedback to modify the questionnaire and some 

further advice on technique. I raised the topic of whether it is appropriate for a 

male to interview a widow; from my observation of the data and the live 

interviews I attended, I did not discern an obvious or major problem. This was 

probably helped by the fact that the widows interviewed were mostly older 

than the interviewers.  

When I was personally present along with the three translators in the follow-up 

in-depth interviews, I encouraged them all to participate with questions that 

came to their mind, and I saw that they did all actively participate. I instructed 

the interviewers to give an assessment of how all the interviews went, as to 

their impression on the openness and frankness of the interviewee’s responses 

and if circumstances were favourable to open speaking. If there was something 

unusual that occurred or was said that would cast doubt on the frankness of the 

interviewee’s responses, they were to indicate that, and seek to verify the data 

in question with other informants. As suggested by Brewer (2000:63), I 
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stipulated that the whole of the interview be recorded and transcribed, and not 

just the open questions, so as I could better ask questions about the context and 

assess the quality of the interview.  

So although I was not able to personally intervene in many of the interviews, 

my judgment is that this method was justified by the better quality of 

interviews carried out solely in Supyire, by the extra time I had to study, reflect 

upon and pose questions on the transcriptions, by the larger number of 

interviews possible that allowed the data to be more thoroughly cross checked 

and by the honing of the questions over the three series of interviews. 
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2.7.4 Development of the questionnaires 

TABLE 2.2 SERIES OF INTERVIEWS WITH WIDOWS AND INHERITORS  

Date of 

series 

Number of 

widows 

interviewed 

Number of 

inheritors 

interviewed 

Others Place of 

interview 

Type of 

interview 

March 

2007 

 

0 1 0 Village Pilot 

August – 

October 

2007 

5 0 1 Villages Semi-

structured 

February – 

March 

2008 

3 2 0 Villages Semi-

structured 

April 2008 1 2 0 Translation 

office 

In depth 

November 

2010- May 

2011 

6 6  6 Translation 

office and 

villages 

Various 

TOTAL 

 

15 11 711   

McCracken writes of the situation where research assistants execute the 

questionnaires: 

Instead of creating a single questionnaire and undertaking a number of interviews, the 

administrator may wish to make several passes so that data collection and analysis happens 

                                           
11 These seven were: 1) the pastor of local church; 2) a son born of a levirate union; 3) a son 

whose father died and whose mother was inherited; 4) a son whose father inherited a widow; 

5) a wife whose husband inherited a widow; 6) a male family elder; 7) and a narafoo who has 

acted as intermediary between the brothers dividing the inheritance and the widow to be 

inherited. 
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in stages. In the first pass, researchers take out a questionnaire to complete a small number 

of interviews, and then return to transcribe important passages, identify key words and 

examine the data for their formal properties. These data are then reviewed by the 

administrator who may then wish to formulate a second set of questions and send his or her 

researchers back out into the field to ask a more precise or different set of questions. This 

process can be continued until the administrator is persuaded that the key matters have 

been uncovered and that there is sufficient data for thorough analysis. (McCracken 1988:63) 

Broadly speaking this is the approach I have taken. The fact that I had worked 

with the team over several years meant that we had built up a certain trust 

between us and had experience of negotiating meaning across languages and 

correcting misconceptions of each others’ cultures. I compiled a list of 

observations that I made from an early draft of Carlson’s dictionary (Carlson, 

Robert 2011a), secondary sources and personal conversations about levirate 

and questions which these observations provoked. I went over this document 

and asked the team to confirm or deny my observations and respond to my 

questions. The team responded by confirming what was common knowledge 

and stating that certain things could only be told either by a widow, an 

inheritor or by older men who have distributed the inheritance of a deceased 

older brother. On that basis I compiled a questionnaire in French. The team 

then translated it into Supyire. Brewer (2000:64f.) stresses the need to be take 

care against phrasing ambiguous questions: 
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Ambiguous questions may result in respondents interpreting the question in different ways 

from each other, and in a way that the researcher does not intend, so that it does not reveal 

what the researcher thinks it does (which means that it is often beneficial to seek the same 

information in a number of ways by asking different questions on the same thing). 

To combat that danger, we carried out a pilot interview, and after each series 

of interviews, I analysed the transcriptions with the help of the team with a 

view to identifying and rectifying weaknesses in the questions and areas where 

further questions would be useful.  

2.7.5 In depth interviews 

The in-depth interview is modelled after a conversation between equals rather than a formal 

question-and-answer exchange. Far from being an impersonal data collector, the 

interviewer, and not an interview schedule or protocol, is the research tool. The role entails 

not merely obtaining answers but learning what questions to ask and how to ask them. 

(Taylor & Bogdan 1998:88) 

After the pilot interview and two series of interviews, we took time to follow 

up on new questions that the discussions had thrown up. We chose those 

interviewees with whom rapport had already been established who were open 

to talk freely and who had already demonstrated a good knowledge of levirate. 

The trust already established enabled me to take part in this third series of 

interviews and the interviewees were invited to come to the translation office.  

We used an interview guide, a list of areas to be covered where the researcher 

decides how to and when to ask the questions during the interview. Such an 
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approach is ‘useful when the researcher has already learned something about 

informants through field work or preliminary interviews or other direct 

experience’ (Taylor & Bogdan 1998:105).  

There was not a black and white distinction between semi-structured 

interviews and in depth interviews in our approach, but as the research 

continued we built on previous knowledge to take a more in depth approach. 

In the fourth and final round of interviews we widened the research again to 

new villages, and to include a wider range of interviewees other than widows 

and inheritors.  

2.7.6 Positionality  

Firth (1984:vi) describes the difficulty arising from positionality common to 

every anthropologist: 

Data are collected by observation and discussion not in neutral situations of mechanical 

action, but in situations of vivid human interaction in which the anthropologist is often 

directly involved in a complex interplay of judgement, sympathy and personal statement. To 

generalize from this in terms of more abstract procedures or even practical rules for conduct 

is not easy.  

He goes on to say that the fundamental dilemma is ultimately not resolvable: 

we have a declared object of study; that is, some aspect of the institutions of an 

actual society. But it must pass through a personal lens with our assumptions 
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and mode of thought developed ‘from our specific upbringing from our general 

literature training’ (1984:vi). 

Reflecting on the need for objectivity in anthropology, Slater (1976:12) 

comments on her own ‘hybrid approach to ethnography’ which interlocks her 

personal story with that of the group she is describing: 

The task of inserting the observer seems foreign to our modes of recording. We are opposed 

to studying the individual, or sample of one. Paradoxically, however, it is harder to 

extricate oneself than to preserve the totality as experienced. For there is a unifying link 

between the personal and the objective; the observer as a tool, and a crude one never above 

suspicion, especially his own. Thus, to look ‘inside me inside Africa’ does not go counter to 

our experience but only to our conventions of reporting. 

The idea of the anthropologist as a ‘crude tool’ through whom one looks at 

Africa is, I believe, most useful. As this research progressed I, as the tool, did 

not remain unchanged: in Knighton’s words (2003:97) ‘both development and 

applied anthropology are never freed from the tiresome task of self-criticism’. I 

had to bear all this continually in mind, and I have given an indication of what 

sort of tool has been used by briefly describing my personal background (1.1), 

and in the conclusion I seek to describe how my own positionality has been 

modified during the research (8.4). Readers can take that into account as they 

compare the view of levirate as seen through this particular tool with other 

views seen through different tools. Hence, this description of the methodology 
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used to arrive at the data has included critical reflection on the assumptions 

that I and my research assistants bring to the process (Brewer 2000:28,60,62).  

One way to seek to minimize the distortions introduced by using myself as the 

tool is to let the Supyire speak for themselves. Knighton (2001:94) remarks: 

Post-modern anthropology would want to emphasize the significance of individual voices 

among local people, generally the more the better. In order for the cultural forces that have 

privileged the researcher to go and observe other people not to dominate his or her work, it 

is one guarantee of achieving a focus on the other, that other voices are granted a direct 

airing. 

Alerted to the dangers of my own pre-judgments dominating this work, it has 

been my intention to let the voices of Supyire men and women tell the story of 

levirate as much as possible. Of course, which voices are quoted and how they 

are edited, translated and arranged, how data is discounted (Taylor & Bogdan 

1998:157), and the conclusions drawn from them are still my responsibility 

and so still depend on the ‘crude tool’. One further protection against personal 

bias in the presentation of this qualitative data is triangulation with some data 

on the frequency over time of levirate taking and of children issuing from these 

unions; how I seek to do this is discussed below (2.8). 
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As mentioned (2.7.3) my three Supyire colleagues all live in one village and 

attend the same church. This village is on the one main road which cuts east ‒ 

west through the Supyire area. It is economically more advanced than villages 

situated off the main road in the bush. It has also had more exposure to formal 

education and development projects than the typical Supyire village, as it was 

the first village in the area to accept Christian missionaries. It is also the village 

in which I lived and worked for many years. From the point of view of 

representing the whole Supyire region, this concentration of researchers from 

one village is not ideal. At least the three come from three different 

patrilineages. Two come from the two patrilineages whose ancestors were the 

two brothers who founded the village. The father of the third came from a 

different village after being chased from it for converting to Christianity. As a 

counter to the imbalance caused by the fact that all three men are from one 

locality, we made sure to interview people from different villages and religious 

backgrounds. The team used the wide network of contacts it had acquired 

through marriage ties and literacy work in order to open up opportunities for 

interviews so that the majority of those we interviewed were from other 

villages and were not Christians. 
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The members of the team were personally interested in the research and 

committed to its completion. Two of them were among a tiny handful of 

Supyire Christians who have had pastoral training. They showed considerable 

enthusiasm as they explored the history of their own patrilineages, and learnt 

techniques of constructing genealogical charts and interviewing among their 

own people. In carrying out their research they were alerted to the dangers 

posed by one’s positionality. They had to consciously seek to avoid influencing 

the responses and make it clear to the interviewees that the goal was to elicit 

their personal views, and other than that, there was no ‘right’ answer, and that 

the interviewers had come to ask questions in order to learn. They had to pose 

the questions carefully so as not to betray any hint of what their own views 

might be and not to react negatively to any responses. They already had some 

experience of this need for studied neutrality in posing questions in interviews 

from previous surveys carried out of the dialects of the Supyire language, and 

of the meaning of key terms used in the translation of the Scriptures. 

Giving the team the responsibility of carrying out the interviews meant four 

minds were concentrated on the research questions. As Brewer (2000:62) notes: 

‘Lone observers are bound to be selective because of the impossibility of taking 
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everything in, which is why multiple observers can sometimes be used.’ The 

previous experience we as a team had of working together over several years 

on the translation and dissemination of Scriptures and the production and 

teaching of literacy materials stood us in good stead during the research. We 

had had to learn how to correct each others’ cultural blind spots in seeking to 

avoid misinterpretation and negotiate meaning. With four of us working 

together, we aimed to eliminate each others’ oversights, biases, 

misunderstandings and gaps in knowledge. Three Supyire minds helped me 

overcome many of the inevitable cultural misunderstandings I had. 

As noted, the topic of levirate by its very nature needs to have input from both 

male and female perspectives. To give a little more balance to the team, we 

asked a Supyire-speaking female university student, Lana Sogono, to conduct 

some of the interviews with widows. As a younger lady she was in an ideal 

position to ask the older ladies to share their experience and wisdom. This was 

her first experience of interviews and during the time of preparation I made her 

aware how her own positionality could influence the data she collected. She 

conducted the first four interviews with widows, three of them accompanied by 

one of the team, Bassirou Sanogo. He did not feel that his presence inhibited 
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the women from talking. While it is quite likely that the interviews would have 

taken a different turn without the presence of a man, this does not appear to 

have been an undue hindrance to the widows expressing their views. This is 

possibly because older Supyire women are viewed as a somewhat neutral 

gender, and they have a respect and confidence to speak before men that 

younger women do not have. As it turned out, Lana was only able to 

participate in these four interviews as she was required to leave for the capital 

to continue her studies. Attempts to invite her back during her vacations 

proved unsuccessful. The team felt comfortable to conduct the rest of the 

interviews with widows by themselves, but it did mean that we were unable to 

interview younger widows. This undoubted loss was at least ameliorated by the 

facts that younger people were less likely to have experience of levirate, and 

less willing to talk about it, and that their opinion would have less status in 

Supyire society. As the team continued to interview both widows and inheritors 

they did not feel any great resistance from older women to their questions, and 

were confident that the data elicited gave a fair representation of Supyire 

women’s experience of levirate, both positive and negative.  
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Before the final round of interviews, I asked the team to seek out older women 

who could help as interviewers. The team identified five older women whom 

they considered might be capable of the task and approached them 

individually. However all five declined the invitation, saying that they were too 

busy. Mpiri Sogono believed that this was the typically Supyire indirect manner 

of refusing to do something. So the final round of interviews was conducted by 

the all-male team. 

2.7.7 Interpretation of the interview data 

The interviewers assessed the quality of the information produced in each 

interview in terms of openness and the engagement of the interviewees 

(whether they were not really open, fairly open, open, or very open). Of the 33 

people interviewed, one was adjudged ‘not really open’, four were ‘fairly open’, 

three were ‘very open’ and the remainder were ‘open’. The three adjudged 

‘very open’ were asked further questions in follow-up interviews. 

Knowledge of the Supyire language and culture was vital for the interpretation 

of the responses in the interview. Acquisition of this knowledge has been an 

ongoing process: the years I spent living in the milieu, having informal 

discussions on Supyire levirate, and studying related dictionary entries and 
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texts were the foundation. My knowledge was deepened while formulating the 

questionnaire and again as the transcription of the initial questionnaires was 

analysed. In looking at the transcription and translation of interviews 

conducted between mother tongue Supyire speakers, some social norms were 

left unspoken between them. When the meaning of the scripts was unclear to 

me, I asked questions of the team in order to tease out the cultural assumptions 

lying implicit in the exchange. 

The questions provoked by the answers to the interviews can be divided into 

two categories: those that were directly relevant to the subject matter of the 

interviews, and those that were relevant to the topic but more obliquely, 

touching on areas such as the arrangement of marriages, bridewealth, 

relationships with in-laws, divorce, inheritance and distribution of land. All of 

these are necessary to understand the full context in which levirate operates. 

The questions in the first category were incorporated into further rounds of 

interviews. The approach I took to investigate the second category of questions 

was to ask the team of interviewers to respond to them individually in writing 

from their own experience and knowledge. We then discussed them in depth 

together as a team. When there was unanimity in the responses given on a 
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particular question, I took the matter to be established. If there were still 

unresolved divergences in opinion or uncertainty I asked a team member to 

discuss the matter further in depth with individual informants. After the first 

three rounds of interviews were complete and I was working with the data 

from a distance, when new questions came to mind I would e-mail them to the 

team to investigate.  

2.8 Triangulation 

The interviews served to indicate that levirate is the ideal norm in Supyire 

society to provide a permanent marriage for all parties: the widow, the 

children, the deceased husband and the two patrilineages. However, as Potash 

(1986b) shows, in some societies, even if levirate is the ideal, it is not widely 

practised. In order to give an idea of the prevalence of levirate among the 

Supyire and a richer understanding of the context I sought to triangulate the 

voices coming from semi-structured interviews with data from other sources. 

Triangulation is: 

often thought of as a way of checking out insights gleaned from different informants or 

different sources of data. By drawing on other types and sources of data, observers also gain 

a deeper and clearer understanding of the setting and people being studied. (Taylor & 

Bogdan 1998:80) 
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I did consider consulting civil records, but decided against that for two reasons: 

firstly it is only relatively recently that such records have been regularly 

maintained for rural areas in Mali ‒ one member of the team, Mpiri Sogono, for 

example has on his birth certificate ‘vers 1972,’ that is circa 1972 ‒ and 

secondly, customary marriages are carried out separately from civil marriages 

(see 3.4.2.7), so records would be unlikely to throw much light on levirate. 

In order to judge to what extent the norm of levirate is followed, I sought to 

determine how many widows accepted to be inherited, how many chose a child 

as a nominal inheritor, how many left her husband’s family, and how many 

opted for another solution. To determine what each widow did after the death 

of her husband, I compared Joyce Carlson’s study of genealogies of 

patrilineages in Farakala (Carlson, Joyce 2007) with the genealogical charts of 

the two main patrilineages in Farakala represented by Bassirou Sanogo and 

Mpiri Sogono who used Genbox software to construct these charts and asked 

elders in their families about unknown data. 

In order to discover if there are any trends discernible over time, the data was 

analysed according to three time frames during which the widows lost their 

husbands: the first period was that of pre-independence (1960), the second that 
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of post-independence up to the end of the presidency of Modibo Keita (1960-

1991), and the third from his overthrow to the present (1991-2011). Given that 

any choice of time frames must be somewhat arbitrary, the cut-off dates, 1960 

and 1991, were chosen as memorable; in a society where many older people do 

not know their age, this helped the interviewees to situate the events 

chronologically. 1960 is the date of birth of the Malian nation and 1991 saw 

the overthrow of the dictatorial ruler after a stand-off and the martyrdom of a 

number of students. Indeed the questions during the interviews were framed in 

terms of these events rather than the dates. The dates are also significant in 

that they are rough boundary markers of significant social and political 

changes which have gradually been affecting the whole of Mali: the first being 

independence from colonial rule, and the second the inauguration of a more 

Western-style democratic system coupled with the impact of the technological 

revolution, which has increased mobility and communication. 

Joyce Carlson’s database (2007) was further analysed to provide some 

background information on which villages gave which wives to Farakala and 

received wives from Farakala (see 3.4.2.1), the prevalence of polygyny (see 

3.4.6) and the prevalence of divorce (see 3.4.7). 
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2.9 Evaluation of methodology 

My aim was to get an in-depth view of Supyire levirate before reflecting on it 

theologically. This was achieved in particular with the cooperation of the 

interviewees who willingly shared from their experiences of levirate. The 

presence of the team guarded against cross-cultural errors both in gathering 

and interpreting the data. As for gathering data the team often had to wait for 

a week or two before the jàtige found someone suitable willing to give an 

interview. This wait had a positive effect in that it appeared to filter out those 

who would have been reluctant to share; there was just one interviewee who 

was ‘not really open’. As for interpreting the data, the team was a constant 

source of background knowledge to help interpret responses to the interviews; 

they prevented me from jumping to premature conclusions and were willing to 

admit when they did not know something and could make further enquiries. 

The fact I had attended several marriage ceremonies and noted levirate stories 

over a period of years provided useful context. I was, however, thwarted in my 

attempts to attend a meeting of the division of an inheritance; they are private 

gatherings of the brothers of the deceased. I did find, though, detailed insight 

on this ceremony through interviewing one friend who on several occasions 
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had the job of intermediary between the brothers meeting and the widow 

inherited.  

As for ensuring that the female muted voice was well represented, we were 

able to obtain interviews with 15 widows as compared with 11 inheritors. The 

inability to get more female input in the team of interviewers was a drawback; 

however, this weakness did not prove an insuperable obstacle to hearing the 

widows’ voices, as indicated by the number of widows willing to be 

interviewed, and by the testimony of the team who did not feel more restricted 

in their interviews without a woman interviewer than in those when the female 

student was present. Furthermore, I observed in the interview transcripts a 

tension between a strong attachment to tradition and women’s increasing 

knowledge of alternative ways of doing things, and how often tradition still 

wins out in practice. This tension is similar to that observed by my wife in her 

interaction with married women.12 I took this tension as a confirmation that the 

widows felt free enough with the interviewers to express themselves fairly 

openly, for they did not restrict themselves to merely relating the tradition. 

                                           
12 See as an example the life story of Aramata Sogono (3.4.14). 
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The main negative result of having a male-dominated interview team was that 

the voices of those younger widows who took the less socially acceptable route 

of choosing a nominal levirate relationship are not represented. In a 

conservative society where norms are beginning to shift it was always going to 

be a difficult to get clear testimony from such younger women, because their 

voice is muted not just by their gender but also by prevailing tradition. Their 

‘voice’ will have to be traced by a more indirect route of looking at their 

actions and the consequences of these actions. This was an area where I had to 

draw tentative conclusions from observed trends in behaviour and then test 

those conclusions in the final round of interviews. 

This data was enriched by knowledge of the context provided by Robert 

Carlson’s dictionary and text databases and Joyce Carlson’s genealogical 

database and the input of the translation and literacy team. The Carlsons’ data 

was invaluable because of their long history in studying the language and 

culture in situ. The text database had the advantage of containing 

transcriptions of unelicited data on a variety of subjects. The dictionary draws 

largely on the database and provides more than basic glosses; it gives semi-

encyclopaedic definitions as well as examples of the use of lexical items in 
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context. Joyce Carlson’s genealogical data of the village was collected by 

interviewing a middle-aged man in the village and traces seven generations, 

four previous generations before him back to the three brothers who founded 

the village in the 1880s, his own generation and two generations following 

him. It is presented in the form of a detailed table, with columns for each 

person in the patrilineage for their name, date of birth, place of birth, names of 

mother, father, spouse and children, which generation he or she belonged to, 

and further comments. I was able to triangulate and complement details in this 

database with those of one of the genealogical trees provided by the team and 

certain entries in the anthropological databases. 

Data for triangulation from outside our home village of Farakala is absent due 

to a combination of factors: a lack of written records to consult, a lack of depth 

in the memory concerning deceased members of one’s family other than one’s 

own male ancestors, and my own limited time and resources. However, having 

made some observations on trends from data in Farakala before the final round 

of interviews I was able to formulate questions to test whether the trends 

observed there were reflected in other villages. This, together with the 

testimonies and reflections of those who have experienced levirate over their 
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lifetime, provides a good understanding of how Supyire levirate works and 

what changes are currently taking place, and goes some way to providing a 

thick description of levirate, thereby setting the context to begin theological 

discussion.
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3. THE SUPYIRE PEOPLE OF SOUTHERN MALI 

3.1 The Supyire people and their environment  

FIGURE 3.1 THE SUPYIRE REGION1 

 

                                           
1 Dingemanse, Mark 2005: Map 
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The Supyire people are estimated to number 350,000 (Lewis 2009). They 

inhabit the savannah region of Sikasso, which hosts series of plains and gently 

undulating hills (Coulibaly et al. [n.d.]:4), and which is commonly known as 

the breadbasket of Mali. Since the soil is fairly fertile, much of the forest 

surrounding the villages has been cleared for growing crops. The dry season 

normally lasts from November until March and is dominated by the warm 

harmattan wind blowing from the Sahara. Then the humidity builds from the 

south before the rain is released in tropical downpours. A good rainy season 

lasts until October. The Supyire hold the ancient, fertile earth to be sacred: it 

cannot be bought or sold; it can only be used by permission. Certain acts such 

as sexual relations in ‘the bush,’ that is outside the village, are believed to spoil 

the sacred earth and thus prevent the rain from falling on it.  

There are two main tarmacadam roads in the region, one running north-south 

and the other east-west; otherwise villages are interconnected by mud tracks 

which are often impassable at the height of the rainy season. Since the 1980s, 

an increasing number of villages have decided to relocate; they have 

abandoned their entire village in the middle of the bush and constructed a new 

one beside the main road. This gives them easier access to public transport, 
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commercial goods and government services such as health and education. 

Villages by the road are typically more open to outside influences, and 

traditions are changing more quickly in these than in those still hidden away in 

the bush. 

The two largest ethnic groups in this part of West Africa are non-Senufo and 

predominately Muslim: the Bambara to the north and the Jula to the south, 

whose languages are closely related to one another. The Bambara have been 

dominant militarily and politically, while the Jula traders wield considerable 

economic power (Paques 1954:87). There is an ongoing struggle over Supyire 

identity: education in French, migration of other ethnic groups into the region 

from the north of Mali, the teaching of major world religions, the introduction 

by development agencies of new technologies and modern communication 

have combined to squeeze Supyire language and culture to the sidelines, 

especially in public life. On the other hand, the Supyire remain proud of their 

identity, culture and language. Local radio stations which broadcast 

programmes in the Supyire language, together with the continuing use of the 

language within the family, mean that the struggle is by no means one-sided. 

While Supyire culture is no longer as conservative as it once was, it is adapting 
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to change rather than disintegrating. The Supyire identify themselves closely 

with others in the Senufo language family, but tend to keep a certain distance 

from other ethnic groups. They usually marry within the Supyire people, 

though that is beginning to change. If a dispute arises, the preference is to 

resolve it internally within the family or at the village level, rather than to 

bring it to the attention of the state authorities. 

3.2 The Supyire world view 

3.2.1 The Supyire pantheon 

For the Supyire the world is alive with an eclectic mix of unseen forces and 

beings, benevolent and malign to varying degrees constituting what Joyce 

Carlson (1987a:3) describes as the ‘Supyire pantheon’. In this pantheon Kile, a 

word meaning both ‘sky’ and ‘the creator God’, is the source of all life, 

blessings and rain. There are numerous formulae that the people use to invoke 

God’s blessing appropriate to every occasion. While Kile is believed to control 

all that happens, he is perceived more as a remote, impersonal force rather 

than a personal God. Different races of spirits are thought to inhabit the 

untamed and dangerous bush, outside of the villages. Those that commonly 
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appear in folk tales are called the bush people. The jínaii2 are believed to be 

spirits who choose certain people to be their instruments, at times taking 

possession of them and empowering them to perform divination or play 

musical instruments during religious festivals. Fetishes, man-made objects 

supposedly endued with supernatural power, are used to serve as police and 

judge in a small village community. The victim of a theft or a husband 

suspecting his wife of adultery will consult the owner of the fetish and sacrifice 

an offering with the prayer that the fetish harm or kill the offending party. 

Everyone is believed to have one or two personal guardian angels called 

mɛrɛgɛii3 (Carlson, Robert 2011a). The eclectic nature of the pantheon makes it 

unprofitable to attempt to define a standard or orthodox Supyire theology. In a 

discussion between two elderly men, one of them was arguing that Kile and the 

jínaii are one and the same. In the mind of a diviner, jínaii and bush people 

were different names for the same beings. Rather than attempt to 

systematically classify their pantheon, it is more helpful to think of the Supyire, 

surrounded by a plethora of unseen beings, making every effort to get on the 

                                           
2 This is a loanword borrowed from the neighbouring Bambara language and is related to the 

Arabic jinn 

3 This is another loanword borrowed from Bambara and is related to the Arabic for angel 

malak. 
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right side of the more powerful ones and to placate any they believe have been 

offended by their actions. In spite of the pressure of living in a country where 

Islam dominates, and in an area where the Christian church has been 

established for the best part of a century, most Supyire remain outside both 

these world faiths. The world religions are perceived to be religions for others, 

for non-Supyire people. This has been reinforced by the fact that missions and 

churches have imported Christian worship services and songs, funeral and 

marriage customs with, at least until the last decade, little or no attempt to 

contextualize them. It is true that in recent years, due to increasing contact 

with the larger world, more people are looking to join a religion whose God 

extends beyond the borders of Supyire territory. For those people, more often 

than not, God is equated with Kile, and the angels, Satan or demons do not 

replace their Supyire pantheon, but are added to all the other characters that 

populate the world. Therefore those Supyire who do attend the mosque or the 

church are often careful to also fulfil their traditional obligations. In their view 

Islam or Christianity can deal with the big questions of the life to come, but 

Kile is still too remote to be interested in the nitty-gritty everyday problems of 

this life; these can be best solved by recourse to bush spirits, jínaii, fetishes and 

the family’s ancestors. 
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3.2.2 Cosmology  

For the Supyire, village is home, a safe sanctuary from the dangerous bush 

which is inhabited by wild animals and spirits. The bush supposedly becomes 

even more sinister at night, with the diminutive bush spirits out and about, and 

people hesitate to venture outside the bounds of the village. Typically at the 

traditional entrance to the village is found the vestibule, distinguished by 

having two doors that enable it to serve as an entrance passageway, as opposed 

to other huts, which have only one door. In the past, as the vestibule was the 

sole point of entry, it was the focus of efforts to defend the village from outside 

dangers, visible and invisible. Any enemy assaulting the village would have 

been met there by a battery of rifles or bows and arrows. The vestibule houses 

a series of magic charms to ward off any evil spells aimed at penetrating the 

village. This is also where the elders of the village meet to make decisions and 

negotiate marriages.  

The Supyire dead are believed to inhabit the village of the ancestors. Its 

geographical position is undetermined, but the ancestors are able to influence 

the fate of the living and are also believed to be present in the village vestibule; 

this is where the leaders make their sacrifices to them. The ideal for a Supyire 
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person is to spend the last days of his old age in his village and have a good 

funeral, with numerous relations gathered to celebrate it. The burial takes 

place with a series of rites, including wrapping, washing, carrying the body 

back and forth in dance, and giving it its last meal before burying it in the 

graveyard outside the village. Then follows the wake, a feast-cum-celebration, 

the extravagance of which reflects the age and importance of the deceased. 

Such a send-off, properly performed, is believed to ensure a good welcome in 

the village of the ancestors. In contrast, should a child or a young person die 

unmarried, this is considered a case of a ‘bad death’; after the burial there is no 

wake, but at some later time there will be a ceremony to integrate him into the 

village of the ancestors. If there is a death in his family soon afterwards, the 

ceremony for the youth will be carried out quickly during this fuller funeral. 

Otherwise, on the third day of the annual village festival, a collective wake is 

carried out along with the sacrifices, music and feasting for all youth, children 

and aborted babies who have died since the previous festival. 

All living things, including humans, are thought to be endowed with an 

impersonal life force called ɲàma which can cause illness or death. Ɲàma is 

supposed to be especially dangerous when an animal or person dies. Suitable 
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funeral celebrations and sacrifices not only honour the dead but are thought to 

protect the participants from harm. According to Robert Carlson (1999), the 

Supyire conceptualize consequences of human actions largely in terms of 

external forces. Not only may a member of the pantheon be responsible for 

misfortune, but one may also be attacked by the ɲàma of oneʼs own actions as 

evidenced by the expression ‘the ɲàma of his/her action has seized him/her’. 

The ‘consequences’ of one’s action do not arise from one’s own fault, but are an 

external force which may be combated through offerings or sacrifices. 

Furthermore, the very character of a person is determined externally by the 

circumstances of his or her conception. If an unmarried girl has a baby by her 

lover such a child is thought to be lucky and to have a good character, due to 

his or her conception in joy by those who loved each other. In contrast sexual 

intercourse by reluctant dutiful participants, as may well be the case in 

marriage, is thought to result in the conception of depressed or stupid children. 

3.3 The Supyire family 

3.3.1 The Supyire family: introduction 

Across Africa family unity is of primary importance. As Grebe and Fon (1982:4) 

write: 
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The greatest moral value that the head of the family tries to uphold is UNITY.4 Within 

society each extended family is in opposition to other ones. Dealings between families are 

regulated by the influence a given family has within society. The larger a family, the greater 

its chance to make its influence felt. But if the family members are not united, the group is 

weakened. The head of the family will, therefore, always strive for two things: (1) to 

increase the number of his family; and (2) to have his family united. 

The Supyire are no exception. Outside of the family, a Supyire individual has 

no identity, and many proverbs reinforce the need for cooperation and unity 

within the family: ‘the fool says that the family is not good, but in reality, the 

family is more savoury than salt in the gravy’ and ‘one hand cannot wash 

itself’. Others warn of the consequences of disunity: ‘it is through a crack in the 

wall that a cockroach enters.’ 

Supyire society is patrilineal (Carlson, Joyce 1987b:3) which means that 

descent is traced though the father’s line, and the membership of one’s descent 

group (tùlugo) includes all who have a common ancestor through the male line 

(Stone 2010:12). The system resembles the Omaha kinship system identified by 

Morgan (1871).The membership of one’s descent group is wide. It includes all 

those who trace their genealogy to a common ancestor through the male line. It 

extends back to those who have passed through this life into the village of the 

ancestors, and forward to those who are not yet born. Daughters as well as sons 

                                           
4 Original emphasis 
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are members of their father’s descent group (Carlson, Joyce 1987b:3). One can 

refer to all members of one’s descent group as cìnmpyiibii which means 

‘brothers’. The common word for father tu is also used to designate all paternal 

uncles in one’s extended family. The common word for mother nu is also used 

to designate all the wives of one’s ‘fathers’ in the extended family. If one has 

need to clarify that the person in question is one’s biological father or mother, 

there are terms tusege (birth father) and nusege (birth mother) one can 

employ, but they are used quite rarely, as usually the context of the 

communication itself gives sufficient clarity of reference.  

Supyire marriage is exogamous, which means that a man and his wife must 

belong to different descent groups (Stone 2010:18). The wife usually comes 

from a different village and moves to live with her husband’s kin in their 

compound; such a system is termed ‘patrilocal’ (Stone 2010:15). Members of 

one’s mother’s descent group are called yalyeebii, literally ‘older relatives’ (see 

further 3.4.10). 

As the society is both patrilineal and patrilocal, ties between male members of 

the group are intensified by daily interaction. Up until the early twentieth 
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century, property, goods and money were owned in common by the descent 

group, and were held by the eldest male and disposed of according to his will. 

For a Supyire man to gain status in society, he must marry and bring into the 

world those who are waiting to be born (see further 3.3.3) and thus increase 

the size and standing of his descent group. As is characteristic of patilineal 

societies (Stone 2010:79), having male children is particularly praiseworthy, as 

it is they who can continue the patrilineage and further augment the size of the 

group. Marriage can be polygynous; a man who can afford to do so will usually 

marry more than one wife and produce more offspring. Escudero (1979:340) 

comments that in Supyire society ‘life constitutes the supreme value, so that 

the ideal for man, his ultimate end, is to live life to its greatest intensity 

(meaning longevity and numerous descendants).’5  

If a woman is widowed, she normally remains with her husband’s family 

descent group which has the responsibility of providing her with a younger 

brother or cousin as a substitute husband. Any offspring of this union are 

attributed to the deceased brother. This union does not confer on the substitute 

                                           
5 My translation from the French original 
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husband the status of a married man; to obtain such status, and thus become a 

fully-fledged member of society, he needs to marry his own wife.  

3.3.2 The Supyire family: the ancestors 

The ancestors (kwùubii, literally ‘the dead ones’) are those who lived long, 

honourable lives in society, and have contributed to the continuation of the 

family through marriage and children. It is thought that they live in the village 

of the ancestors, raising herds and cultivating fields; that their status there 

reflects the importance they gained in this life; that if they are unhappy they 

can have a destructive influence on everyday Supyire life; that an individual 

ancestor wields influence so long as there are some alive on earth who 

remember him; and that then he passes into the crowd of nameless ancestors. 

These beliefs act as an effective brake on rapid innovation in Supyire society. 

To do things differently from one’s forefathers will, it is feared, displease them 

and provoke them to cause illness, accident or some other misfortune to the 

offending family. 

3.3.3 The Supyire family: the unborn 

In comparison to beliefs about the village of the ancestors, ideas about the 

family waiting to be born are more vague. Intercessions for numerous progeny 
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are not normally directed to God (Kile) but to others in the Supyire pantheon, 

ancestors, fetishes or jínaii. Some children are thought to come from sacred 

groves or pools or streams. The place where they lived before birth with their 

guardian angels is called their talwɔge (literally ‘the place from where they 

were taken’). When Kimono Sogono was in sixth year at school, his maternal 

uncle went to consult a diviner who declared that a certain sacred pool had 

given Kimono to his mother. To verify this they went to the stream and killed a 

chicken; it died on its back, which was taken as a sign confirming the diviner’s 

declaration.6 

There is also some notion of reincarnation among the Supyire. If an old person 

dies and a child is born soon afterwards into the same descent group, 

sometimes the child will be given the name of the deceased. People will remark 

on any physical features of the child which remind them of the one who has 

passed away; some, at least, will say that he has returned reincarnated as the 

baby. If a woman suffers a series of losses of infant children it is thought that 

the jínabii are playing a trick on her and are giving the same child several 

times and then taking it away again. The traditional remedy is for the woman 

                                           
6 This story was related in personal conversation. 



  

134 

to go and live in a different hut so that the jínabii do not know where to find 

her and therefore, it is believed, the same child cannot be reborn. Another 

defence strategy is to give the child an unpleasant name, such as Nampi which 

means ‘Ugly Child’; this will deflect the attention of the jínabii, as it is the 

beautiful children whom they take away for themselves. 

3.4 Supyire marriage 

3.4.1 Introduction 

In contrast to modern Western marriage, Supyire marriage is not a contract 

between two individuals; neither is it a partnership with equal rights for both 

husband and wife; and it does not come to an end on the death of the husband. 

Negotiations are carried out on behalf of a prospective husband by his family 

to contract a marriage with the family of a girl. She is given in marriage (furu) 

to the man’s family which compensates her family with a sum of money known 

as bridewealth. The girl does not normally have a choice in the matter. One 

respondent contrasts marriage with a relationship based on love: 

After a certain age, the girl will sleep with her lover; she doesn’t even have a choice in that, 

for it is the love which exists between them which pushes her to do this. After this time, her 

parents will give her to another man as husband. (Interview at Kini kànha) 
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The exchange of bridewealth does not entail a simple transfer of ownership of 

the woman from one group to the other. As Joyce Carlson writes: 

A woman is given to another family for the purpose of producing offspring for her 

husband’s family. Her family is compensated for the loss of her labor and presence by 

material gifts and by a cash payment - the bride price. The woman thus enters an 

ambivalent existence: Her [sic] blood ties to her paternal village entitles 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 the burial of their daughter. 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. 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. (1987b:3f.) 

The words of Nere Toroko (2008: interview) confirm the ambivalent position of 

a wife: ‘Her father gives her to you to serve you; nevertheless she still belongs 

to her father. If something should happen to her [if she dies], you alone cannot 

decide on her without consulting her owners.’ No matter what happens in her 

life, and whomever she may end up living with, once married, a woman can 

never be given in furu again. She is given in marriage once and for all. If she 

should leave her husband to live with another man, she ‘enters into another 

man-house’ or ‘goes to another place’, but she is not given in furu. The ties 

with the family of the husband she left are not completely severed; on the 

death of her husband, she is obliged to return to his village and play her role in 

his burial. 
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There is no one term in Supyire meaning ‘to marry’ which can be applied in the 

same way to both a man and woman. A man can ‘cut a woman’ (this expression 

originated at the time when a woman’s excision and marriage occurred on the 

same day; see below 3.4.2.2). An alternative way of saying he married a wife is 

‘he does a marriage (furu)’. A man’s family can ‘do a furu’ or ‘give to him a 

wife’. A woman’s family can ‘do their daughter’s furu’ (that is, give her in 

marriage). She can ‘go into a furu’ or ‘enter into a man-house’ but unlike her 

husband, she cannot ‘do a furu’; this reflects her passive role in the transaction. 

Sexual relations between young unmarried people are not condemned; indeed a 

girl who has a child before marriage has a certain advantage, in that she has 

been shown not to be sterile. However marriage itself is exceedingly important 

for the Supyire adult. In the words of one man: 

We do furu so that the woman has someone in authority over her. If she is not married, 

there are no restraints on her. She doesn’t even belong to you. It is the bridewealth you paid 

which gives you the right to chase [divorce] her, or to stop another man coming to her. 

(Caraba, Sirikoro 2007: interview) 

If there is no furu, a woman may leave at any time along with any children, 

and the man has no right to stop her. Even a religious or civilian marriage does 

not give him these rights in Supyire eyes. One widow explained the protection 
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afforded to a woman by a furu by use of a popular metaphor of the husband 

being the ‘door’ of the wife: 

Once you are given to your husband, he is the door of your house. If you and your husband 

get on, things which could have upset you will not upset you. But if your husband abandons 

you, the door which was covering you has been taken away. You were hidden, but now the 

world can look and see. (Sogono, Wonomo 2007: interview) 

3.4.2 Marriages 

In the living memory of today’s older generation Supyire wedding customs 

have changed considerably. A variety of factors have combined to prompt these 

changes: population growth, government regulation, health education, and the 

influence of Christianity and Islamic practices. The pace of change is uneven, 

so not all Supyire villages have adopted every change. In this section I outline 

the conditions which have been traditionally necessary to complete a furu: the 

choice of a wife, her excision, the payment of bridewealth, the trial year, the 

wedding ceremony and the bestowal of a kitchen, along with some of the 

variations within the traditions. 

3.4.2.1 Choice of a wife 

As noted above (3.3.1) Supyire marriage is exogamous so that one must marry 

outside one’s descent group. In the case where two ancestors have made a 
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covenant (tunmbyara) through drinking their co-mingled blood, the members 

of their two descent groups are considered to be blood brothers, and the 

exogamy rule also applies between them. The custom among the Minyanka 

(Jonckers 1987:43) and other Senufo groups (Westermarck 1921:ii.358) where 

marriage can be arranged by exchange of daughters between two descent 

groups in place of bridewealth is not practised by the Supyire. A Supyire 

descent group has an informal network of potential villages from which to 

negotiate a marriage. There are traditional marriage links between different 

villages, but no count is kept to ensure an equal number of wives is given from 

each village,7 and there is no bar to negotiating a marriage with a village with 

which one has no previous ties. With increasing mobility today, wives come 

from further afield than in the past, including some from other ethnic and 

language groups. 

Elder brothers take the steps necessary to prepare for a wedding for a younger 

brother. In the past when a young girl was promised to a particular family, 

                                           
7 In Joyce Carlson’s work (2007) a total of 59 villages are mentioned which have been involved 

in marriages with Farakala village. I ranked these villages in two lists: one in order of 

frequency of those giving brides to Farakala, and the other in order of frequency of those 

receiving brides from Farakala. Of the villages giving brides, the top ten gave 63 per cent of the 

brides; of the villages receiving brides, the top ten received 66 per cent of the brides. The three 

villages giving most brides corresponded to the three villages receiving most brides. However 

the fourth village in the latter category ranked only thirteenth in the former. 
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sometimes her husband was not yet determined; the question as to which 

member of the family she would be married was decided later. What is 

primarily sought in a bride is that she should come from a family in good 

standing. In previous generations, when a baby girl was born, a representative 

from another descent group could come and tie a piece of string around her 

waist, which signalled that the girl was to be wed into that descent group. 

Nowadays, early promises of marriage can still happen, but not at such a young 

age. ‘When a girl is seven years old, or older, (up to puberty), she may be 

promised to another family8 ‒ 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’ (Carlson, Joyce 1987b:5). To get a wife from the village of your 

mother is a particularly good match, though getting one from your mother’s 

own family is inadmissible. 

Increasingly nowadays the preferences of the potential husband are at least 

taken into account. He can make his choice of girl known either verbally, or 

implicitly through spending time with her. When his family is aware of his 

preference, they can then enter into negotiations with the girl’s family. Girls 

                                           
8 Original emphasis 
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are usually married when they are fourteen or fifteen; men are usually in their 

late teens or twenties when they first marry. An exception is now made for girls 

who are getting on well at school; they are often allowed to finish their 

education before getting married. 

3.4.2.2 Excision 

For a Supyire girl to be properly married she must undergo the rite of ‘being 

cut’, a clitordectomoy, the excision of her clitoris and sometimes the inner labia 

(Jemphrey, Miranda 1997:34). In former times this excision9 was carried out 

on the day of her wedding; the woman was ‘cut’ early in the morning, often 

with a large audience of women who had come to attend the festivities. 

Supyire excision and marriage are closely linked; one word for marriage 

cikwɔnre means ‘cutting a woman’. Nowadays, a number of young girls in a 

descent group, who have not yet reached marriageable age, are excised 

together. The traditional excisor’s knife is now a museum piece in Farakala 

village open to public viewing in a hut housing a fetish; it has been replaced by 

a fresh hygienic razor-blade for each girl (Jemphrey, Miranda 1997:31). There 

is no longer a period of seven days’ enforced isolation during which the girl 

                                           
9 Excision is a form of what is commonly known as female circumcision or female genital 

mutilation. 
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received instruction about adult life and her wound was washed and healed 

(Jemphrey, Miranda 1997:31). The modern practice is that on the marriage day 

the girl is washed as a symbol of her excision, and the husband’s family 

reimburses her family for the price they paid years previously to the excisor for 

the operation (Jemphrey, Miranda 1997:31f.). Reasons given for the changes 

are pragmatic: it is less shameful for young girls to cry in the pain of the 

cutting compared to those about to get married; at a younger age they are less 

able to resist and escape those who wish to operate on them (Jemphrey, 

Miranda 1997:32). It is recent increase in knowledge of hygiene that has put 

paid to the excisor’s special knife (Jemphrey, Miranda 1997:31).  

The Malian government is seeking to stamp out excision. The capital Bamako 

hosted a West African regional conference on its elimination, and participants 

included non-governmental organizations campaigning against the practice (La 

Conférence Sous-Régionale de Bamako sur les Mutilations Génitales Féminines 

2006). The churches teach against the practice (Christian Reformed World 

Relief Committee 2009). Still, the majority of Supyire girls come to marriage 

having been excised. It is the women rather than the men who continue to 

exercise this customary practice. One of the women in the church came back to 
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Farakala after attending a national church conference and passed on the anti-

excision teaching she had learnt there. It caused furore among the Christian 

women of Farakala.  

Supyire women give various reasons for continuing excision (Jemphrey, 

Miranda 1997). One reason is that if a girl is not excised, when it comes time 

for her to give birth, the part that should have been excised will close up and 

the baby will be unable to come out, and the mother will then have to be cut 

during delivery. Another reason is that an unexcised woman would enjoy 

sexual intercourse too much and be tempted to be unfaithful to her husband. 

The reason that carries most weight is that excision is traditional. When the 

most educated woman in the area was asked if her husband objected to his 

daughter being cut, her reply was: ‘But how can he object? It is part of our 

tradition.’ Ellen Gruenbaum in The Female Circumcision Controversy (2001) 

noted that in many societies it is the women who are the strongest advocates of 

the maintenance of the tradition of excision. Therefore, she argues against the 

view that it is simply a patriarchal action to oppress women. She contends that 

it is better to recognize the linkage excision has to social and economic goals in 

a patriarchal society where legitimate children are one’s economic guarantee in 
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old age. Excision is seen as vital for one’s daughter’s future well-being, for 

through it she maintains her reputation and the ability to marry and have 

children in a socially acceptable way. Gruenbaum’s analysis resonates with the 

strong link that exists between marriage and excision in Supyire cikwɔnre and 

with Supyire women’s strong support of the tradition. 

3.4.2.3 Payment of bridewealth 

In the first half of the twentieth century, a man’s descent group would farm 

collectively for the family of the prospective wife for up to seven rainy seasons 

before she was ‘drenched by the rain’, a euphemism for being ready for 

marriage. One day a year, nine young men would be sent to do cifaa ‘farming 

for a wife’; six of them in the field of the father of the girl, and three in the 

field of her mother. During the year of the marriage, 15 men were sent to work 

for seven days, nine men in the father’s field and six men in the mother’s field. 

The year after the marriage, a dozen men were sent to work for one day 

(Carlson, Robert 2011a; Carlson, Joyce 1987b:13fn.3). Often the prospective 

groom would not yet be chosen (3.4.2.1). 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 descent group would have prospective 
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brides in several different villages, and the team of farmers would do a circuit, 

going from one village to another, not returning to their home village for up to 

six weeks at a time. The future in-laws were expected to provide food and 

drink for the visiting farmers (Carlson, Joyce 1987b:13fn.3). 

This practice of farming for wives has ceased; now bridewealth is paid in cash 

to the bride’s family. There has been a devolution of lands from the larger 

extended family clan to smaller subunits. In step with this, the responsibility 

for raising the bridewealth has also devolved onto the economic family units 

that farm together. 

The bride’s father and his brothers share out the bridewealth they receive so 

that no one person can say that he gave her in marriage (Nere Toroko 2008: 

interview). The bridewealth is not kept intact by the bride’s family, for in 

Supyire society, unlike many other African societies (Boserup 1997:512; Ogbu 

1978:241,246,248), bridewealth is not repaid if the marriage terminates in 

divorce, nor is it kept to pay for a future marriage. Nowadays, the bridewealth 

is occasionally given to the bride so that she can buy kitchen utensils. Kanamo 

Dasa (2008: interview) stated that bridewealth is given both to help the girl 

and so that her family know that from now on she has a husband. 
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3.4.2.4 The trial year 

Traditionally, before the wedding ceremony proper (furu), a girl was sent to 

live for a year in the village of her future husband. There she lived with one of 

her husband’s mothers, but went to the man when he called for her. Any 

resulting pregnancy was seen as a good sign of her fertility, and the child was 

considered legitimate. After this trial year, she was sent home to her paternal 

village. Negotiations could then begin to fix dates for the civil marriage and the 

furu. It appears that this custom of a formal trial year is fading out. However, it 

is still permissible for the girl to go and live with her future husband, so long as 

it is agreed that the wedding ceremony will take place when sufficient funds 

are available. The man’s family needs to gather sufficient resources for the 

bridewealth and wedding gifts, and the woman’s family, who will host the 

ceremony, needs to have enough food to feed all the guests. It is not 

uncommon for a man to have established relations with a woman or even two 

women and have several children by them living in his compound, without 

having done the furu. This state of affairs could arise from a disagreement with 

the woman’s family, or lack of resources to carry out the furu, or a combination 

of both.  
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3.4.2.5 The wedding ceremony 

The negotiations over the years between the two clans culminate with a family 

delegation from the groom’s side making an overnight stay in the village of the 

bride. Neither the groom nor his biological parents may be part of the 

delegation. The delegation brings a marriage animal (usually a dog or a sheep) 

to hand over to the bride’s family. The bride’s family then sacrifice the animal 

to the fetish or the jína who gave the girl to the parents (see 3.3.3). The bride’s 

family also offer chickens in sacrifice to their ancestors to inform them that 

their daughter has a husband and to invoke blessings of peace on the marriage. 

As noted above the bride used to be excised on the morning of the wedding 

ceremony (3.4.2.2). Some customs during the ceremony remain as echoes of 

this link between her excision and her marriage, including the reimbursement 

of the wife’s family for the price of her excision (3.4.2.2) and the price of the 

wood used to heat the water for the washing of the wound. If the bride is still 

without child, a white cloth is presented in a small calabash to the woman who 

performed the excision. If she cannot be found, it is given to any excisor. The 

bride is symbolically washed in the same way she was washed on the day of 

her excision. This ceremonial washing too is passing into history, as nowadays 
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a bride is often already installed with her husband in his village on the day of 

the wedding and, like him, takes no part in the ceremony in her own maternal 

village. 

3.4.2.5.1 Ceremony in the bride’s village 

The following is a description of a marriage ceremony I recorded after joining a 

delegation from our village to conduct a wedding celebration in a neighbouring 

village: 

At last, we gather for the marriage ceremony itself: in the village ‘porch’, a 4 metre square 

mud hut, where all-important village business is conducted. Two open doorways provide a 

welcome through-breeze on 40 or more crowded inside. Most are old men from the bride’s 

village. A delegation of 8 of the groom’s brothers, a few of the older sisters of the bride 

make up the rest … the ceremony involves endless discussion of the gifts. Those brought by 

the groom’s family for bride’s relations include: 7 colourful … cloths, 2 large jerry cans of 

[millet beer] … 200 kola nuts, white cloths for wrapping a baby, 2 pairs of sandals, various 

bowls, basins and baskets. These are inspected by the bride’s sisters. Tradition demands that 

they find fault with something – they shouldn’t appear too eager to part with their sister. 

One casts a critical eye over the calabash basins and demands compensation of [600 cfa]. A 

second sister looks and demands [6,000 cfa] … this sum is obviously ridiculously high and 

provokes laughter all round. Eventually [750 cfa] is given. (Jemphrey 1993: personal 

correspondence) 

The bridewealth, a sum of money distinct from these traditional gifts, is 

distributed among those from the bride’s village. Different amounts are given 

according to their position in the family. In decreasing order of importance, the 

following receive a portion of the cash: the girl’s father, the village chief, the 

second-in-command, the girl’s paternal uncles and the girl’s maternal uncles. At 
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this point, the hosts may issue admonishments and warnings. ‘You the people 

of Taperila should treat our daughter well. … Too often these days, a marriage 

made in one year, is finished by the next year. We don't want to hear of any 

such thing’ (Carlson, Joyce 2005b). Then they pronounce numerous blessings 

on the new marriage. The following example of blessings and recommendations 

was recorded at a wedding: 

May God make the man and the woman agree. 

May she listen to his words. 

They should both listen to each other's words. 

May she take care of him. 

May he also take care of her. 

May God make it a dirty marriage [that is, with many children]. 

Here is the wife. She is given to you. Go with her. Take her. 

Go and console her, and she will be kind to you. 

She is a child. She is not yet clever. 

Don't be hard on her in her childhood, because a woman learns to be a woman. 

May God make the son-in-law forget his in-laws and the marriage host of his in-laws [that 

is, may there be no need for mediation because of quarrels]. 

May God bring something out of the marriage that is stronger than the man and the woman 

[that is, children of blessing and power]. 

May God make this marriage a yam plant, so that they are breaking branches from it [that 

is, children who go on to their own marriages]. 

May God make this a marriage and may the sacred places add to the affair. 

(Recorded by Jean-Claude Diamoutene, 13 April 2001, quoted in Carlson, Joyce 2005b) 

The bride’s family provides a communal meal to celebrate the joy and to seal 

the pact between the two families. It is said that if the groom should eat any of 

this meal his wife will be sterile. To avoid such danger, none of the meal is 

taken back to the groom’s village. 
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3.4.2.5.2 Return to the groom’s village 

In cases where the girl has not already taken up residence in the husband’s 

village, at some point after the meal the groom’s representatives offer millet 

beer and ask for the girl. Reasons or excuses may be given to delay the 

departure to avoid the impression of wanting to get rid of their daughter. At 

one wedding the reasons given were that the bride was having her hair tied or 

in the middle of eating (Carlson, Joyce 1987b:10).. At this wedding the elders 

eventually gave her permission to go with the parting words: ‘Tell her husband 

to be good to her and not to beat her. Remember that she is our daughter’ 

(Carlson, Joyce 1987b:10). She went sobbing uncontrollably which was taken 

as a good sign. Carlson commented: ‘If the bride doesn’t cry, it bodes ill for the 

marriage, as perhaps she like her husband too much’ (Carlson, Joyce 

1987b:10). In the case where the bride is already in her husband’s village a 

nominal sum of money is given to symbolize the request for permission for the 

bride to leave. When the party returns to the groom’s village, celebrations will 

continue there during the night. A report back to the village elders is made, 

and blessings are invoked on the marriage. 
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3.4.2.6 Bestowal of a kitchen 

Traditionally a new wife spends her first month in her husband’s village in the 

home of a baga nu, ‘a house mother’. The house mother teaches her the wife’s 

duties of how to cook and care for an extended family. The two have a life-long 

relationship that only ends when the younger woman carries out certain 

ceremonies at the funeral of her house mother. From the third night on, the 

husband can call for his wife when he desires her (Carlson, Joyce 1987b:11). 

Otherwise she stays with her house mother for the month. Then a day is 

appointed for her to receive her own kitchen; the old women of the village 

gather to put in place three hearthstones for the fireplace, and other kitchen 

utensils are handed over to the new wife. She is given grain to prepare, and she 

cooks a meal for the older people in the village who give their blessings and 

leave some coins as an encouragement. This is a significant milestone in the 

marriage. From now on she cooks, heats water and does laundry for her 

husband. Her status increases, and she can now walk ahead of all the 

unmarried girls in the village when they go out to the fields (Carlson, Joyce 

1987b:12; Carlson, Joyce 2005b). 
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3.4.2.7 Civil, religious and traditional marriages 

A Supyire couple may undergo as many as three different sorts of marriage 

ceremony: civil, religious and traditional. How they are celebrated and in what 

order depends on the relationships between the families involved, and their 

social and religious status. Joyce Carlson (2005b) reported on the marriage 

arrangements of her neighbour’s daughter, Daara, to Jaba in the village of 

Taperila:  

Two and a half months [prior to the furu] Daara went, by everyone's agreement, to the 

village of Taperila. For the first two nights she stayed with an old grandmother on the 

groom's side before moving into Jaba's house. After about four weeks, she and Jaba came to 

the mayor's office in Farakala to sign the civil marriage papers, which provided Daara with 

an excellent chance to show off her new husband to curious bystanders like us. Then she 

went away again. 

The account then goes on to describe how, when the day of the furu arrived, 

the family from the bride’s mother’s village was lodged in one family 

compound, her married sisters who had returned to the village for the occasion 

were lodged in another, and the delegation from the groom’s village in a third. 

‘The bride herself was nowhere to be seen. Nor was the groom.’ With the 

traditional exchange of gifts and the meal, the furu was accomplished. 

However, as both families in the marriage were Christian, the church choir 

then arrived to sing and celebrate into the early hours.  
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Some Christian couples opt for a Western-style wedding service where the 

bride dresses in white and the groom in black, and there is an exchange of 

rings. This is only permitted to be performed inside the church building if the 

couple themselves have not previously slept together. Otherwise it has to be 

performed in the church compound outside the sanctuary itself.  

Of the three forms of marriage ceremony, in Supyire eyes it is only the 

traditional furu which cements the ties between the families and creates 

obligations that persist even after the death of the husband. In the next section 

I turn to look at the expectations of the husband and wife and other parties to 

the marriage. 

3.4.3 Expectations of marriage 

Husbands and wives do not spend much time together, living fairly separate 

lives. At meal times: 

men eat together first, and then the women and children. There is a pretty rigorous division 

of labour. For example, it is the husband’s responsibility to provide the staple for the meal: 

corn, millet or rice. It is the woman, no matter what her husband’s means might be, who 

has to work to provide the tomatoes, spices and other condiments for the stew. (Jemphrey, 

Michael 2000:21f.) 
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It is rare to see a woman enjoying an idle moment. From dawn to dusk, the 

round of household chores is fairly unrelenting: collecting firewood, drawing 

water, heating it for bathing, pounding flour, cooking, tending the young, and 

cultivating both her husband’s fields and the field she is allocated in which she 

can grow condiments for the stew. A good Supyire wife does all of the above 

for her husband without complaint, and most importantly, bears him many 

children. Happiness for a woman is found in working in harmony and sharing 

the chores with other women who have come from their own villages to live in 

their husbands’ extended family. 

Extensive communication between a husband and his wife is not encouraged. 

Since the wife belongs to her own patrilineal descent group, she is not to be 

trusted with family secrets. The story is told of a wife who betrayed her 

husband’s village during a military campaign in the nineteenth century. Certain 

villages were loyal to one side and they used one of their women married in an 

opposing village to open the gates and let the army in. Usually the only time 

when husbands and wives are alone together is in bed. In the past, at least, 

guards were posted outside the sleeping huts of newly weds to ensure that 
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there was no ‘pillow talk’ and no family secrets were betrayed. Intimate sharing 

of thoughts and feelings is not expected. One widow reflected: 

Once in a marriage, if you have difficulties, you manage to get by, and these difficulties will 

remain hidden. No-one will notice. You might even be in tears inside the house, but you 

cannot mention it to anyone. There are no marriages without difficulties. (Dasa, Kanamo 

2008: interview) 

Asked what a husband’s duties are, she replied that if he is not too poor and if 

he has the means, he should feed and clothe his wife. Another older woman 

who had lived many years with her husband, bearing him more than a dozen 

children, related that in the early years he had beaten her. Asked why 

husbands beat their wives, she replied: 

If the husband gives you a task to do and you don't do it the way he wanted you to, that is 

the reason why he beats you. If you see a husband beating his wife, that is the reason. 

(Jemphrey, Miranda 2001)10 

3.4.4 Begetting children 

The marriage is only really seen as a full marriage with the successful arrival of 

the first child. This has long been the case in the Senufo area: ‘La famille n’est 

jugée réellement existante que lorsqu’elle comprend des enfants’ (Bérenger, 

quoted in Westermarck 1921 i.74); (‘the family is only really properly 

                                           
10 See further case study (3.4.14). 
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established when it includes children’.)11 As Robert Carlson notes, a successful 

marriage is one with many children and is called fúruɲwɔhɔga, a ‘dirty 

marriage’ as children are naturally dirty, crawl on the ground, shove things 

into their mouths and require frequent cleaning. It is only in the absence of 

small children that a home can be kept spotless. It is better to be dirty with 

children, than to be clean without children (Carlson, Robert 2001a). When the 

offspring arrive, appropriate blessings include ‘May God make his mother’s 

milk sweet to him’ and ‘May God give him many younger siblings.’ At this 

point the husband and wife have fully entered into the ageless stream of the 

life of the patrilineage, by contributing to its ongoing existence and expansion 

and each thus becomes sùpya, a full person, who has the privilege, on death, to 

be buried in the adults’ graveyard.  

A furu has the effect of legitimizing children already born to the couple. A 

husband at the time of the marriage may also accept into his family a child of 

his wife conceived with another man. Tradition has it that if such an infant is 

still small enough for a young girl to carry it on her back from the bride’s 

village to the vestibule in the groom’s village, the ancestors there will accept it, 

                                           
11 My translation 
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and it becomes the child of the groom. If he is willing to do so, a groom can 

also adopt an older child of his bride. In any case of adoption at the time of a 

furu, no matter who the biological father is, the children become fully 

legitimate members of the family; and their background is no bar to becoming, 

for example, family head or village chief. In the case of a dispute, any 

legitimate child, whether or not adopted, would be eligible to be called as an 

intermediary. However, at times children will discriminate against their 

adopted brothers, saying: ‘So and so was carried on the back into the marriage; 

he wasn’t born here.’ Such reactions have caused the number of adoptions on 

marriage to diminish (Toroko, Nere 2008: interview). 

3.4.5 Singleness 

For a Supyire person to remain single is almost inconceivable. The only 

exception is those who have lost their reason and are incapable of looking after 

themselves. These people are cared for by their parents, and when the parents 

are no longer able, then someone else in the family will take pity on them and 

look after them (Jemphrey, Miranda 2002). For those who are physically 

disabled it can be difficult, but not impossible, to find a partner. There was a 
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crippled couple we knew, neither of whom could walk, who produced three 

healthy children. 

Someone who never married, according to one young man, would be shunned 

by his or her family. He would be shunned even by the children: if this 

(hypothetical) unmarried person was given food and some was left in the bowl 

after he had eaten, it would be thrown away rather than being given to the 

younger family members, as is the usual practice. 

So status is a huge motivation to get married. Although a woman will always 

retain some status as the daughter of her father, she increases her social 

standing through marriage. An unmarried man is not respected and his words 

have no weight. Children of an unmarried couple do not have the same status 

as legitimate children. There are cases where a woman will go to live with a 

man against the wishes of her parents, and bear him children. The 

grandparents then are under pressure to consent to the furu for the sake of 

their grandchildren. 
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3.4.6 Polygyny 

Polygyny is common among the Supyire. In Joyce Carlson’s genealogical 

research (2007) in Farakala, more than half of the men12 had more than one 

wife. Most often these men would have two or three wives, but in one case a 

man had seven. The principal reasons for which Supyire take more than one 

wife are that the first wife is unable to bear children, or becomes very sick or 

an invalid and can no longer work, cook or satisfy her husband’s sexual needs. 

It is also true that men with healthy and fertile wives often take a second or 

third wife if they can afford to, primarily to increase the size of their family 

and their status. 

It is widely acknowledged that jealousy between co-wives and their respective 

children is a common difficulty in a polygynous family. To help deal with this, 

there is a system or rota to determine how the husband divides his nights 

between the sleeping huts of his several wives. While jealousy between co-

wives is common, it is not inevitable. There are occasions where an older wife 

welcomes a younger co-wife to help with the heavy task of caring for the 

                                           
12 48 men had more than one wife alive at one time; 38 had one wife; in 11 cases the data was 

ambiguous. It is also possible that those still alive who currently have one wife will take a 

second some time in the future. 
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family; in such cases she treats her co-wife more as a younger sister than as a 

rival. The following case shows how co-wives can pull together in adversity: 

Zara's father has two wives: the oldest being favoured over the younger. When they were 

first married, Zara's mother ran away due to the harsh treatment she received. Once she 

returned, her situation among the women improved (though not with the husband). She has 

had many children and she is not ugly, so there seems no apparent reason why her husband 

should treat her so. She is well liked and thought of in the village ... At least with all her 

hardships the two wives seem to get on. They each had a grandchild on their back. 

(Jemphrey, Miranda 2006: 23 April 1992) 

3.4.7 Divorce 

Having invested so much time and money in arranging the furu, families will 

seek to ensure that it is successful. In research covering the marriages in the 

village of Farakala since its foundation, of 286 women married into the village, 

23 were divorced (8 per cent).13 If a wife is mistreated by her husband and 

returns to her parents’ home, in most cases attempts will be made to effect a 

reconciliation. There are not many other options for a woman: there is no role 

for a single woman in Supyire society, and generally no means for her to obtain 

an independent income. Although she may not enter into another formal 

marriage, one possibility is that she finds another man who is willing to take 

her in an informal union. In what appears to be a rather exceptional case, one 

woman left men successively in five different villages.  

                                           
13 Calculations based on Carlson, Joyce 2007: database 
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A husband can effect a divorce by removing from his wife one of two tasks 

which are symbolic of the marriage. The first is to take her water jar out of her 

kitchen and throw it outside. The second is to relieve her of the duty spinning 

the nàmbakoonɔ ‘marriage cotton’ which is distributed for spinning among the 

women of the household to be woven into shrouds and marriage cloths. These 

two methods of divorce leave open the door to a reconciliation if the husband 

is so minded or persuaded. However, there is another form of divorce which is 

more serious and permanent. If a husband’s anger is such that when he throws 

the water jar outside, he breaks it, and if he throws his wife’s hearthstones out 

of the kitchen, he is effectively making a solemn vow that there is no possible 

future reconciliation. If he should later break such a vow and be sexually 

intimate with his former wife, he is risking the wrath of his ancestors and the 

loss of his life. Yet with the pragmatism characteristic of Supyire thinking, 

should family members suspect a husband wishes to break such a solemn vow, 

they can make certain sacrifices to appease the ancestors and open a way for 

him to take back his wife. 

The milder form of divorce does not fully sever family ties; when the husband 

dies, his death is formally announced to the family of his ex-wife and she is 
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then expected to participate in his funeral rites. Bomu died in the 1950s; his 

divorced wife was informed and she attended the funeral in line with her 

obligation. However, she left before she had participated in the rite required of 

a wife. In subsequent years her family suffered one misfortune after another. 

Help was sought from a diviner who counselled that Bomu was still angry at 

the lack of respect from his ex-wife at his funeral and was making his anger felt 

in the family. Consequently Bomu in the village of the ancestors needed to be 

appeased through sacrifices. On the other hand, in the case of the man who 

throws out the hearthstones and breaks the water jar, the ex-wife would not be 

formally informed of his death, and she would not be recalled for duties at his 

funeral, as his actions have totally severed relations with her. 

3.4.8 Incest 

For a man to have intimate relations with the wife of a brother who has the 

same mother as himself is regarded as incestuous and treated with horror by 

the Supyire. It is a great indignity and brings bitterness, destroying the 

fraternal union. If a man has slept with the wife of his older brother, and his 

older brother is ill, then it is believed that the incest will make the illness of the 

older brother even worse. If death results, the younger, incestuous brother will 
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not dare to go to his brother’s burial, afraid that his deceased brother would 

curse him. 

As noted above (3.4.1) sexual intimacy between unmarried lovers is expected. 

However if it occurs between unmarried members of the same descent group 

then there will be negative consequences; it is believed that the couple, 

especially the girl, risk being sterile. 

3.4.9 The widow and the widower 

If a Supyire woman is widowed, it is the husband’s family who has the 

responsibility to take care of her material needs, and provide her with a 

younger brother or cousin as a zàbanga (levirate husband). By contrast, when a 

Supyire woman dies, there is no right of sororate, a custom practised in some 

societies whereby the deceased wife’s family has an obligation to provide the 

widower with another wife. A Supyire widower is at liberty to find another 

wife from any descent group - as indeed he was during his wife’s lifetime. He 

cannot however completely rule out the problem of his deceased wife seeking 

to prevent from his re-marrying. There is a foul-smelling plant kampwuun from 

which a decoction of the leaves is made; if he bathes in this, then his deceased 

wife will not be able find him to cause any disruption to his plans (Carlson, 
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Robert 2011a). The reason a deceased wife might undertake such a disruptive 

course of action could be that she was badly treated by her husband during her 

lifetime. If she grew ill during her lifetime, she may curse him, saying: ‘If I die 

like this, may God never send him another wife to suffer here like me,’ and 

seek to effect the curse from beyond the grave. 

3.4.10 Maternal in-laws 

Supyire children belong to their father’s family and grow up in his village. 

They have a different relationship with all those who live in their mother’s 

village. There they are known as a narafee; the reciprocal term for those in the 

mother’s village is yalyee, literally ‘older relatives’. As older relatives, they are 

to be indulgent towards their younger relatives. In the past, at least, the 

younger relatives could take something they wanted from their mother’s 

village, so long as they showed proper respect. It used to be common to take a 

chicken. As he does not belong there, a male narafoo can be asked to act as an 

independent intermediary in a dispute within his mother’s village. A male 

narafoo also plays an important role after a husband’s death as intermediary 

between the widow or widows and the deceased’s brothers (see further 4.2.2, 

4.2.3). 
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3.4.11 Conclusions 

Earlier I outlined in three statements what Supyire marriage was not (3.4.1). 

Having now looked at different aspects of marriage in more detail, it is worth 

revisiting those three statements to summarize what Supyire marriage is. 

Firstly, it was said that marriage is not a contract between two individuals. It is 

rather an alliance joining two families. Joyce Carlson, quoted above (3.4.1), 

stated that ‘marriage is an exchange, primarily economic, between descent 

groups.’ I would modify that statement by saying that while the economic 

aspect is important, the social ties created are at least of equal importance. It is 

true that a bride’s family will negotiate for a sizeable bridewealth, but on the 

other hand, I have noted that many of the gifts that are exchanged are nominal 

sums of money which are given symbolic meanings. One of the nominal gifts 

the groom’s delegation presents is given with the express intention to keep the 

door open so that they can come and ask for another bride. Each marriage is 

part of a larger network of informal alliances between patrilineages. At any 

given wedding ceremony, one descent group will be giving up a bride, and the 

other descent group receiving her; but everyone is aware that at some future 

wedding, it is most likely that a bride will be going in the other direction. So it 
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is vital in a marriage to maintain good relations within the network, with the 

ultimate goal always in mind to increase the importance and status of one’s 

own patrilineage. The success of a marriage depends on more than the will of 

the husband and wife. One’s personal jínabii and ancestors can influence the 

marriage for good or ill; sacrifices are made to them to persuade them to bless 

the couple. God also is involved; he is ultimately in control, but as the jínabii 

and ancestors are believed to be more accessible to humans, if one contacts 

them they can bring the requests to God. God himself is invoked by spoken 

blessings on the marriage seeking harmony, offspring, prosperity and 

wellbeing. The partnership assumed between God and other supernatural 

beings is shown by one of the marriage blessings in the vestibule: ‘May God 

make this a marriage and may the sacred places add to the affair’ (see 3.4.2.5.1 

above). 

Secondly, marriage is not a partnership with equal rights for both husband and 

wife. It is rather an arrangement where the husband is the dominant party. The 

wife is bought with a price and resides with her husband’s patrilineage, living 

her life in two worlds. This is reflected in the terminology. There is no single 

Supyire phrase equivalent to ‘they got married’. He ‘does a marriage’ or ‘cuts a 
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wife’; while she ‘enters into furu’ or ‘enters into the man-house’. The husband 

usually gives his wife a new name when she comes to live in his village. She is 

normally at least several years younger than he (3.4.2.1), and it is not 

considered exceptional for a man to marry a girl who in terms of age could be 

his granddaughter. A husband may beat his wife, to discipline her like one does 

a child. The following admonitions were given by the elders of the bride’s 

family during a wedding ceremony (3.4.2.5.1): 

Here is the wife. She is given to you. Go with her. Take her. 

Go and console her, and she will be kind to you. 

She is a child. She is not yet clever. 

Don't be hard on her in her childhood, because a woman learns to be a woman. 

The children of a marriage belong to the husband’s patrilineage. There are no 

circumstances, not even divorce or the death of the father, where a mother has 

the right to take them away from the patrilineage. Although a man has the 

right to enter into a furu with another wife, there is no way for a woman to 

have two husbands. If she is divorced, she may enter another man’s house, but 

she will not be given in furu again.  

Thirdly, marriage is not something that ends on the death of the husband. A 

widow is still considered to be the responsibility of her deceased husband’s 
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patrilineage, and she can be given as a partner to a younger brother or cousin 

so she can continue to build up her deceased husband’s descendants. A 

widower does not have reciprocal obligations to his deceased wife, though if 

she is his first wife, she is still considered to be his wife in the village of the 

ancestors where they will eventually be reunited.  

Someone who has not undergone a furu will be buried with less honour in the 

children’s graveyard. Even if a couple have been together for many years and 

produced several children, if the furu has not been carried out (for example, 

due to lack of parental agreement or difficulty in raising the bridewealth) the 

deceased will not be buried in the adults’ graveyard. To avoid this ignominy 

families occasionally swiftly arrange for a furu to be carried out post mortem. 

Once that is done, then they can proceed with a full adult funeral (Dasa, 

Kanamo 2008: interview). 

So, Supyire furu provides a framework for the whole of an individual’s life 

lasting beyond the grave; it provides an expected structure for the relationship 

between a man and his wife, but goes well beyond that in structuring 

relationships within the whole of Supyire society; it is something in which 
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those who have an interest and a say are manifold, and include God, jínaii, 

ancestors, parents, brothers, and in-laws. 

Before moving on in the next chapter to look at Supyire levirate, I present a 

case study of the senior wife in a polygynous household to give an example of 

an arranged Supyire patriarchal marriage, how the tradition of excision 

continues to hold sway, of why a second wife is taken, of a marriage where one 

is a Christian and the other not, and of how love and intimacy can grow in 

what may seem to the outsider unpromising soil.  

3.4.12 Case study: The story of a senior wife14 

One of the close friendships that my wife formed (see 2.5) was with a 

neighbour by the name of Aramata Sogono (c.1940-1999); Miranda called her 

‘Ma’, a name which means ‘mother’. She was the senior wife of Zhe, who had 

the respect of the villagers through his intellectual ability, success as a farmer 

and involvement in founding a village school. About 20 years after Zhe married 

Aramata, he married a second wife, Sara. A conscientious provider and strong-

willed leader of his family, Zhe kept a tight rein over those in his care. He was 

                                           
14 The source for the account of this case study and the quotations is Jemphrey, Miranda 

(2001). 
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always willing to discuss his ideas with Miranda. Through contact with 

Aramata and Zhe over several years Miranda was able to get something of two 

sides of the story of this polygynous marriage: 

Aramata is serene. I [Miranda] have never seen her angry or annoyed, with [sic] a natural, 

or perhaps learned, grace. Physically she is slight but strong enough to work her personal 

peanut field, collects karite nuts for making oil and soap and nere seeds for flavoring 

[gravy]. If she works in her husband’s fields, it is because she wants to as she is under no 

obligation to tire herself out in this way. Being elderly she may choose for the most part 

what she does and how she spends her time. 

Unlike her older sisters she was not excised on her wedding day but earlier and did not 

learn any traditional excision songs. But like them she was kept in a separate hut for about 

ten days with an older woman who took care of their wounds. She didn't know why she was 

excised and simply trusted that the older ones knew why. Lowering her voice and leaning 

towards me she added: ‘I have heard it said that if a woman isn't excised she cannot have 

any children, but I KNOW now that a woman who is not excised can have children. When 

we were excised, perhaps that was the idea that the old women had.’ I asked: ‘Why did you 

excise your own female children?’ She straightened up again and replied vaguely: 

‘[Excision] has been around for a very long time and has become one of our customs, and 

that is why my children were excised.’  

Aramata’s marriage was arranged. Her father informed her mother, who then 

passed on to her the news that the man she was going to marry was working in 

their fields. When she was old enough, they went with her to the mayor’s office 

and put the print of her forefinger on the papers as her signature. This was the 

civil marriage; the furu took place a year later.  

Aramata found the first part of her marriage difficult. After her customary stay 

with the ‘house mother’ she went to live in the compound where Zhe lived with 
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his father, mother and stepmothers. Despite the company she found it hard to 

be alone with her young children when Zhe was away on trips. She said that 

she was like a child who did not know very much without someone to guide 

her. Aramata said that her husband beat her many times, and commented: ‘If 

the husband gives you a task to do and you don't do it the way he wanted you 

to, that is the reason why he beats you.’  

I [Miranda] asked Aramata if there were other reasons why a husband might beat his wife. 

She replied that there were but she didn't feel free to tell them to me! Zhe admitted that he 

beat Aramata a lot especially at the beginning. He believes that part of it is to do with the 

gap in education between them. He has been to school but she hasn't. He asked her to do 

certain things and, because she didn't understand, she refused. He then got angry and 

‘because I am a man and I know that I command ... I don't like it when she questions me 

and that upsets me and makes me more angry and it's like that that I sometimes came to 

beat her.’  

Aramata and Zhe had 14 children, three of whom died in childhood. The 

Carlsons remember meeting Aramata in full labour outside their house, inching 

her way on her hands and knees towards the maternity clinic: they drove her 

the rest of the way, about 500 meters, just in time. Zhe believes that although 

his wife was saddened by the deaths of the three children, it was made easier 

by the fact that each time she lost a child she soon became pregnant again. 

According to Aramata a good husband advises his wife, looks after her and 

buys her clothes and ingredients for the daily gravy. A good wife looks after 
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her husband. She never refuses to do something her husband asks her. A couple 

should do good things towards each other and not quarrel. In Zhe's words: 

You are called to marry each other and you are called to help each other. When a woman 

has concerns, the man should intervene and when the man has concerns, the woman has 

her part to play ... A large, well looked after woman is a visible sign of a good husband. 

According to Zhe since a wife has left her family she has to depend on her 

husband and so he must always help her. To do that a husband must love his 

wife. He said:  

When you love someone you aren't content when there are problems. You look for ways to 

defend her. You must use all that is in your power ... in brief, the woman is given to her 

husband and so the husband shouldn't let the women have any concerns. That's what I call a 

good husband.  

He said that he took a second wife out of necessity and not out of desire like 

other men. He did it because Aramata was physically weak. He continued: 

Physically she is not strong, so the work of the family multiplies, as there are children. She 

must cook, wash the clothes, look after all the work that a women must do and in the end I 

saw that if she started to grow old like that she would be completely exhausted. And at that 

moment I started to make moves to have a second wife. The fundamental reason for my 

second marriage was the welfare of the family, that in the end she (the second wife) would 

help her co-wife, so that the work of the family could be completed. 

Asked how a man can love two women, he replied: 

 Whenever there are two wives there is jealously. That is inevitable. Now it is up to the 

husband to think and try to avoid certain things. Because when you marry twice it is 

difficult for the man to love both women in exactly the same way, but he must try to make 
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it look the same. The women mustn't discover a difference ... because then they get angry ... 

anyway the women mustn't know a difference, while all the time you are making a 

difference between them. 

He commented on his marriage to his senior wife: 

I have found in my marriage to Aramata that she is always at my side, always at my side … 

I have found Aramata a good wife. Thank God we have been able to have many children 

and she has always helped me in my work. ... Each time I have had a problem she has 

intervened on my side. 

Aramata started attending the local Protestant church in the mid 1990s. She 

said: 

Ah, I really love God's path. Ever since I was a young girl I went with my grandfather to the 

[Protestant] Church in Fanterila. After I was married I found that my husband didn't go to 

church. However I liked it. One day I had an argument with my husband during which he 

accused me of being a sorceress, and I gave myself to God right there. 

In a society where the lives of men and women seem to be so separate, 

Miranda has remarked that this was a couple who looked out for each other’s 

needs. Although Aramata must obey her husband, as an older woman, she can, 

for the most part, choose how she spends her time. Zhe told Miranda: ‘During 

the rainy season if we see that the children have a lot to do and there is one 

part of the field that needs attention, both of us go and work together in that 

field.’ Miranda came across them doing just that on two occasions: 
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The first time they were walking up and down the rows of young cotton plants sprinkling 

fertilizer on them, and the second they were weeding in a particularly overgrown grassy 

spot amongst knee high corn shoots. They were working peacefully and quietly together, at 

least it seemed so to me, two elderly folk looking out for each other and doing their duty 

towards each other in the remainder of the days that are left to them. 

In August 1999 Aramata was involved in a road accident. She was thrown from 

the back of a truck and never regained consciousness. Zhe said that the death 

of his wife affected him profoundly and looking back recognized some unusual 

incidents which were signs of what was to happen. On the morning before the 

accident she told her children of a dream in which two men dressed in white 

descended from the sky on trays and invited her onto a third tray. She sat on 

this crossed-legged, and they all three rose into the sky. When Aramata told her 

children this, she laughed and said: ‘Have I ever told you anything like this 

before?’ On the morning of the accident itself Aramata got up early and took 

all the children's clothing to the well to wash. This was unusual, as in her 

position of senior wife, she was under no obligation to do this task. When Zhe 

awoke, and she did not come to greet him as normal, he went to find her by 

the well. As they greeted each other, she held an article of clothing in her 

hands and looked intensely at him, so that he was struck by her gaze, but did 

not know what to make of it. As she was getting ready to leave for the trip, she 

stood in the doorway of her house just looking and looking around her at 
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everything near and dear, seeming to enjoy the sight of all that was familiar. 

He then gave her a lift to the main road on the back of his motorcycle, again a 

very unusual thing for him to do. As the truck pulled away she looked at him 

long and hard one last time. 

After the accident, he called for the pastor to give her a Christian burial in the 

ancestors' graveyard. Contrary to tradition, according to which a husband 

avoids even looking at his deceased wife in order to avoid the shame of 

weeping, he climbed down into the grave and arranged her body. He said that 

there had been nothing unresolved between them at the time of her death, and, 

although he acknowledged that not every man could do this, he was 

determined to go and accompany her on her final journey as far as was 

possible. He said that since she went to a Christian conference a year and a half 

before her death he had noticed a marked change in her behaviour towards 

him. From that point on she was even more peaceable and gentle, always 

coming quickly and seeking him out to ask forgiveness if a problem arose 

between them. 
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4. SUPYIRE LEVIRATE: TRADITIONAL INHERITANCE 

OF WIDOWS AND RECENT IMPROVISATIONS  

4.1 Introduction: Levirate in Africa 

Levirate is practised in many countries around the globe, although the manner 

in which it occurs is far from uniform (Potash 1986b; Westermarck 1921, 

volume iii:208). It is expressed in a wide diversity of forms among different 

ethnic groups. The variables include who can inherit the widow; what choice a 

designated inheritor has in accepting a widow; how much choice the widow 

has in the process of selecting an inheritor; what economic resources, if any, 

she can control; what expectations there are for the relationship between her 

and her inheritor; whether she lives in his compound or he visits her compound 

on occasions; the expected duration of the relationship; the identity of children 

issuing from the union; and who is responsible for raising them. In some 

instances levirate is tied up with religious rites. Malungo (2001:372) describes 

how in Zambia, it is intertwined with sexual cleansing where sexual intercourse 

is perceived as a sacred rite to cleanse the widow or widower of the presence of 

the spirit of the deceased. Those who are not cleansed will suffer misfortune by 

the agency of the deceased’s ghost (Malungo 2001:371). After the cleansing 
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ceremony, the person who performed the sexual cleansing is then expected to 

inherit the widow or widower in levirate thereby serving several purposes: 

‘ensuring that the remaining spouse and the children were cared for; 

continuing the deceased’s lineage; gaining control of the remaining property’ 

(Malungo 2001:372).  

Along with patriarchy and bridewealth, levirate has attracted criticism from 

both Christian missionaries and feminist anthropologists. The common critique 

is that under this system of marriage, a woman is denied her full liberty. For 

the consideration of bridewealth, rights to the fruits of her womb and labour 

are transferred from her father’s clan to her husband’s clan; thus she is merely 

a passive object in the system, with no freedom of choice. On the death of her 

husband, the widow is still locked into her husband’s clan which has paid 

bridewealth for her.  

However, evaluation of levirate has not been universally negative. Evans-

Pritchard (1945:15) argued that a widow’s continued marriage to her dead 

husband gives the family stability and durability: 

The personnel of the household may undergo many changes but the institution of the family 

is fixed by payment of bridewealth which determines who is pater to any children born of 
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the wife, whether the man be alive or dead. The family structure survives dispersal of its 

members and even the death of some of them. 

Muthiani sees it as a convenient arrangement for widows: 

Since a woman’s status derives from being a mother in a particular lineage group, the most 

sensible thing for a widow-to-be is to remarry in the same group. This is made even more 

sensible by the fact that most widows are mature women who already have had children. 

For their convenience, therefore, an institution is established whereby the assumption of 

rights both by widows and in widows together with the due obligations and responsibilities 

is assured. (Muthiani quoted in Bohannan 1964:168fn.) 

Potash, who seeks neither to promote nor defend levirate, shows in her edited 

collection of papers (1986b) that, generally speaking, African widows do have 

options and choices that they exercise within their cultures. Even in societies 

where levirate is the ideal for a widow, it is not necessarily commonly 

practised. Such is the case among the Nandi of Kenya where a widow has a 

right to cultivate her own estate independently (Oboler 1986:67), and most 

widows decide to reside in a household headed by a married son and pool 

resources with him (Oboler 1986:72). From seven case studies across East 

Africa, Obbo observed that women can reject the control of their husbands’ 

relatives by stepping outside their groups, marrying into a different ethnic 

group and migrating away from the area (1986:99). Though their options are 
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not unconstrained, African widows are far from passive in the determination of 

their roles. In her introduction Potash writes:  

The papers in this volume demonstrate that contrary to commonly held views, there is 

generally no communal support for widows. Many widows are self-reliant, living alone and 

heading their own households. They may receive occasional gifts, but concepts of 

communal support and corporate group responsibility are largely idealized. Access to land 

and housing are important factors affecting widows’ marital and residential decisions. In old 

age widows depend on children, sometimes on natal kin. The maternal – child bond is 

central to widows’ lives and affects their behavior in many ways. Concerns with maintaining 

ties to children are important influences on remarriage and residence. Not surprisingly the 

childless widow may be in difficulty. (1986a:4f.) 

Along similar lines Obbo (1986:84) argues: 

widows are actors who calculate the risks and benefits involved in the options they choose 

or create within their own societies … Rules of marriage that regulate the affiliation and 

inheritance of children and the marital status of widows are property relations. Women who 

take control over resources are also able to make decisions about their own persons, but the 

options of resourceless women are limited.  

Kirwen argues that levirate is compatible with the Christian value of 

permanence in marriage; and he approves of the assumption underlying 

African levirate, that of communion with the ancestors (1979:219f.), which 

makes it possible to conceive of marriages lasting beyond the grave. The 

levirate is bound up with the whole marital system in a patrilineal society. 

According to Kirwen (1979:143-156) the development of incarnational 

theology advocated by Vatican II has not been implemented in Africa in the 

realm of marriage. The church has rather imposed a Western view of marriage 
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on all cultures. He argues that levirate in Africa is a respectable social 

institution for the care of widows and is not to be equated with fornication or 

adultery (1979:204). This union is not seen as a new marriage, but rather a 

continuation of the original covenant; the brother is acting as a stand-in for the 

deceased husband (1979:165,205). The widow is not considered as his wife; if 

she has children by the stand-in, they are considered as children of the 

deceased (1979:176). A widow does not consider herself free to remarry on the 

death of her husband; and for a widow to follow current church advice and 

remarry would entail what amounts to a divorce from the deceased and his 

lineage, and abandonment of her children in their father’s homestead 

(1979:209). 

In this chapter, I make an in-depth study of levirate in the Supyire society, in 

comparison with other forms of levirate. I seek to allow the voices of Supyire 

men and women to describe their experience of levirate. I analyse what roles it 

plays in family life, what in the Supyire world view justifies levirate, why they 

think it is a good thing, and the metanarrative, that is, the cultural ideal as to 

how levirate should work. I also look at how closely the metanarrative works 

out in practice. I seek to give some historical perspective by indicating how 
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levirate has been changing and how strongly rooted it is today and by 

exploring tensions originating from within and without Supyire society which 

may be undermining the custom.  

4.2 An introduction to Supyire levirate  

4.2.1 Overview of Supyire terminology 

Asked to explain levirate, one Supyire elder replied: ‘If your older brother dies, 

his widow is given to you if you are next in line in the fraternity; that is how 

we saw our elders proceed’ (Toroko, Nere 2008: interview). The Supyire words 

commonly used for ‘brother’, ‘older brother’, ‘younger brother’ and ‘fraternity’ 

refer to relations both in the restricted family and the wider family including 

paternal cousins. In cases where it is felt necessary to specify that the brother 

in question is a very close blood relation, Supyire speakers will add the 

expression ‘same father’ or ‘same mother’. For ease of reference, henceforth I 

use ‘brother’ in the extended sense as the Supyire do. Thus, the ‘older brother,’ 

mentioned by Toroko in the quotation above, refers to the next oldest brother 

or cousin within the descent group. 

The English term ‘levirate’ has its etymological root in the Latin levir for 

‘husband’s brother’. However, for the Supyire the word natɔn used reciprocally 
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for ‘brother-in-law’ and ‘sister-in-law’ is not employed to describe levirate 

relationships. The Supyire use a more specific word, nùmwɔhɔ. It is difficult to 

translate nùmwɔhɔ succinctly into English, as it is a reciprocal term used both 

of a brother-in-law and the particular sister-in-law with whom he is expected to 

enter a levirate relationship, should the sister-in-law’s husband die. In other 

words, it is used (i) of a man’s immediate older brother’s wife whom he is in 

line to inherit, and (ii) of a woman’s husband’s immediate younger brother 

who is in line to inherit her.  

For a Supyire man to have intimate relations with any sister-in-law during his 

brother’s lifetime is to break a serious taboo of incest. After an older brother’s 

death and the division of his inheritance, however, the relationship of the 

widow to her nùmwɔhɔŋi1 changes. Strictly speaking, he is no longer called 

nùmwɔhɔ and, far from intimate relations being forbidden, he is expected to 

become her zàbange, that is, her inheritor, her substitute husband in a levirate 

relationship.  

                                           
1 This is the definite form of nùmwɔhɔ (see glossary of Supyire terms). I use the definite and 

indefinite, singular and plural forms of Supyire nouns as appropriate. 
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Two Supyire constructions are used to denote their relationship: ‘they are 

levirates,’ or they are ‘in levirate’. While the older brother is still alive, it is 

seen as a healthy sign of a good relationship between the two nùmwɔhɔgii if 

they tease each other about the potential of their relationship. The younger 

brother may say: ‘You have to respect me!’ or: ‘You can count on me!’ They 

may call each other zàbanga, ‘levirate partner’, in jest. But any physical flirting 

between these potential levirate partners, behaviour which is viewed 

favourably among the Jɔlɔ people of Senegal (Sommerfelt 2007), would be 

seriously overstepping the mark among the Supyire. Again, among the Jɔlɔ 

(Sommerfelt 2007), if a husband has left his wife in the village and gone away 

to work for several years, the younger brother may step into the role as 

husband, whereas among the Supyire, such an action is unthinkable. The 

husband must have died before there is any question of levirate. Suspicions or 

rumours that he has died away from the village would not be enough; death 

must be ascertained without doubt and the widow taken as part of the 

inheritance of the deceased. 

Every married woman has one nùmwɔhɔ. If a man has, say, three wives, each 

wife has one of her husband’s younger brothers as nùmwɔhɔ. In the past, if a 
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widow’s nùmwɔhɔŋi predeceased her husband, he, although no longer alive, 

was still regarded as her nùmwɔhɔŋi and would be assigned to her in a nominal 

levirate on her husband’s death. However, now, in such a case where a younger 

brother dies while his older brother is still alive, the wife of the older brother is 

reassigned to the next oldest living brother. If that brother agrees to inherit 

her, it does not have any automatic effect on his relationship with his own 

nùmwɔhɔŋi. He is still entitled to inherit his own nùmwɔhɔŋi as well, when her 

husband dies; he may however decide, having already inherited one widow, to 

pass over his right to inherit his own nùmwɔhɔŋi, in which case the next 

brother in line would have the right to inherit her. So it is possible for a man to 

inherit more than one widow; another scenario where that might happen is a 

generation of brothers in which there are not sufficient males to cover all their 

wives. The youngest brother, being at the end of the line, would have more 

than one nùmwɔhɔ. 

In the final decades of the twentieth century, as extended families grew larger, 

they split into sublineages: common fields and common purses were split and 

devolved to these sublineages. This has had an effect on the assignment of 

one’s nùmwɔhɔŋi. A wife’s nùmwɔhɔŋi is now the next youngest brother of her 
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husband within this sublineage rather than within the more extended lineage. 

In this way the widow is kept within the family unit which paid the 

bridewealth for her. 

Today, the widow will be given to the brother who is next in line to the deceased in the 
sublineage, even if he is the youngest of the brothers in the extended family. This change is 
due to the way that marriage is arranged nowadays. Thinking of all the expense involved in 
obtaining a wife, … and possibly the debt that you have incurred in the process, you will 
not agree to give her to another sublineage, unless you yourselves have no-one eligible to 
inherit her. (Toroko, Nere 2008: interview) 

Levirate (zàbangara) is not considered to be in and of itself a marriage (furu); 

Nere Toroko (2008: interview) described it rather as a continuation of a furu 

already begun. It is the same marriage, with a younger brother substituting for 

the deceased husband. Kanamo Dasa affirmed: ‘If your husband dies, you are 

given to his younger brother, and you stay within the furuŋi. … The furuŋi is 

always there even after the death of the husband’ (2008: interview). A 

substitute husband may take care of the widow he has inherited and her 

children in just the same way as if he himself had married her. On the other 

hand, he may ignore her and her children, and the relationship is reduced to an 

empty formality. Bama Sogono (2007: interview) described how her son had to 

‘go two or three nights without eating’ while her inheritor and family prepared 

their own food in the compound next door ‘without calling any of my children 

to eat’.  
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Whatever the case may be, the widow inherited is not technically considered to 

be one of the wives of the inheritor; he is not her husband, and the children 

that are born of their union are not fully his own. Her husband is still the 

deceased man, and the children born of the levirate are primarily the children 

of the deceased. The inheritor is considered neither fully a husband nor a 

father by dint of acting as substitute for the brother in the marriage and of 

being the genitor of his brother’s children. If a man inherits a widow from his 

older brother and begets children by her, but dies without ever having done a 

furu himself, he is still considered an unmarried man, and, as such, will not 

have the honour of of an adult burial, but be buried in the children’s 

graveyard. He needs to get married himself to another woman to be a fully-

fledged member of society. Nere Toroko (2008: interview) explained the 

thinking behind this:  

If, apart from this widow, he has never married a woman, he is considered as a child. This 

widow belongs to another person, and not to him … If the woman is not married in your 

name, she remains the wife of her husband. The inheritor is a subordinate. 

After fulfilling his duty as substitute husband, when he arrives at the village of 

the dead, the widow he has cared for will not be counted among his spouses; 

she will belong to her deceased husband. In the case where a widow is 
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inherited and subsequently her inheritor also dies she, unlike a wife, has no 

particular role to play in his funeral celebration. 

The Supyire inheritor fathers offspring with the widow in the name of the 

deceased; this is similar to what happened in Hebraic levirate in Scripture. 

Among the Hebrews levirate was restricted to those cases where the deceased 

died without a son (Deuteronomy 25:5),2 but among the Supyire there is no 

such restriction and every widow can expect to be inherited. The Supyire 

expectation is that the inheritor acts as substitute in the marriage for the 

deceased brother, and so the marriage can continue to be fruitful until the wife 

is past child-bearing age. 

Those dwelling in the parallel village of the dead are thought to influence 

events among the living; if the inheritance is not divided, then the deceased 

could make his displeasure felt. The deceased husband is not believed to have a 

direct role in the conception of levirate children; the child comes from the 

inheritor’s seed. However, if the deceased husband has some unresolved 

grievance, in his anger it is thought that he may impede his brother and his 

wife from conceiving a child. If the woman has a child with her inheritor who 

                                           
2 See chapter 5. 
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has physical resemblances to the deceased, then ‘some people think that the 

deceased has come back to the world, but it could be purely a coincidence,’ 

according to Kanamo Dasa (2008: interview). 

In summary, since a woman is married into a family, the death of her husband 

does not end a marriage. The next in line to the deceased in the fraternity has 

the responsibility of taking charge of the widow and on his behalf fulfil all 

marital responsibilities due to her. Before turning to look in more detail at how 

inheriting a widow is carried out, in the next section I sketch the context of 

inheritance in general.  

4.2.2 Inheritance among the Supyire 

Traditionally, for three months after her husband’s death a widow was obliged 

to stay in and around the village, without making any long journeys. (In view 

of the importance of mobility and marketing today, this has been reduced to 

one month.) The inheritance is divided, usually at the end of three months. 

This time, too, may be shortened. ‘If it is felt that among the brothers there are 

those making moves towards having relations with the widow, the division of 

the inheritance is brought forward in order to make someone responsible for 

her’ (Dasa, Kanamo 2008b: interview). Those who are entitled to the 
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inheritance are the younger brothers. Older brothers do not inherit, for it is 

considered to be abnormal for a younger brother to predecease an older one.  

Kanamo Dasa (2008b: interview) described the process: at the appointed time, 

the oldest brother calls on the services of a narafoo.3 ‘He arrives, calls together 

the younger brothers of the deceased. … He is commissioned to go and obtain 

the old clothes of the deceased. He goes to the widow to ask for these old 

clothes.’ These clothes will be distributed in inheritance among the brothers. At 

the same meeting the decision will be announced as to who will inherit the 

widow, and the narafooŋi will then convey that decision to the widow.  

Neither wives nor children nor other descendents of the deceased are entitled 

to inherit from him. In the past, when all the fields and property were in the 

hands of the chief of the extended family, children would receive nothing from 

their father, but would simply continue to work in the fields of the extended 

family. Nowadays, with the subdivision of lineages, a separate form of 

devolution of the valuable assets of a father has arisen outside the formal 

division of inheritance, whereby his field, cattle, farming tools and money are 

in fact devolved onto his sons. Widows, however, still take nothing. 

                                           
3 See 3.4.10. 
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When a woman dies, her husband’s period of mourning is four months.4 Unlike 

some other ethnic groups where levirate is practised (see Potash 1986b), her 

sons and daughters receive no inheritance from her. The woman’s sisters who 

have married and left the village are notified of her demise, and then make a 

journey to visit their sister’s husband’s village for the funeral ceremonies. After 

the ceremonies, they will be shown the house of the deceased woman and her 

personal effects. The house cannot be inherited by the sisters as they are not 

married into that village, but her personal effects are distributed among them 

in inheritance. So Supyire children are not entitled to inherit from their 

mother, but in practice the more valuable items belonging to the deceased are 

taken away and hidden from the eyes of the sisters visiting for the funeral; the 

sisters only inherit what is left, that which is shown to them. In fact, if a 

woman is seriously ill, things may already begin to disappear from her house 

during her final days. When her sisters come and visit her during her illness, 

they may try to take away in secret items they would prize. The children may 

                                           
4 The three – four distinction between male and female is a common thread running through 

Supyire rituals, and is widespread in many West African groups (Hansford 1995). Explanations 

of the distinction vary (Hansford 1995; Hill 1995). One Supyire explanation is that ‘three’ 

represents the vital force of the man (penis and two testicles) and ‘four’ represents that of the 

woman (two ovaries, clitoris and hymen). This explanation has the advantage that it at least 

reflects the Supyire value of fecundity. It is not far removed from that given in Hill (1995). 
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also begin to hide away items to avoid any danger of them being inherited by 

the sisters. One week after the funeral ceremonies are completed, the woman’s 

house is swept, the sweepings are thrown outside and the marriage is deemed 

to be over.5 

4.2.3 Inheriting a widow 

The thinking behind the inheritance of a widow was explained by one older 

man as follows: 

the widow is given to the next in line after the deceased – whether or not there is a good 

understanding between the two. Now when he has benefited by inheriting the wife, he can 

no longer receive any other inheritance. He was at the head of the order in benefiting from 

the inheritance. What is worth as much as a person, especially a woman? (Sirikoro Caraba 

2007: interview) 

During the period between the death and the division of the inheritance 

discussions take place between the younger brothers, so that when the moment 

comes for the actual formal division of inheritance each one knows what his 

portion will be. If the nùmwɔhɔŋi in line to inherit the widow so wishes, he can 

suggest that the widow be given to someone else, as he himself could not live 

                                           
5 Sororate, a custom which is parallel to levirate in that the younger sister of the deceased wife 

is given to her widower, is not regularly practised by the Supyire. Occasionally if a wife dies 

soon after the marriage, her family may give her younger sister to the bereaved husband to ‘dry 

his tears’; but all the steps to carry out a furu including payment of the bridewealth must be 

repeated. 
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in harmony with her. Further by way of preparation, the brothers may consult 

a diviner to find out what faults and trespasses the husband and his wife may 

have committed during the husband’s life, and what sacrifices are necessary to 

cleanse any impurities caused thereby. The sacrifices and the division of the 

inheritance take place in the village vestibule where the village ancestors, 

including the deceased husband, are believed to be present; the deceased 

husband ‘is there to know if his inheritance has been divided out in an 

atmosphere of peace’ (Bogono, Neme 2007: interview).  

In one village, Fabalasso, the interviewees, both a widow (Marite, Mpeere 

2011: interview) and an inheritor (Zange, Kilejwo 2011: interview), mentioned 

an old custom which is dying out: that of tying a cord called a punŋke around 

the waist of a widow during the funeral of her husband. She is to wear this 

throughout the waiting period signaling that she has no sexual relationships. 

‘This cord, only the inheritor is authorized to cut it and have first sexual 

relations with her’ (Marite, Mpeere 2011: interview).  

If she had intimate relations with another person with this cord around her waist, she would 

die. Today [the cord is still attached] but just after the funeral, the old ladies bring the 

widow to the stream and cut the cord and throw it in the water. (Zange, Kilejwo 2011: 

interview) 
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Only widows living in the family compound are inherited. Any wives who have 

been divorced and who have not been reconciled are not inherited. Women 

living as concubines who have not been given in furu are not inherited; 

however, in such a case, the deceased man’s family will often seek to arrange a 

symbolic marriage before his burial in order to rectify the situation (see 

3.4.13). They will send a delegation to the woman’s family as one normally 

would when arranging a marriage, and will give them a small number of kola 

nuts and a nominal sum of money as bridewealth. According to one of the 

interviewers, Bassirou Sanogo, it would be difficult for the woman’s family to 

refuse to give their consent in such circumstances. If a symbolic furu is 

arranged, then the woman can be inherited as a widow. 

If a man should be survived by more than one widow, then the widows are to 

be given in inheritance in order of seniority. The senior wife (senior in terms of 

years married rather than in terms of age) is given to the oldest of those men 

who are inheriting, the second to the second oldest, and so on down the line, 

respecting the order of seniority of wives and inheritors. There is an obligation 

on the brothers; it is not an option for them to leave a widow without an 

inheritor. ‘If they divide the clothes of the deceased, they are obliged to call 
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someone’s name on her [appoint someone as inheritor for her]’ (Domono, Karo 

2007: interview). ‘If the first men are not finished [the generation of the 

deceased has not died out], the widow is obligatorily given to an inheritor … If 

you [the brothers] didn’t ensure that happened, you lost face’ (Sogono, 

Namana 2007: interview). 

As in the case of the marriage ceremony, the woman is not present in the 

gathering that formalizes her relationship of levirate. A widow learns of what 

has been decided by the brothers about her future through a third party, a 

narafoo (4.2.2), typically with an attitude of acceptance of a fate which she 

cannot influence. In the words of one widow Wonomo Sogono: 

The day that you are given to your inheritor, who is the younger brother of your husband, 

can you refuse him? The day when you will be given, they finish everything; if they go into 

the vestibule and divide the inheritance of the man, they complete it there and give the 

message to a narafoo to say to the widow: ‘We have taken the rags [the clothes] of our 

brother, but we have given you to so-and-so.’ You are not present at the distribution of the 

inheritance. So do you have time to refuse? When you hear, they have already broken up 

the meeting and all left, and send you a messenger. Could you say to him that you refuse? 

(2007: interview). 

After the announcement the inheritor then searches for firewood (a task 

normally undertaken by women) to give to the widow with which she can cook 

for his family; this symbolic action marks the beginning of the zàbangare 

relationship.  
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In earlier times, when the eldest man of the family controlled all of its 

resources and everyone in the extended family lived in one homestead and 

worked in common fields, no change in living arrangements was necessary. A 

widow could stay in her own sleeping hut within the family compound and her 

inheritor could easily sleep with her there. However, with the loosening of 

centralized control in recent generations, often the extended family has become 

so large that many have had to build homesteads away from their father’s 

home; it is not uncommon for a widow and her inheritor to live in different 

homesteads, perhaps even at different ends of the village.  

Nowadays, in most instances, according to Nere Toroko (2008: interview), the 

widow stays in her own husband’s compound with her children, while her 

inheritor visits her from time to time. It is for the inheritor to take the initiative 

to visit her, but a widow can also make her desires known by sending a 

message with a child to her inheritor. She can also make her desires known 

through unspoken messages: 

The inheritor does not sleep with her on the bed of her [deceased] husband; he buys 

another bed [for her]. If the widow likes the inheritor, she will replace her husband’s bed 

with his. On the other hand, if the inheritor comes to her house and finds that she is still 

sleeping in her husband’s bed, that is sign to let him know that she doesn’t like him. (Nere 

Toroko 2008: interview) 
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It is thought that if two months go by without a visit from the inheritor, that 

signals a problem in the relationship, and the widow may try to find an 

intermediary to look for reconciliation. However, if she herself has lost the 

desire to continue relations, she can simply let things drift.  

If a man dies leaving only minor children not yet of an age to take on adult 

responsibilities, the inheritor takes charge of the deceased’s assets in the name 

of the children. In such a case, if a widow accepts to move to live with her 

zàbange in his homestead, then he can use these assets as his own. The 

subdivision of the family lands is thus effectively reversed, and the fields, assets 

and family are reamalgamated.  

There are cases where the inheritor will stand aside to let the widow be taken 

care of by a younger brother of the deceased. The younger brother may be 

better placed to inherit the widow if he lives in the same compound as the 

widow; or the inheritor may realize that his own wife would not get on well 

with the widow if he were to bring her to his courtyard. The rule is that a man 

who inherits a widow cannot at the same time inherit any property. So in order 

to stand aside in favour of a younger brother the inheritor need not say 

anything about the matter directly during the formal division of the 
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inheritance; all he need do is to claim an item of clothing as his inheritance. 

This effectively bars him from taking on the responsibility of the widow. He 

can then say to the brother who has agreed during preliminary informal 

discussions to act as inheritor, to search for firewood for the widow, the 

symbolic act which formalizes the inheritance. 

4.2.4 Status of a child born of levirate 

Children of a levirate have in a sense two fathers, their biological father and 

their mother’s deceased husband. Their immediate physical needs are taken 

care of by the biological father. As a first-born son grows older and becomes 

aware of the fact his mother was inherited, he will have obligations to his 

mother’s deceased husband. He must present an offering to his mother’s 

husband of a large traditional one-piece suit of clothing known as 

cevaanntinŋɛ. This is a large robe:  

made of strips of homespun cotton; the strips are vertical in the center, but horizontal on 

the two sides. It is worn only by those whose father has died, and a man (whose father has 

already died) must be buried wrapped in one. (Carlson, Robert 2011a) 

If the son neglects to make this offering of cloth, it is believed he will fall ill if 

he himself wears a cevaanntinŋɛ. In carrying out traditional rites, sons of a 

levirate must give priority to their mother’s husband over their biological 
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father who inherited their mother. For example, when an inheritor dies, the 

sons he had in levirate have obligations to carry out certain funeral rites for 

him; however they must never do this without first having fulfilled their 

obligations to carry out these funeral rites for their mother’s husband. (Even 

though the husband may have died years before the inheritor, the performance 

of these rites is sometimes delayed.) Another example is that at times the living 

need to make sacrifices to those in the village of the dead to sort out 

unresolved tensions within the family. If a child of a levirate needs to do this, 

the first person he needs to address in the village of the dead is not his 

biological father who inherited his mother, but rather his mother’s husband 

(Dasa, Kanamo 2008b: interview). When their mother dies, all the funeral rites 

that would have been carried out by the husband, had he been alive, will be 

carried out, not by the inheritor, but by the children in the name of the 

husband (Toroko, Nere 2008: interview). 

To give an idea of how the choices of widows and inheritors play out in 

practice, in the next two sections I present case studies of two extended 

families. The first displays how levirate can create or exacerbate tensions 
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within a family. The second displays a more positive example of a family 

whose members have felt they have derived benefit from a levirate. 
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Case study: Widows in the village of Farakala 

The sources of information for this study are ethnographic field notes taken in 

Farakala (Carlson, Joyce 2005a; Jemphrey, Michael 2006). The facts are 

complex as they involve multiple unions of widows and their inheritors over a 

number of generations. To help present the case, I have diagrammed a 

simplified genealogical tree featuring the marriages involved (Figure 4.1) and a 

table displaying the levirate unions which followed the deaths of the husbands 

(Table 4.1). 

Table 4.1 Widows and their Inheritors in the Sogono Subclan in Farakala 

Village 

Generation6 Widow Inheritor Outcome 

2 Awa Ceeni Widow was refused sexual access 

3 Urugo Ndure Widow was rejected in revenge 

2 Fwoon  Kanha  Begat two sons Nono and Sagino 

3 Mijwo Kanaye Begat son Amisa and daughter 

Ourtoumo 

4 Akado Terika Widow was found sleeping with 

nephew from generation 5 

4 Alima Mbaky Widow was given minimal support 

 

                                           
6 This column refers to which generation the inheritor belonged, generation 1 being the earliest 

generation in the genealogical tree (Figure 4.1). 
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When Jyee died in the first half of the twentieth century, there were disputes 

concerning the inheritance of the two widows he left, disputes which continue 

to have repercussions on the inheritance of widows among his descendents to 

this day. 

Jyee’s first widow Awa was inherited by Ceeni. Ceeni’s wife Mpee demanded 

that Awa’s two sons, Ndure and Dagame, come to work for her in her field 

before Ceeni and Awa had sexual relations. It was not her right to make such a 

demand; nevertheless, she used it to effectively block the levirate in this case. A 

generation later when Ceeni’s son Apa died, Ndure rejected Apa’s widow Urugo 

to avenge his mother’s rejection. 

The other dispute revolved around Jyee’s second widow, Fwoon, who was 

given to Kanha. That entailed a move of about two kilometers across the 

stream to the main road because Kanha had moved his settlement there away 

from the main village. This levirate between Kanha and Fwoon produced two 

sons. However Fwoon, aware of the division in the family, insisted that these 

two sons belonged to the family of her deceased husband Jyee on the far side 

of the stream, and wanted them to work in the fields under the two older sons 

she had borne to Jyee. The oldest of Jyee’s sons, Ndure, was embarassed by 
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this situation because it was an insult to his uncle Kanha. Kanha was affronted 

that the children he had engendered should work for someone from a younger 

generation, one of his nephews. As a compromise the boys lived in the family 

of the deceased husband but did not work in the collective field, only in their 

mother’s field (see 3.4.3). Kanha held onto this grievance and made a vow that 

if there really is life beyond the grave, after his death he would undertake to 

ensure that the same fate that he had suffered would fall upon Fwoon’s two 

sons Kanaye and Chana.  

The vow was reputedly realised when a generation later, Kanaye inherited 

Apa’s widow, Mijwo, who at that point was thought to be past child-bearing 

age. Despite her age, she bore Kanaye a son and a daughter in levirate. Then, 

when Kanaye himself died, his younger brother, Chana, wanted this son and 

daughter to be added to his household. But Apa’s first son, Ricuno, now head of 

that household, refused to allow this to happen. He argued that in the previous 

generation Fwoon’s sons in levirate had returned to the deceased husband’s 

family; so it was only right that this son and daughter should likewise return to 

their mother’s deceased husband’s family. In this way it is supposed that Kanha 

carried out his revenge from beyond the grave. 
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The saga continued into generation 4, when Apa’s second son, Pancwo, died in 

1983 leaving two widows, Ajena and Akadja. The deceased’s older brother, 

Ricuno, made a suggestion to adapt the traditional principle, because, due to 

the subdivision of the family in recent generations, it was now living in 

different physical locations. His suggestion was that a widow should be 

inherited only by those living in the same location in which she is living. As an 

older brother, he himself could not inherit; his idea was Terika, the younger 

brother of the deceased, take the senior widow, Ajena, and, since there were no 

other younger brothers living within the restricted family, their nephew, Ampi 

(a generation down), take the junior widow, Akado. 

However, Terika was not in agreement with this. His mother was the Urugo 

who had been rejected in the previous generation and who, as result, was not 

living in the restricted family but had been inherited in the extended family. 

Terika considered her to be a victim of the strict application of the traditional 

principle. In light of his mother’s distress Terika could not now agree to a 

change in the principle, and he refused to take the senior widow, citing Ndure’s 

refusal to inherit his mother a generation earlier as his justification. 
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The result was that the senior widow, Ajena, was inherited in line with the 

chronology of that generation of the extended family. Terika then was in line to 

inherit the junior widow, Akado. However, Akado refused to be given to 

anyone. One man commented on her situation: ‘Why should she be given to 

another man and get beaten by him? She had been beaten enough [by her 

husband Pancwo]’ (Carlson, Joyce 2005a: 22 February 2001). Later, Terika 

found Akado, the junior widow, sleeping with his nephew, Ampi, but Terika 

did not confront Ampi about this matter.  

Terika died in 2001 with the matter unresolved, and he left three widows, 

Alima, Inito and Ibata, one in her fifties and two in their twenties. No one in 

the family was willing to take them for fear of reprisals by unappeased 

ancestors. Amisa refused as he is a school inspector with an educated wife in 

town who would not welcome a levirate widow in her household. He came to 

the village to tell the widows they could ‘make do’; that is, find their own men 

with whom they could produce more children. Mbaky, a woodseller in the 

village already with two wives, did not want the responsibility, but provides 

Alima with minimal support by giving her wood for her fire. Eventually Uruce 

from a succeeding generation who has a well-paid city job and Amisa, the 
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school inspector, came to the rescue of these widows, at least economically, 

and bought a plot of land and built a house for them. 

In summary, this is a saga of unresolved jealousy, revenge, fear, violence, self-

interest and self-justification, tempered to some extent by mercy for the 

widows who had been left abandoned. 

4.3 Case study: Widows in the village of Niaradougo  

TABLE 4.2 MARRIAGES AND LEVIRATE UNIONS IN THE FANGARE SUBCLAN 

IN THE VILLAGE OF NIARADOUGOU 

Man Relationship Woman Issue 

Zanga  married Kortona one son and daughter who live and 

work outside village 

Boro married Sali one son (Malabo) 

Boro inherited Kortona one daughter (Fanta) and one son 

(Nampaha) 

Nguro inherited Sali She was too old to bear children 

Pasato took on Kortona She was too old to bear children 

Nampaha inherited  Waraba She refused to come to live in 

Nampaha’s home 

 

The second case study is based on the testimony of Nampaha Fangare (2011: 

interview) a son born of the first levirate union mentioned in Table 4.2. When 

Kortona’s husband, Zanga, died she was inherited by Boro, the next in line in 

Zanga’s patrilineage. Boro lived in a different compound with his wife, Sali, 
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and their son; and Kortona joined them in this compound. In this levirate she 

bore a daughter, Fanta, and then a son, Nampaha. According to Nampaha there 

was harmony between the different women and their children in the 

compound. ‘We worked together in the same field … we ate together … there 

was no difficulty between us. … Our father treated our mothers equally’ (2011, 

interview). 

A Supyire widow can only be inherited once (see 4.5.1), so when Boro died 

Kortona could not be inherited again. She decided to leave the family and 

entered another man’s house in a different village. Nampaha recounted: ‘It was 

there that she passed away, and I went there to bury her. But I held the wake 

here in my village, because I am from here’ (Fangare, Nampaha 2011, 

interview). 

As for relations between Nampaha and his step-mother, Sali, he said: ‘I treat 

her as my own mother … she also treats me as her child. … There are no 

problems between us. I even go and fetch wood for her’ (Fangare, Nampaha 

2011, interview). When Boro died, Sali was inherited by a younger brother of 

Boro. He was in yet a different location and worked a different field, and Sali 
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went to live with him. Nampaha goes there to visit her. As for Sali’s inheritor, 

Nampaha said: 

I have no relation with him. I go there because of my [step-]mother. Once she dies, I will 

not go there any more. I must not abandon her, for she is my mother. The way my father 

treated my two mothers so well, I must treat her like that. She was inherited when she had 

passed the age of child-bearing, so she has no children over there. Should she die, I may say 

hello when I am passing that way, but I will not go there like I do at present. If she had 

children in levirate, I would continue to go there because my younger siblings would be 

there, but that is not the case. (Fangare, Nampaha 2011 interview) 

Although now living in a different homestead Sali is still able to have good 

relations with her grandchildren. ‘She gives them clothes. Should she need to 

send one on an errand, she calls for one of them and sends him off. If she has 

some food she would like to give one of them, she does so’ (Fangare, Nampaha 

2011, interview). 

As in the first case study, the behaviour of one generation has had capital 

importance for that of the next; there is a strong sense of duty to follow in 

one’s father’s footsteps. In the previous example of Farakala, the model was of 

rejection of widows and disharmony; in the current study, the model was of 

acceptance and harmony. Nevertheless, Nampaha stated that in his village the 

tradition of levirate is on the point of disappearing due to husbands financing 

marriage themselves, a consequence of the subdivision of clans and land:  
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If I want to marry a wife, and if the other brothers do not contribute to the expense of the 

marriage … after my death … she will stay in my house! But in the past, the wife married 

into the brotherhood. The husband himself did not spend anything. So when the husband 

died the widow was obligatorily inherited. But today, since in most cases it is the husband 

who finances the marriage, the widow stays in the house and welcomes the man she loves. 

(Fangare, Nampaha 2011, interview) 

When his older brother died, the widow he was supposed to inherit refused to 

move into his compound. Nampaha commented: 

You may inherit a widow but she can refuse to move into your homestead. So it is you who 

would have to go to her each time. If you find a child under those conditions, that child will 

not belong to you. The child will belong to the [subclan] who married its mother. (Fangare, 

Nampaha 2011, interview) 

Nampaha said that in his case, when the widow refused to move to his house, 

he freed her from all ties, and did not go to her even once. 

Having looked at two contrasting cases of levirate, in the next section I analyse 

the benefits and the difficulties the Supyire experience in levirate from 

different perspectives: those of widows, inheritors, wives of inheritors, children 

of parents in levirate; and then more generally at the benefits for the 

community as a whole. 
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4.4 Benefits and difficulties of Supyire levirate 

4.4.1 Widows 

A Supyire levirate is a continuation of a marriage until either the widow or the 

inheritor dies. It is a permanent arrangement, in contrast to levirate among the 

Luo and Kuria peoples in East Africa (Kirwen 1979:178,233), where a widow 

may leave one inheritor for another, and where, after the eldest son has moved 

out and set up his own homestead, the widow usually leaves her inheritor 

behind to go to live with this son (Kirwen 1979:206fn.). Ideally a Supyire 

widow’s zàbange provides her with a permanent replacement door of 

protection (3.4.1). 

Namana Sogono (2007: interview), an older widow, was very content with the 

levirate arrangement after her husband’s death. Her inheritor had three wives 

and in addition he inherited Namana and her two younger sisters, so he was 

responsible for six women in total. ‘If I had a problem he intervened. … If there 

was food, I ate. He took them [my children] as his own. They [his wives] 

treated us [the widows] as their older sisters. I am even treated as their 

mother.’ There was no question of intimate relations for Namana due to her 

age, but her younger cowives had two children each in levirate. Nemba Caraba 
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(2007: interview), a younger widow, was also very satisfied with her levirate 

and bore children by her inheritor: ‘I didn’t have any problems or difficulties: 

the essential was that there were children [born from the levirate].’ The 

levirate arrangement, if it works well, affords a widow security and maintains 

her status within Supyire society. The ideal is that an inheritor looks after all 

the needs of the widow including food, clothing, and sexual relations, and 

produces more offspring for his deceased brother. It gives the widow the 

opportunity to have more children legitimately recognized within the family, 

children who will care for her in her old age. ‘She will follow her children. 

Even if the inheritor abandons her, her children can take care of her and feed 

her’ (Toroko, Nere, 2008: interview). As in Supyire marriage, it is the 

practicalities of economic support rather than emotional intimacy that widows 

expect from a man. When asked how levirate was beneficial, Kanamo Dasa, a 

widow (2008: interview), replied ‘Your inheritor is your help and your hope in 

everything. If he has something, he gives it to you.’ 

Levirate provides protection for the widow from unwanted attention. One lady, 

Wonomo Sogono (2007: interview), who had an unhappy experience of 

levirate, nevertheless had this to say when asked about the reasons for levirate: 
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Once your husband has passed away, his brothers are there and you shouldn’t be left alone 

to make propositions. If you are not under someone’s name, it shows that you are like a 

goat; anyone who wants could come to you. But if you are under the name of someone, that 

means that there is someone in the house; no-one else will set his thoughts on your house. 

For you also, it diminishes your [sad] thoughts. It shows you have a man; your own 

husband is no longer there, but there is someone; and if someone else comes towards your 

house, ah, that would shock you. 

The quality of the levirate depends to a large extent on the quality of the 

relationship between the inheritor and the widow: 

If there is agreement between the wife and the inheritor, it may be that he does more for 

her than even her husband had done. All depends on the quality of the relationship. In 

certain cases, the widow could say: ‘It is God who has done this. Because of the death of my 

husband I am here with you. I didn’t come into the furu in your name; it is my husband’s 

death that has caused me to be with you.’ Because of this anger, some won’t take care of the 

widows they inherited. … If the woman respects you, and you respect the woman, there is 

harmony; otherwise there is disharmony and discord. (Toroko, Nere 2008: interview) 

There are various factors which might push all potential inheritors to refuse to 

inherit a particular widow: they may not have liked the way she cared for her 

husband; or none of them may get on very well with her; or her actions as a 

widow might not meet with social approval; or they may suspect her of using 

sorcery to cause her husband’s death and seek to confirm their suspicions 

through divination. It is not inevitable that a widow accused of sorcery will 

deter all potential inheritors from taking her in levirate, as a brother may 

believe that his guardian angel is strong enough to ward off her sorcery. The 

brothers have no right to tell a widow to leave her husband’s compound, but if 
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refusal to inherit her is not sufficient to persuade her to leave, they can find 

other ways, for example through use of sorcery or fault-finding, to make her 

life unbearable enough that she will leave. ‘One doesn’t overtly chase away a 

sorceress from her family, but little by little she is neglected and then, feeling 

abandoned, she will leave’ (Bogono, Neme 2008b: interview). 

Should the widow and her children suffer neglect, they have no way to force 

the deceased’s family to provide for her in levirate. The only lever is the social 

expectation that she be well treated. In the words of Nere Toroko (2008: 

interview): ‘If you have not looked after her well, and then go and search for 

the hand of a girl in this same family, you will be refused as you have chased 

the first away and not cared for her.’ 

Widows for one reason or another may refuse to live with her inheritor. It may 

be because fear of the repeat of abuse she had suffered from her husband, as in 

the case of Akado (4.3), or it may be because of grief over the loss of her 

husband as was the case of one interviewee who refused to take the designated 

inheritor because she was heart-broken. Commenting on her plight she said: 

The day of my husband’s death, if it were permitted to commit suicide, I would have done 

so to go to be with him. Evenings would find me thinking that he was about to come back 

from the fields. (Domono, Karo 2007: interview) 
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Asked who sorted out her problems, she replied that God alone did. Her 

children were not yet grown up when their father died, and she had difficulties 

raising them.  

There are instances when a widow leaves the family of her deceased husband 

to live with another man, although as explained above (3.4.1), she cannot enter 

into another furu. For example, Nijougoutie, a widow from the village of 

Farakala, had not had any children and went to another man in another 

village. Leaving like this is considered to be a divorce and is not met with 

social approbation: 

If you just let her divorce you, in the future if one of your brothers goes to the widow’s 

family to ask for the hand of a girl in marriage, they will say that you have not properly 

treated the first woman that you had been given, the one whose husband died. You have 

refused her and they will not give you another girl. That could ruin future marriages. For 

that reason you do everything to keep the widow in the family so as to maintain relations of 

intermarriage between the two families. (Toroko, Nere 2008: interview)  

Nevertheless, such a divorce is not uncommon and there are no sanctions 

enforced to attempt to stop the widow leaving; she is under less social pressure 

to stay than if her husband were still alive. The younger brothers, if they tried 

to press the issue, might be seen to be acting out of purely self-interest in 

wanting a woman for themselves (Toroko, Nere 2008: interview). 
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Even if the levirate relationship works out for the best, it is not always a 

definitive answer to a widow’s problems. Kortona (see case study 4.4) and 

several of those interviewed had lost not just their husband, but also 

subsequently their inheritor. A Supyire widow cannot be inherited on two 

occasions. If her husband dies and later her inheritor dies, she will not be 

officially given in inheritance to a third man. In such a case, however, she is 

permitted to form a liaison with another brother in the family (Toroko, Nere 

2008: interview). As Nemba Caraba said: ‘If another man enters into the house, 

you do not chase [refuse] him’ (2007: interview). She herself, in fact, formed 

her third liaison with a man in the family from the generation succeeding her 

husband and inheritor. 

The benefits and difficulties of levirate in any particular situation are much like 

those of any Supyire marriage, largely determined by the interpersonal 

relationships between the widow and the inheritor and the rest of the family. 

Rivalry for attention and material resources or lack of such rivalry can make a 

huge difference. One widow reflected: ‘After I was given in levirate, it 

happened that the inheritor didn’t have any wife, except the wives who were 
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divorced. So how am I treated? Well now I am just like his wife’ (Caraba, 

Nemba 2007: interview).  

 

4.4.2 Inheritors 

There was some divergence of opinion among the Supyire male informants as 

to what is the essence of a levirate. One man said that sexual relations between 

the inheritor and the widow are of primary importance, and any economic help 

the inheritor might give her was secondary; others stated that levirate is 

principally to protect and benefit the widow. Perhaps the latter are insisting on 

the ideal, while the single informant insisting on sexual relations is pointing to 

what may be reality in many cases, where sexual access is important but his 

other responsibilities are neglected. In any case, sexual access is usually 

presumed as one principal motive for a man to take on levirate responsibilities. 

A Christian man, Jarika Domono, in a personal conversation told me that he 

had taken pity on and helped a widow in his extended family who was 

struggling to provide for her children. He gave her some grain and, because of 

that, despite his protests to the contrary, everyone presumed he was sleeping 

with her.  
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Depending on the details of each case, an inheritor may stand to gain or lose 

economically through the inheritance. Some men are happy to receive a widow 

in levirate. It is seen as an honourable thing to do, and can add a woman to 

their household without having to arrange for the payment of bridewealth. If 

the widow and her children live in his compound, they increase the workforce 

available to farm his land.  

On the other hand, many see it as a burden; there are additional demands on 

his resources, from both the widow and her children, to provide food and 

clothing and pay for education. Inheriting a widow does not entitle the 

inheritor on his death to burial with the adults (Toroko, Nere 2008: interview). 

That honour is only given to those who have taken a wife in furu. The fact that 

any offspring from a levirate are attributed to the deceased brother can be a 

problem for a potential inheritor, especially if that means that the sons of the 

levirate will not work along with him in his fields (see 4.3). According to one 

informant who follows traditional customs and has not become Christian or 

Muslim some men are turning away from the tradition in disgust, saying: ‘Am I 

a dog that I am used as a stud to produce children for another?’ 
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The account is told of a man who inherited a widow who was suspected of 

poisoning her husband. The younger brother lived in the capital, Bamako, and 

he refused to take this inherited widow from the village home to live with him 

there. When he visited the family compound in the village, he told her that if 

she had need of anything he would provide it. A friend warned him that that 

was not what she wanted; she wanted to live with him. The inheritor asked the 

widow for a meal and he, like his brother, eventually died from poisoning 

(Carlson, Joyce 2005a: 3 April 2003). 

It is rumoured, though it cannot be proved, that due to such burdens and 

difficulties, certain men have avoided their responsibility to take a widow by 

arranging trips for work purposes to coincide with the time when the division 

of the inheritance is discussed and finalized. It is easier to send a message from 

afar asking that someone take on his behalf an item of clothing as his 

inheritance, than to be at home trying to hold out against pressure to take up 

one’s responsibilities for a widow. 

According to one man, Nguro Sogono (Carlson, Joyce 2005a: 25 March 2003), 

it is not considered good to inherit a woman before you have married, because 

in the village of the ancestors, she cannot be your wife, your children belong to 
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another man and an inherited woman is loved and pitied by God, and so she is 

often preferred and loved more than the other wives. You may ‘like her too 

much’. ‘She makes you forget your other wives.’ ‘You may even like her so 

much it prevents you from taking other wives.’ He contrasted two men. 

Senagala was a ‘real man,’ bold ‘with a hard head,’ who inherited a widow and 

then did a furu twice to marry two wives. By contrast, Chamaga inherited a 

widow, and liked her too much, had three children by her, and did not take 

any wives in furu. 

4.4.3 Inheritor’s wives 

If the inheritor is already married, all the problems connected with a 

polygynous marriage such as jealousy between co-wives and between step-

children are likely to emerge. In most cases the wife of the inheritor is not 

usually well disposed to share her husband with another woman who will 

compete with her for his attention and resources (see the example of Ceeni’s 

wife’s jealousy of his zàbange, 4.3). Bama Sogono (2007: interview), on being 

asked if the inheritor’s wives were jealous of her, replied: ‘Certainly!’  

The normal tensions between co-wives may well be exacerbated by suspicions 

surrounding a widow, with the result that a wife of the inheritor may accuse 
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her: ‘You killed your husband and now you have come to kill ours!’ (Sogono, 

Zara: private conversation). If the inheritor should die within a year of his 

brother, the accusations are presumed, without any investigation, to have been 

proved true.  

Should the inherited wife bear a son as her first child in the levirate, tensions 

already within a household due to levirate will increase as traditional belief 

holds that this is an omen of death (see 4.6). 

If a man inherits a widow before he marries, the wife who comes to the 

compound may feel the effects of the jealousy of his zàbange. The story is told 

of a youth about 20 years old in Molasso village named Vapama Sogono 

(Carlson, Joyce 2005a: 13 February 1992). One of his uncles died in Côte 

d’Ivoire, leaving a widow who was about 30 years old. The widow was brought 

back to Molasso. The person next in line refused to inherit her. Vapama started 

an affair with her and had two children by her. However, the youth's fathers 

said that a levirate marriage of this sort was not a real marriage, and he needed 

another, real wife. One was duly found, and he married her, but the widow was 

not pleased. She performed sorcery on the new wife, so that whenever Vapama 

was to spend the night with his wife, supposedly he could not get an erection, 
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but whenever he would spend the night with the widow, he would have an 

erection all night. Finally, the wife got fed up and left. Vapama’s father was 

enraged, and he went and removed the widow’s water jar from her kitchen and 

put it in the courtyard along with her personal effects. She therefore was 

obliged to leave and return to her paternal village. 

4.4.4 Children 

The minor children of the deceased father, like their mother, gain some 

protection from the levirate arrangement. They can stay on in their homestead, 

live with their mother and their uncles and the man who has inherited their 

mother. A responsible inheritor will take care of them. They have the same 

status as the other children in that courtyard.7 The testimony of Nampaha (4.4) 

as a child of a levirate was that his father treated the women in his household 

and all the children without discrimination: those children that came to the 

homestead with the widow, those born of the levirate, and those born from the 

inheritor’s wife. There was harmony between the children. Nampaha was able 

                                           
7 On the other hand, if the children of the deceased are of an age to take responsibility for 

farming they will continue to live in their father’s compound and farm in the fields he had 

worked. 
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to have a good relationship with his stepmother during his father’s lifetime and 

beyond. 

As for the children of the widow, while the levirate system does assure them of 

a place, a home and a family, they can be disadvantaged in terms of provision 

of education as the inheritor will often prefer his own children over them. 

Wonomo Sogono had two children with her husband. Later, although she 

suffered unhappy relationships in her inheritor’s family, she had three children 

with him. She describes her difficulties as follows:  

The day that I was given to the inheritor, he treated me kindly. But, unless the husband is 

strong willed, his wife can frighten you. The day I was given to him, he began to take me 

[intimately]. But in his own house with his wife, it was not easy for him. So he was afraid 

and after a while, the insults which his wife made against me, these same insults came from 

his mouth. I can really say I haven’t had any pleasure in the levirate, because every day 

when you wake up, you wake up to quarrels, so you can’t say you have had any pleasure. I 

was not even given food. Unless I paid for grain, I wouldn’t have had it. The children then 

were still young; they saw a group eating but couldn’t sit with them. That was really 

difficult for me. (2007: interview) 

This testimony shows there can be a discrepancy between the ideal of how 

levirate should protect children in their vulnerability, and the reality of how 

jealousy and spite can make their lot a miserable one. Bama Sogono (2007: 

interview) commented: ‘Those who fear God treat his brother’s children as his 

own, but he who doesn’t, rejects them.’  
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 In weighing her options a widow with minor children needs to take into 

consideration that if she leaves the family, she is not entitled to bring her 

children with her, as they belong to the husband’s household. She would be 

permitted to take a child who has not yet been weaned, but only on the 

understanding that the child would eventually return to its father’s home. 

Wonomo Sogono (1997: interview) had to weigh this up in her decision: 

When [my inheritor] started to treat me in a twisted way, I thought that if I didn’t leave, I 

couldn’t put up with it. But people who gave me counsel said that if you have children and 

leave them because of difficulties you yourself are having, it is the children you are 

prejudicing. When I heard that, I stayed and didn’t think any more about leaving. 

If a widow does leave, children left in her husband’s compound will be taken 

care of by the wife or wives of her nùmwɔhɔŋi. In theory, at least, there they 

will have the same status as the other children in the compound. 

As a result of this system of marriage and levirate, children always have at least 

a place in their father’s patrilineage, a home where they have an unquestioned 

right to stay. 

4.4.5 Community 

In contrast to societies where orphans are institutionalized apart from their 

extended family, the system of levirate promotes a certain cohesion within 
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Supyire community. Economically it is normally in the interests of the family of 

the deceased brother to keep the widow, for they have worked hard to find the 

bridewealth and there is no possibility that this would be returned if she leaves 

(3.4.2.3). Socially, it is in their interests to take care of widows in order to keep 

good relations with her village and thus have an expectation of receiving brides 

in the future. 

On occasion the Supyire improvise with the normal rules surrounding levirate 

to enable it to produce the benefits of cohesion when circumstances vary from 

the norm or the ideal. In the early twentieth century a man died leaving three 

wives, when there were only two younger brothers alive in his generation. So 

one widow was given to each brother and, since neither brother wanted to 

inherit two widows, it was agreed that the third widow should be given to a 

man who was from the generation succeeding that of her husband. This was 

contrary to the accepted custom that only someone from the deceased’s 

generation may inherit from him. In more recent unusual cases, Namana 

Sogono and her two younger co-wives were all given to one son who was of 

marriageable age in the next generation, as the line of fathers had died out 
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(4.5.1) and Vapama Sogono inherited the widow of an uncle nobody else 

wanted (4.5.3). 

Other improvisations concern elderly widows. It is generally accepted that 

elderly widowers will seek to have a young wife, whereas an elderly widow is 

not expected to have desires for intimate relations. An older widow has the 

option of asking her inheritor permission to leave and take up residence in her 

son’s compound. It is possible for an elderly man to inherit an elderly widow in 

name only, with no intention of assuming any responsibility for her. That is not 

to say that the inheritance is of no importance, for it can symbolize the bonds 

within an extended family, even if the family dwells in two different villages. 

The village of Farakala was founded when two brothers from the neighbouring 

village of Fanterila left in the nineteenth century and started farming 

unoccupied land two or three miles away at the bottom of the valley. A branch 

of the family stayed in Fanterila. Nowadays, whereas a young widow would 

not be inherited between the two branches of the family, older widows still can 

be. In such a case, the widow will not move to the other village, but will rather 

stay with her sons. If the elderly inheritor has the strength to do so, he should 

make the short trip to visit, even if it just once, and pass by the widow’s 
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homestead to greet her as a sign of joy at having inherited her, and as an 

assurance that fraternal relations have not been forgotten. He may address her 

in teasing as his nùmwɔhɔŋi or zàbange. That will be the height of their 

interaction, but its importance is not negligible. In recent years there has been 

tension over land ownership between the two villages, and the threat of the use 

of rifles. The branch of the family in Fanterila which had symbolic links with 

Farakala through levirate acted as a calming force amidst the escalating tension 

between the two villages. Thus, family ties reinforced by the symbolic levirate 

can act as a cohesive force in society. 

Levirate is part of a system of access to home and farmland which ensures that 

someone is never completely cut off from Supyire society and the land which is 

a vital source of life. Land cannot be alienated from a family so it cannot be 

amassed and concentrated in the hands of a few; and the system thus provides 

a certain degree of homogeneity and cohesion in Supyire communities. It is 

also true, however, that in some cases it has been the occasion for much 

tension, bitterness and inter-generational conflict. In this respect it is no 

different from marital systems elsewhere. 
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4.4.6 Conclusion 

I have considered how, for each party involved (widows, inheritors, inheritors’ 

wives, and children), there are benefits and difficulties in the Supyire system of 

levirate. Generally speaking it appears that the greatest difficulties are faced by 

a widow coming with her dependent children into a household where there is 

already an established furu. At a time where she is already suffering the loss of 

husband and the adjustment of a new household, she is likely to face suspicion 

of causing death through witchcraft and the jealousy of the inheritor’s wives. 

While an inheritor may avoid his levirate responsibility either through 

negotiation with a younger brother or by arranging a trip away from the 

village at the time of the inheritance, traditionally the widow has had little 

option but to accept the inheritor. In light of the above it is perhaps 

unsurprising that widows have found a way over recent decades to fulfil 

levirate in a purely nominal fashion. This trend towards a nominal levirate is 

the subject of the next section. 
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4.5 Trend towards a purely nominal fulfilment of levirate 

Nowadays, the Supyire widow has more options than she had in the past. She 

is no longer tied by fear of the consequences of having sexual relations with 

someone other than her inheritor while wearing the punŋke cord for it is now 

cut just after her husband’s funeral (4.2.3). If she does not get on well with her 

nùmwɔhɔŋi, or feels that his wives would regard her with jealousy, or if she 

has hopes for a lover from another family, or feels that she is too old for an 

intimate relationship, she may choose a young boy in her husband’s family as a 

nominal inheritor. This fictive relationship allows her to stay in the family 

compound, and gives her the freedom to choose from other suitors who may 

wish to visit her. Any children issuing from the union or unions with such 

suitors are still considered as belonging to the deceased. If the youngster 

nominated as the inheritor is old enough to understand the situation, he is 

informed that he has been chosen by a widow as her inheritor, and she may 

call him ‘my husband’. If he is not old enough at the time of inheritance, in 

time he will come to realize what has happened when this woman calls him 

her husband. A certain mutual respect is expected in the relations between the 

two, but nothing more. When the young boy grows up, he does not have any 
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marital responsibilities for the widow, and he is not debarred from inheriting 

his own nùmwɔhɔŋi. 

One widow, Bama Sogono (2007: interview), explained how a widow indicates 

her desire to opt for a nominal relationship with a young boy: ‘If you, the 

widow, are elderly, you can say “I am not refusing him, but I am designating 

such and such a child as my zàbange.”’ Another widow, Karo Domono (2007: 

interview) commented on the modern option of choosing a youth: 

The difference is that today if the brothers divide the clothes and decide to give the woman 

to a certain person she can say: ‘I don’t refuse the man, but I would like to choose this 

child,’ even if it is a child who is still not weaned. Here is the reason: it is difficult for two 

aged persons to live together. You came into the family because of one person, your 

husband, and him alone; if he dies, it can be difficult for you and him to whom you are 

designated to get along. 

INTERVIEWER: So, if I understand, in the past widows had difficulties; is that why today 

they don’t accept the inheritor? 

KARO: Yes. In the past widows had difficulties; especially if the inheritor had his own wife, 

that would cause problems in the levirate. If you, the widow, give birth to a son, the wife 

will not be happy with you . 

When later I asked why the wife would not be happy if the widow bore a son, 

the explanation was that it was a bad omen for the first child of a levirate 

union to be a son. It is said that such a son will not grow up with both of his 

biological parents alive. So if the son and his mother both survive it is believed 

that the wife’s zàbange will suffer a premature death. Thus, any suspicion or 
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fear the inheritor’s co-wives have of the widow is intensified on the birth of a 

son. This is another pressure on widows which would push them to consider 

choosing a boy as a nominal zàbanga.  

An inheritor gave his analysis of the widow’s choice in terms of fear of jealousy 

and suspicion on the side of the wife or wives of her nùmwɔhɔŋi: 

She wants to be free to take whomever she desires. She says to herself: ‘My husband is dead; 

I am free to do what I want; I will no longer give myself to someone thereby risking that 

people mock me.’ Once [a widow] is given to [some man], his wife will always seek out a 

quarrel because she thinks: ‘The widow has killed her own husband; now she wants to take 

mine away too.’ For that reason the widow refuses to go to her inheritor. We have many 

such cases in our village. It is everywhere now. (Toroko, Nere 2008: interview) 

The option is strictly limited to a fictional relationship in order to satisfy the 

form; it does not allow the widow to choose, for example, a brother younger 

than her nùmwɔhɔŋi and form a relationship with him. When the hypothesis 

was raised of a widow having a choice as to which of her husband’s brothers 

would inherit her, Namana Sogono (2007: interview) was at first confused, and 

then shocked at the suggestion.  

INTERVIEWER: Do you have a choice as to who will inherit you? 

NAMANA: The woman? 

INTERVIEWER: Yes. 

NAMANA: What choice? 

INTERVIEWER: Choose whom you wish and ask to be given to him. 

NAMANA: A woman doesn’t do that. … You would have spoilt the brotherhood. A widow 

knows in advance to whom she should belong: the next in line in the brotherhood of the 
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extended family. You would be regarded as a troublemaker. The brother you passed over 

would always view with a bad eye both you and the brother you chose instead of him. 

Nemba Caraba (2007: interview) likewise reacted strongly to the same 

question, saying: ‘No way! You don’t have a choice! Whoever is shown to you 

in the vestibule, whether you like it or not, it is with him that you are to be,’ 

but then she added an aside, in reference to having a lover: ‘even if you are in 

agreement with another somewhere else, not from the same family, but with 

whom you have agreed just like that.’ 

If a widow does choose a nominal inheritor and finds a lover from outside her 

husband’s family, that relationship with her lover is not publicly recognized. If 

she is living in a communal courtyard, her lover must visit her secretly at 

night. If he is caught, he can be beaten by the deceased’s brothers. If she leaves 

the courtyard to visit him, again she must do so furtively. If she has her own 

courtyard, things are somewhat less fraught with tension. However, the lover 

would not dare to take up residence with her. If a child results from a union 

between a widow and her lover, the brothers may be somewhat upset, but 

realize that this is something that happens; the child will still be considered the 

child of the deceased husband. Attitudes have softened somewhat: in the past 

to be refused by oneʼs nùmwɔhɔŋi was a grave insult to a man, almost 



  

232 

equivalent to being refused by oneʼs wife; but now, as this practice of choosing 

a nominal zàbanga has started to take root, a refusal causes less offence. Still, 

one older man who inherited a widow expressed his disapproval of widows 

who choose this route: 

We have introduced this change now, but our parents didn’t tell us to do this. It destroys the 

family on all sides. For if she picks a youngster incapable of doing anything, and later a 

problem originates from her family, the youthful inheritor will be unable to help at all. … 

The reason behind [the change] is that she wants her own way. It is an indirect refusal of 

the brothers in the interest of her own pleasures. (Toroko, Nere 2008: interview) 

An elderly widow, Kanamo Dasa (2008: interview), was equally disapproving 

of a widow who refuses the decision of the vestibule:  

For me it is not good, because she well knows that the chosen infant can do nothing for her, 

nor can he disapprove of her behaviour. So, in one word, it is her way of being able to go 

after other men she desires in the village. 

If a widow does choose a nominal zàbanga, she remains part of the family and 

her husband’s brothers have responsibilities to ensure she has enough grain and 

to fulfil their role as fathers to her children. Her children, if old enough, can 

cultivate their father’s field. However, she takes a risk that the brothers could 

feel slighted by her choice and may well not fulfil all their responsibilities.  

While a child of a regular levirate has obligations to two fathers, in the case of 

a widow who has chosen an infant as her nominal levirate, any children of the 
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union between her and her lover will have only one father; that is, the 

deceased husband. ‘This is explained by the fact that the man by whom she had 

these children cannot declare himself as their father. That is to say, he comes in 

secret to the woman without being her inheritor’ (Bogono, Issa Baby 2007: 

interview). 

TABLE 4.3 WHAT HAPPENED TO WOMEN WIDOWED IN FARAKALA VILLAGE 

Widow was inherited 82 

Widow chose a nominal husband 2 

Other 6 

Unknown 7 

TOTAL 97 

The selection of a nominal husband, then, is a practice that has appeared in the 

lifetime of today’s older generation of Supyire speakers. It has become 

widespread enough that all the interviewees from the different villages were 

aware of it. However, the degree to which it has been adopted appears to vary 

widely from place to place. According to the interviewees, in Niaradougou 

village it is commonplace, while in another, Tjimina, it has never happened. In 

an analysis I made of the genealogy of Farakala village,8 of 97 widows only two 

                                           
8 My sources were the genealogical trees made by the team members and Carlson, Joyce 2007: 

genealogical research. 
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chose a nominal inheritor (see Table 4.3 above). One of these did so because 

she considered herself too old to have intimate relations; the other, while 

remaining in her husband’s compound, is said to receive a paramour on 

moonless nights. While the development of this form of fictional levirate has 

not generally met with active resistance, neither has it met with approbation 

from the older generation; it does not show respect to the husband’s family. So 

the practice cannot be said to be an accepted norm. How the younger 

generation view this development has not been determined, and to what extent 

this practice grows in acceptability remains to be seen. 

4.6 Reasons for changes over time in Supyire levirate 

As shown above, it is possible to discern a complex of factors which have 

shaped the development of levirate among the Supyire over the last century. In 

the past the extended family was an extremely tightly knit group, with 

everyone working in common fields, the family head controlling the wealth 

and the distribution of all resources, and the whole family living in close 

proximity. Under the pressures of growing families, limited resources, state 

education and diversification of economic activity, this pattern is changing. It 
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is no longer typical for the inheritor to be living in the same compound as the 

widow and he may not wish to father children for another family.  

TABLE 4.4 NUMBERS OF WIDOWS WHO WERE INHERITED IN FARAKALA 

VILLAGE AND WHO BORE CHILDREN IN DIFFERENT PERIODS9 

Period  

  

Widows who were 

inherited 

Widows who gave birth to 

children in levirate  

Prior to 1960 9 5 

Between 1960 and 1990 27 3 

1990-2008 46 0 

TOTAL 82 8 

The data in Tables 4.3 and 4.4 are from just one village, on the main road with 

a large church, and cannot be taken as representative of the whole Supyire 

area. Nevertheless they give some support to the testimony from the 

interviewees that levirate is still an important custom for Supyire villagers. The 

larger number of widows inherited in recent years undoubtedly reflects the 

growing population10 and declining maternal mortality11, but also indicates that 

levirate is not in terminal decline. On the other hand, the data suggest that the 

element of raising children for the deceased is diminishing in importance. 

                                           
9 Source: Carlson, Joyce 2007: genealogical research 

10 The village was founded by two brothers in the nineteenth century. By the beginning of the 

twenty-first century the population had grown to 1146 (Fox Media & ARP 2001). 

11 Maternal mortality in Mali is declining (United Nations 2010). 
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Bassirou Sanogo commented that levirate unions in Farakala no longer produce 

children, either because the widows are past child-bearing age, or because they 

want to follow their own desires and make use of methods of family planning. 

The development of modern state law in Mali is beginning to influence 

thinking about levirate and its practice. The marriage code explicitly stipulates 

that a young widow has the right to remarry without the consent of her 

mother, father or other legal representative (Code du Mariage et de la Tutelle 

1962). The relevant article translated reads: ‘The divorced wife and the widow 

who has not attained the age of eighteen years may remarry without the 

consent of their father or mother or any other legal representative.’12 This 

assumes that those over the age of 18 already have this right. Another legal 

right a widow has is to guardianship of her children: ‘After a marriage is 

dissolved by the death of one spouse, full right to the guardianship of the 

minor children who have not reached the age of majority resides in the 

                                           
12 My own translation of the original which reads: ‘La femme divorcée et la veuve n'ayant pas 

dix-huit ans accomplis pourront se remarier sans le consentement de leurs père et mère ou tous 

autres représentants légaux.’ 
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surviving father or mother’13 (Titre III, Chapitre I, Article 103). Neither a 

widow’s right to remarry nor her full right to guardianship of the children is 

compatible with traditional Supyire levirate. The effectiveness of these laws 

undoubtedly depends to some extent on geographical location: they are more 

likely to be applied in urban areas, while in the remote bush their existence is 

largely unknown. An influence in the same direction as state law comes from 

non-governmental organizations which seek to empower women and to 

eliminate discriminatory domestic practices. Some of these make equal 

representation of women a condition of financing a project.  

In 1998 a project of reform of marriage laws and customs known as the le Code 

des Personnes et de la Famille was initiated in Mali. In a 2003 report a United 

Nations committee expressed its concern that this reform had not been 

implemented and that levirate persisted in Mali along with discriminatory 

customs relating to the access to property (Observations finales du Comité des 

droits de l'homme 2003). Pressure mounted on the Malian government to adopt 

the new code and to prohibit levirate along with other practices seen as 

                                           
13 My own translation of the original which reads: ‘Après la dissolution du mariage par la mort 

de l'un des époux, la tutelle des enfants mineurs et non émancipés appartient de plein droit au 

survivant des père et mère.’ 
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prejudicial to women. Among questions addressed to Mali at the United 

Nations, the United Kingdom asked: 

We would like to know more about what Mali is doing to raise awareness of, and legislate 

against, discriminatory and harmful practices against women and girls routed [sic] in 

tradition. In particular, could you elaborate on progress made to adopt legislation 

prohibiting and criminalising all forms of female genital mutilation, and whether Mali plans 

to legislate against practices such as conjugal violence, early and forced marriage, 

polygamy, levirate and sororate? (United Nations 2008) 

Mali has ratified two international agreements which touch on the area of 

levirate and inheritance without applying either in domestic law. The first is 

the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (1985), 

Article 16.1 of which reads: 

States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women 

in all matters relating to marriage and family relations and in particular shall ensure, on a 

basis of equality of men and women:  

(a) The same right to enter into marriage;  
b) The same right freely to choose a spouse and to enter into marriage only with their free 

and full consent;  
(c) The same rights and responsibilities during marriage and at its dissolution;  
(d) The same rights and responsibilities as parents, irrespective of their marital status, in 

matters relating to their children; in all cases the interests of the children shall be 

paramount; … 

(f) The same rights and responsibilities with regard to guardianship, wardship, trusteeship 

and adoption of children, or similar institutions where these concepts exist in national 

legislation; in all cases the interests of the children shall be paramount; … 

(h) The same rights for both spouses in respect of the ownership, acquisition, management, 

administration, enjoyment and disposition of property, whether free of charge or for a 

valuable consideration.  
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The second agreement is the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and 

Peoples’ Rights of Women in Africa 2003, which was ratified by Mali in 2005. 

Article 21 reads:  

1. A widow shall have the right to an equitable share in the inheritance of the property of 

her husband. A widow shall have the right to continue to live in the matrimonial house. In 

case of remarriage, she shall retain this right if the house belongs to her or she has inherited 

it. 

2. Women and men shall have the right to inherit, in equitable shares, their parents' 

properties.  

The difference in the language used in these two documents is noteworthy; the 

first, applicable globally, refers constantly to the ‘same rights’, while the 

second, applicable in Africa, speaks of rights to ‘an equitable share’. This 

nuance receives further comment below (7.2). 

The long debated Code des Personnes et de la Famille was eventually passed by 

the Malian parliament on 3 August 2009. It allows for the incorporation of 

certain parts of the above-mentioned Convention and Protocol. Subsequently 

Muslim leaders organized large rallies to protest against the Code’s adoption. In 

order to calm the situation, the President did not put his signature to the law, 

but remitted the code for further discussion in parliament (La Voix de 



  

240 

l’Amérique 2009), and consultations with a religious lawyer to seek to 

reformulate the draft law (Integrated Regional Information Networks 2010).14 

As for religious teaching, the effect it has had on Supyire attitudes to levirate 

has been limited. In terms of numbers of converts, the growth of Islam and 

Christianity in the Supyire area has been slow, but the population is aware of 

their main teachings on marriage. Christian missionaries have generally 

discouraged levirate, especially if the result is a man having more than one 

partner. (Nevertheless in the genealogical data on Farakala, which has a large 

Christian population, only one widow refused to be inherited because of her 

Christian beliefs; she was the wife of a pastor who had migrated to a city). 

Christianity is generally known as the religion which only allows one wife, and 

Supyire men have told Robert Carlson that this fact is the barrier which 

                                           
14 On 2 December 2011 the parliament approved a revised code with substantial amendments 

which represent a significant turn to a more traditionally Malian understanding of marriage. A 

marriage conducted by a religious leader no longer needs to be confirmed in a civil ceremony 

(Article 281). Articles which had promoted equality have been modified. Article 282 which had 

fixed the age of consent to marriage at eighteen has reduced the age of consent for a woman to 

sixteen while retaining the age of eighteen for a man. Article 311 which articulates the duty for 

mutual fidelity, protection, help and assistance has been modified so it now also includes the 

duties of the wife to obey her husband and of the husband to protect his wife. 

Bridewealth is made obligatory (Article 289). The door is now open for a variety of ethnic 

customs to be recognised legally, for Article 748 states inheritance is to be according to the 

customs or religion of the deceased or according to the clauses of his oral or written will 

(Forum des Organisations de la Société Civique au Mali 2011). 
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prevents them converting. Islam’s teaching on marriage, allowing up to four 

wives, is closer to the Supyire way of thinking.  

Levirate among the Supyire has been modified under various influences. There 

are pressures from outside for its abolition, but the tradition of levirate remains 

prominent in Supyire thinking. Changes are usually accepted only with 

reluctance among the Supyire, as they have a strong respect for the elders, the 

ancestors and traditional customs. Nere Sogono’s attitude to the devolution of 

inheritance rights to the sublineage is typical: ‘We accept [this change] despite 

ourselves. At any rate, for yesterday’s elders, it is not good’ (2008: interview). 

Nevertheless, if the benefits of changes are perceived to outweigh the 

associated risks of upsetting the ancestors, they can and do occur.  

4.7 The philosophy of Supyire levirate 

Before turning to consider where these changes might lead Supyire levirate in 

the future (4.9), in this section I look at the ‘philosophy’ undergirding Supyire 

levirate, compare how widows are reintegrated into Supyire society with how 

that occurs elsewhere in the world, and argue that the current compromises 

over levirate are seeking to somehow maintain social cohesion in face of 

change. 
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McKinley (2001:143) describes the philosophy of kinship as ‘a philosophy 

about how a person can feel categorically obliged to a series of other persons.’ 

It provides a way of seeing the world and an ethic of how to behave. He calls it 

a philosophy because it is so pervasive. Every society needs it in order to be 

able to survive. 

I would argue that near the core of Supyire philosophy of kinship lies levirate. 

Levirate is the substitution of the deceased husband by his younger brother so 

that the marriage may continue in all its facets: satisfaction of economic, 

physical and sexual needs of the widow; procreation and care of children; 

continuation of a widow’s relationships within the family courtyard with all 

generations, including her children and her co-wives; maintenance of 

responsibilities between families who intermarry; and maintenance of all 

family responsibilities towards the living and the dead. All of these are 

important to the Supyire, for whom the family is the context for all life and the 

welfare and expansion of the descent group is of supreme value. 

This conclusion can be illustrated and supported by revisiting two scenarios. 

The first is that of a widow who loses her husband at an age when she has lost 

the appetite for sexual relations. The respondents interviewed were unanimous 
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in maintaining that when the widow is given to her inheritor and they never 

have sexual relations, this is still a case of levirate. The inheritor is still 

expected to give her a calabash and a bed, both symbols of marriage, and the 

marriage continues.  

The second scenario is when a widow chooses a young boy as a nominal 

inheritor. This arrangement, which has developed in recent times, is not fully 

recognized as a levirate, as it is a nominal arrangement by which the widow 

gets her own way without directly confronting or shaming her nùmwɔhɔŋi. The 

young boy never goes to her house; he is in no position to help her, and on 

becoming adult has no marital responsibilities towards her. He cannot be 

described as a substitute husband, and so the Supyire either do not recognize 

this relationship as levirate, or say that it is only a sort of levirate (Bayoko, Issa 

Baby 2008: interview).  

From these cases, we can see that the provision of offspring, while very 

important, is not central to the Supyire concept of levirate. In the first scenario 

above, there is no chance of further offspring, but there was no doubt in the 

respondents’ minds that this is a levirate. In the second scenario, there may 
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indeed be children accorded to the dead man if the widow finds outside lovers, 

but the relationship with the infant is not unqualifiedly viewed as levirate. 

To analyze Supyire levirate obligations from a slightly different angle, 

complementary to that of McKinley, I will summarize here Lopata’s discussion 

(1972) how, after the death of her husband, societies usually institutionalize a 

process for a widow to go through. There is public recognition of the event, 

mourning and disengagement from everyday life, and then a time of limbo 

when she is supported by others until she can re-engage in society. Lopata’s 

observation is reflected in Supyire customs by the burial and funeral 

(disengagement), the period the widow waits in the village (limbo) and the 

division of the inheritance (re-engagement).  

Lopata goes on to say that after re-engagement, there are further changes 

ahead of the widow. Life cycle changes may mean that one style of widowhood 

is later replaced by another; for example, at one stage a widow may have a life 

with a partner similar to that she had with her husband when he was alive, but 

later, in old age, moves to the protection of her oldest son (1972:279). A 

Supyire widow may opt for this in practice (4.1) but needs to ask permission of 

her zàbange, and such an option does not end the zàbangare.  
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Although in general the pattern of disengagement, limbo and re-engagement 

can be discerned in many parts of the world, Lopata describes a wide variety of 

practices and options open to the widow in different places. The range is listed 

below, beginning with those options which tie her most closely to life in her 

husband’s descent group:  

she is given in levirate and she retains her status in the family;  

she is inherited and married to another within the clan;  

she is remarried outside the husband’s kin group;  

she remains in her own home but transfers family headship to one of her sons; 

she moves into the home of a son who is head of that household;  

she takes responsibility for the household with several other people filling gaps 

that her husband left;  

she leaves her husband’s clan and her children and returns to her natal home 

and remarries;  

she lives alone and undertakes new roles through her own initiative;  

she maintains the status of widow permanently isolated from social relations 

available to non-widows;  
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she immolates herself on the funeral pyre of her husband (suttee) (Lopata 

1972:303).  

Regarding the options Lopata sets out, Supyire levirate does provide a more 

attractive option compared with those towards the end of her list involving 

isolation or self-immolation. Such options are inimical to Supyire thinking 

which places so much value on family, fertility and life. Supyire levirate at its 

best accords a social cohesion, replicates all of the conditions of marriage, 

promotes mutual dependence, and serves to maintain links to family, land and 

children. 

I have noted a number of impediments to a complete fulfilment of levirate 

obligations which have led to the development and toleration of the fictitious 

levirate with a young boy: a widow’s fear that her zàbange would replicate his 

brother’s violent treatment of her (the example of Pancwo in 4.3), the desire 

for revenge handed down the generations (the example of Mpee 4.3), and 

concern within the group that paid the bridewealth about losing the economic 

benefit of a widow within their family. Furthermore, there is evidence that 

traditional sexual mores expected of the widow have loosened. The punŋke 

cord is now cut during the funeral (4.2.3), allowing a widow to receive lovers 



 

  247 

furtively in her compound (4.6) without fear of repercussions from having 

intimate relations while wearing the cord. This loosening is evidently based on 

a belief that men and women do not exercise control over their sexual desires: 

it is a biological need that must be satisfied. Kilejwo Zange (2011: interview) 

commented on the early cutting of the punŋke cord: ‘The old women know that 

it is no longer possible these days, for we are powerless to control our 

sexuality.’ He commented on lovers from outside the family visiting a widow: 

‘One can’t stop that; one accepts that.’ 

Among the Merina people of Madagascar, men and women inherit possessions 

more or less equally, and widows can be wealthy enough that they can control 

their ‘place of residence, their marital status, and, to a large extent, their sexual 

destiny’ (Bloch 1987:326). In contrast, Supyire widows, as we have seen, 

inherit nothing; consequently, their field of choice is narrower, although it has 

expanded to a small degree in recent times. Therefore, some of the other 

options Lopata outlines are open to the Supyire widow who cannot or does not 

wish to follow the norm; however, even then, she is never completely done 

with the furu. She may not enter into a new furu, and in the village of the 

ancestors she will be the wife of the deceased husband. She can nominally 
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maintain the levirate custom through choosing an infant as her husband, 

thereby giving her a certain freedom of choice concerning the man with whom 

she will form a sexual relationship. While this development attracts the 

disapproval of those interviewed, it still keeps the widow very much within the 

framework of the family; her labour and her offspring still belong to the family 

that paid for her. It would seem that in the face of the threat of social 

dissolution posed by the increase in freedom of choice for widows, the Supyire 

have adopted this compromise which allows the widow a certain freedom of 

choice, and at the same time saves face within the family and serves, at least to 

some extent, to maintain social cohesion. While it serves the mother – child 

bond through giving the widow a means to reproduce and a place to bring up a 

child, it jeopardizes a strong father – child relationship as the father is absent, 

and militates against trust built up from mutual marital obligations between 

the villages, for it is seen at best as a dubious fulfilment of levirate 

responsibilities. 

4.8 The future of Supyire levirate 

Looking to the future by extrapolating current trends must be done with great 

reservation, as there are conflicting pressures on Supyire society, and trends 
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can be reversed for any number of reasons. I seek here to outline the 

conflicting pressures (demographic, socio-religious and legal) surrounding 

Supyire levirate, ponder where current trends may be leading, and argue that 

the Christian church should develop a redemptive theology that can be a 

positive influence in this messy context. 

It appears likely that the continuing growth in population will result in 

continuing subdivisions within the families, and that pressure on the land 

which has begun to be felt in recent years is likely to intensify. Financing a 

marriage has been devolved to subclans and continuation of devolution would 

point to a growing number of marriages being auto-financed; if this occurred, it 

would likely lead to a further loosening of levirate obligations. What might act 

as a counter to that trend would be the re-amalgamation of family assets when 

a widow with no adult children goes to live with her inheritor. However, if life 

expectancy increases, it is likely that a majority of widows will have sons who 

are old enough to farm the land, enabling them to continue in the marital 

home and land. 
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 The traditional ideal that a young widow should be inherited is still strong 

among the elderly who continue to have a strong voice in Supyire society. 

Kanamo Dasa, now an old widow, gave this counsel: 

I ask the young women, should their husband die, not to refuse their nùmwɔhɔŋi. They 

should understand this is the same marriage and should respect each member of the family. 

That is what will bring them honour. To the young men, I say that they take care of their 

inherited widow in every case. (2008: interview) 

Nevertheless, as traditional sanctions enforcing the levirate have weakened, 

and the punŋke cord is no longer a guarantee of chastity, the only likely 

current candidate for a counterweight to the trend of loosening sexual restraint 

would appear to be Christian or Islamic teaching. 

On the legal front, pressure from the United Nations for equal rights of 

inheritance has encountered resistance; the 2009 Code which would have 

embodied equal rights did not pass into law. The Organisation of African 

Unity’s advocacy (2003) of the right to equitable inheritance would appear to 

be a solution more likely to be applicable in the Supyire region where a rapid 

move away from a patriarchal society is improbable. 

Underlying the tensions over the changes which have taken place in the 

practice of Supyire levirate in recent generations is the contrast between the 
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traditional perspective common in Africa where adult identity is found in ‘the 

lineal community through which life forces are shared’ (Kirwen 1987:77) and 

the more individualistic notion of adult identity as a personal possession. 

Interviewees recognized that such difficulties inherent in levirate are not new, 

but it appears that they have been exacerbated as traditional Supyire thinking 

has had to confront the economic realities of the modern world and different 

ideological religious and moral concerns. 

In this situation of flux I see two broad options for the Christian church. One is 

to continue to consider levirate as an invalid relationship and thereby, perhaps 

unwittingly, contribute to further loosening of social cohesion by providing 

Christians with a convenient escape route from fulfilling familial obligations. 

The alternative is to develop a more positive redemptive theology, taking as a 

model various metaphors of Christ’s union with his people, including that of 

kinsman-redeemer. To follow Christ is to follow him as kinsman-redeemer into 

this world in its messiness to redeem his people in trouble.  

4.9 Conclusion 

The first step in the hermeneutical spiral was to identify the situation that 

Supyire levirate has been considered contra-Christian (1.1). I argued that since 
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God is ʻimmanent in and around his fallen creaturesʼ (Knighton 2007) theology 

needed to learn from anthropology and integrate empirical ethnographical 

research (1.4.1). Taking account of the diverse ways of constructing kinship or 

relatedness across different cultures, I have sought to divest myself of 

universalistic assumptions as to how marriage should be based on my own 

culture. Aware of the positionality of myself and the team, I have sought to 

assure the adoption of a non-judgmental posture in the interviews. I have used 

analytical categories as useful starting points for the analysis, in particular the 

distinction between widow inheritance and levirate and the importance of the 

motherʼs brother in a patrilineal society, but have sought not to pre-judge the 

issues and to learn how the Supyire construct and construe these relationships. 

I have chosen to use terms ‘inheritor’ and ‘inherit a widow’ to seek to reflect 

Supyire usage and understanding. My study has received direction from 

Potashʼs analysis of choices widows face in sub-Saharan African as it 

highlighted the need to investigate the role levirate plays in the Supyire 

economy and how it structures more than individual relationships. Wendy 

Jamesʼ metaphor of a dance has been helpful to understand how variations are 

integrated into the structure of Supyire levirate customs. As dancers 

experiment with variations while maintaining the essential structure of the 
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dance, so the Supyire have improvised on levirate customs; some of the recent 

improvisations may be far from what the Supyire themselves consider 

prototypically levirate, but the changes have been incorporated, perhaps with 

some reluctance, into the dance. 

Keeping this dance and its improvisations in mind I turn now to the third step 

in the hermeneutical spiral, that of theological reflection. In chapters five and 

six I argue that a Christ-centred metanarrative can undergird, protect and 

sustain what is positive in Supyire levirate and kinship obligations regarding 

the widows and fatherless, and provide a framework for a Supyire theology of 

marriage and levirate to transform their performance to better participate in 

the inner life of the Trinity. 
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5. A CHRISTOCENTRIC APPROACH TO A THEOLOGY 

OF MARRIAGE AND LEVIRATE 

5.1 Church teaching and practice in relation to Supyire 

widowhood 

The church in Mali has not engaged with many of the issues surrounding 

levirate. A major Protestant denomination in Mali did hold a seminar on the 

subject in the capital Bamako which was largely concerned with the abuses 

that male relatives make of levirate to seize their brother’s assets and abandon 

his widow (L'Eglise Evangélique Protestante du Mali 2008: conference). 

Dealing with an urban context, it did not take into account the rural situation 

where the widow lives with the patriclan in the same or neighbouring 

compound as her inheritor.  

Pastor Yacouba Caraba has been pastor of l’Eglise Chrétienne Evangelique in 

Farakala since 2005. Like most pastors in the Supyire-speaking area, he himself 

is not Supyire. He has, though, made a concerted effort to learn the language, 

which is much appreciated in the village. He summarized the church’s teaching 

(2011: interview): 
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If a man already has a wife, according to our church, it is not acceptable that he inherit 

another woman. If he takes her he will be treated as a polygynist. That is to say, if one has 

two wives the church will not give him any position of responsibility. He can attend a 

church service and, in this district, he can take communion. But each church district is 

different. In the district of Yorosso,1 he would have to sit outside the church [during the 

service] as an act of submission, but that is not the case here. Taking more than one wife is 

quite frequent in the district of Yorosso. 

As for a widow, what I see is she should rest faithful to the church and rest attached to the 

Lord alone until she is given to a husband. If she goes into a polygamous union she can no 

longer hold a position of responsibility in the church. 

Asked what the church position would be if a widow should remarry with a 

non Christian, he responded: ‘She would not be reprimanded, because she has 

difficulties. It is not easy for a young woman to get a husband inside the 

church. It is often better to accept marriage outside the church.’ 

Asked what the position would be if she chose a young boy and then finds 

another man, he responded: ‘That is a question for the family. The church 

could count the man as her husband. Alternatively in some places widows 

prefer to return to their parents’ village and find a husband there.’ 

Asked what the position would be if she is inherited by an old man in a 

nominal levirate, he responded: ‘That is just a family affair. The church would 

                                           
1 A neighbouring Senoufo district, where Supyire is not spoken 
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take no measures against that. There is no link between them; just a nominal 

covering with no sexual relations.’ 

Asked what the position would be if a man took care of a widow and her 

children economically, he responded: ‘That would give no problem to the 

church. The problem is sexual relations.’ 

Asked can there be a marriage ceremony to celebrate a levirate union, he 

responded: ‘It can be celebrated like any other marriage in the church building 

because death has terminated her first marriage.’ 

Asked if traditional marriage is recognized by the church as marriage, he 

replied: ‘Yes you don’t have to marry in church.’ 

Asked how the church helps those widows who are counselled to remain single 

until they find a Christian husband, he replied:  

There is no concrete position. According to church law we should take care of widows by 

taking responsibility for them. We should give them gifts from time to time but often it is 

not practically possible. In some churches the believers organise themselves to take care of 

widows suffering from AIDS. If there are some Non Governmental Organisation leaders in 

the church, then the organisation could be mobilised [to help]. My wish is that the church 

could take care of widows like the Bible teaches. It is not easy but it is my desire. The main 

problem is that the church is economically very limited. 
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From the above it can be seen that the main priority for the evangelical church 

is that a man should have marital relations with just one woman. According to 

the church it is permissible for an unmarried man to inherit a widow; or for a 

married man to be in a levirate which does not involve sexual relations, as 

there is ‘no link between them’. The church is more relaxed about the form of 

the marriage ceremony and the religion of the marital partner than about 

sexual relations with more than one partner. The discipline exercised is that 

anyone involved in a polyandrous relationship may not have a leadership role. 

They may participate in church services by praying aloud, which is usually 

done within the body of the congregation, but not in the choir or any speaking 

role from the front of the church. The position of the Roman Catholic church2 

towards those involved in levirate is that they are treated in the same way as 

those in polygynist family; that is, they can be adherents of the church, but 

they cannot be baptized or participate in the mass. 

While the churches have not condemned levirate outright, in practice they 

have not fully engaged with the dilemmas their teaching presents. The ideal in 

the churches’ eyes is that a widow remarries a Christian. However, unless she is 

                                           
2 The source here is a conversation with Père Emilio Escudero, a priest who has served in the 

Supyire area for over 40 years. 
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given to a Christian inheritor within the patriclan such a remarriage involves in 

Supyire eyes a divorce from her husband’s clan and a separation from her 

children, for they belong to that clan and stay there even if their mother leaves. 

Another implication of the teaching is that in the situation where an older man 

with both marital and levirate responsibilities converts to Christ and wishes to 

teach his family to follow Christ, he is denied the role of leadership even if in 

all other respects he would be the natural choice of a leader in a fledgling 

church.  

In Supyire culture where levirate is an integral part of marriage and serves to 

structure relations within society, if the church does not enter into the 

hermeneutical spiral by seeking to listen and understand Supyire concerns, it 

will remain isolated from society and viewed as a foreign institution. Within 

the church, there will be an increased danger of legalism whereby marital 

status is a major defining criterion for being a Christian and thus a distraction 

from the transforming message of the gospel. This is what Monti (1995) 

describes as a collapse of the distinction between norms and rules. Norms 

disclose moral values and shape rules which are more proximate and apply in 

particular situations. If the norm of monogamy is confounded with the rule, 
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marital status becomes all important. This may lead to anomalous situations 

where a Christian with one wife may be quickly pardoned for adulterous 

behaviour as he fulfils the letter of the law of monogamy, whereas another 

Christian, despite being faithful to his levirate wife, is permanently considered 

second class because of his marital status. If the church does not listen, it may 

inadvertently contribute to the current unravelling of society. 

Kisembo et al. (1998:55) argue that ‘the churches must draw the threads of 

society together again at a time when traditional structures are breaking down 

and when the family itself is threatened by rapid and far-reaching societal 

change.’ In this chapter I argue that the church can fulfil this role by reflecting 

on Christ under four rubrics: firstly as kinsman-redeemer addressing the need 

for mercy on widow and fatherless; secondly as bridegroom of the church 

addressing the division in Supyire thought between love and marital 

commitment; thirdly as head of the body, the unity of which addresses the 

suspicion in Supyire society between the genders; and fourthly as the image of 

God, addressing and relativizing the Supyire concern for identity in their clan 

by pointing to someone more ancient than their first clan ancestor.  
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Before entering into more detail on these four metaphors, in the next section I 

justify the choice of these metaphors and the method used to work through the 

hermeneutical spiral (1.5). 

5.2 Christocentric approach to practical theology 

It was argued in the introductory chapter that creation is a sign pointing 

towards Christ (1.3) and our presuppositions from our cultural experience are a 

necessary starting point for learning about Christ (1.5.3). For example, the 

Hebrew experience of kinsman-redeemer (G{A@l, laog) who has the duty of 

redemption (lutra, luvtra) is taken up as one metaphor for the work of Christ 

in the New Testament (Matthew 20:28).3 Given that one of the responsibilities 

of the G{A@l is to fulfil the duty of levirate for a widow, this is an obvious point 

of entry for theological reflection on Supyire levirate. Comparing Supyire and 

Hebrew levirate can further our understanding of both systems and deepen our 

appreciation of how Christ acts as redeemer. Consideration of Christ as 

redeemer can then reflect back and have a positive influence on the practice of 

levirate, making it more Christ-like. This pattern of mutual reflection between 

Supyire culture, Old Testament background and Christ will be repeated for 

                                           
3 In Matthew 20:28 the word translated ‘ransom’ is lutron, the singular form of the more 
common lutra (Brown 1978:190). 
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each of the four metaphors in turn, and I will seek to understand how Christ 

challenges, confronts, strengthens and transfigures Supyire customs, as 

appropriate in each case, and thus begin to develop a practical theology of 

marriage. 

The Old Testament also provides a rich background for the second metaphor. 

God is pictured as the bridegroom of Israel and Judah. This is developed in 

Ephesians 5 where one purpose of marriage is to unveil the mystery of Christ as 

the bridegroom of the church. Christ as bridegroom is closely tied in this same 

passage to the third metaphor I consider, Christ as head of the body, the 

church. The unity of the husband the head and wife the body,4 on the one 

hand, and the unity of Christ the head and the church the body, on the other, 

are juxtaposed and illumine one another in Ephesians 5. 

The fourth metaphor, that of Christ as the image of God has the broadest 

application, involving not just relations between the widow and her inheritor, 

but all family relationships. In the first Adam, humankind has gone astray, and 

relationships produce a distorted image of God. Christ, the second Adam, 

recapitulates our history and restores the human race to the position of 

                                           
4 The author quotes Genesis 2:24 where the man and woman are ‘one flesh’. 
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reflecting God’s shalom to the rest of his creation, where family identity, 

designed to be secondary to human identity as children of God, is no longer 

idolized. 

These different metaphors do not stand independently of one another but, like 

a collection of maps, highlight different aspects of marriage and provide 

different perspectives (Vanhoozer 2005:295). As all metaphors have their 

limitations, they can complement and correct one other. Where there is conflict 

between images, an inappropriate understanding that comes from considering 

one of them alone drops away. 

So the process in the hermeneutical spiral operates in both directions. From our 

experience and understanding of culture today, we begin to appreciate how the 

Old Testament metaphors are taken up in Christ; this in turn helps us 

understand more fully the Old Testament itself and deepens our knowledge of 

significance of culture in God’s eyes, and opens up possibilities of converting 

what is there in our culture to the glory of God. 

The advantages of this method are that it takes seriously Barth’s point that 

scriptural hermeneutics must be Christocentric, and it unites the metaphors in 
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the Bible pointing to Christ without collapsing their cultural distinctiveness 

into one human horizon. The metaphors of Christ are not supracultural but 

have transcultural significance and so have the potential to be applied in 

situations of levirate in other cultures in a manner appropriate to 

circumstances there. 

I present the metaphors in the following order: kinsman-redeemer, bridegroom, 

head of the church and image of God, as each succeeding metaphor brings a 

wider lens to bear on human relationships: relations between widow and 

inheritor, relations between man and woman in marriage, relations between 

men and women in general, and relations in the extended family respectively.  

5.3 Christ as kinsman-redeemer 

5.3.1 Introduction 

The term G{A@l is one of the prophet Isaiah’s favourite names for God5 ‘pointing, 

as it does, not merely to the fact that Yahweh delivers his people, but that he 

has an obligation to do so because of having adopted them for his own (Dentan 

1962:21). In Isaiah 54:1-5, Yahweh is both kinsman-redeemer (G{A@l) and 

husband of Israel, and Israel is invited to exult that the reproach of her 

                                           
5 The root lAg appears 24 times in Isaiah 41-66. 
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widowhood, barrenness and shame, symbols of her exile in Babylon, will be 

forgotten: 

Sing, O barren one, who did not bear; 

break forth into singing and cry aloud, 

you who have not been in travail! 

For the children of the desolate one will be more 

than the children of her that is married, says the Lord. 

Enlarge the place of your tent, 

and let the curtains of your habitations be stretched out; 

hold not back, lengthen your cords 

and strengthen your stakes. 

For you will spread abroad to the right and to the left, 

and your descendants will possess the nations 

and will people the desolate cities. 

Fear not, for you will not be ashamed; 

be not confounded, for you will not be put to shame; 

for you will forget the shame of your youth, 

and the reproach of your widowhood you will remember no more. 

For your Maker is your husband, 

the Lord of hosts is his name; 

and the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer, 

the God of the whole earth he is called. 

The first verse of this prophecy is quoted by Paul (Galatians 4.27) and applied 

to those who belong to the new covenant in Christ, that is those who are ‘the 

Israel of God’ (Galatians 6.16). 

In this section against the backcloth of the experience of Supyire levirate, I look 

at Hebrew levirate with the aim of gaining a richer understanding of this 

picture of Yahweh as G{A@l, and then reflect on the theological implications for 

Supyire levirate. I argued in the last chapter that Supyire levirate concerns 
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protection of the widow, guarantees her continued access to the land, and 

raises up children for the deceased husband. Here I will explore similar themes 

found in Hebrew levirate: children are raised up for the deceased, so that land 

is kept within the close family, and widows are protected and sustained. In 

both institutions there is a ceremony whereby a male relation can relinquish 

his responsibility to someone else. There are also two significant differences 

between Supyire and Hebrew levirate. Firstly whereas Supyire levirate 

concerns all widows, in the Hebrew custom only widows who had no sons were 

given in levirate. Secondly, whereas in Supyire society the focus is to support 

the institution of bridewealth and marriage and the relationship between the 

two families party to a marriage, the focus of Hebrew levirate was to ensure 

that the ancestral estates was not alienated but passed down the family line. 

5.3.2 Old Testament references to levirate 

There are three principle texts in the Old Testament relating to levirate. The 

first is the Genesis account of Tamar who is denied her levirate rights on two 

occasions by the family of Judah (Genesis 38). After Judah’s first son died he 

ordered his second son Onan:  

‘Go in to your brother's wife, and perform the duty of a brother-in-law to her, and raise up 

offspring for your brother.’ But Onan knew that the offspring would not be his; so when he 
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went in to his brother's wife he spilled the semen on the ground, lest he should give 

offspring to his brother. And what he did was displeasing in the sight of the Lord, and he 

slew him also. (Genesis 38:8a-10) 

Then Judah neglected his duty to give his third son to Tamar, who resorted to 

tricking Judah into lying with her thereby producing offspring for the family 

(Genesis 38:12-30). 

The second text is in Deuteronomy where the following law is set out: 

If brothers dwell together, and one of them dies and has no son, the wife of the dead shall 

not be married outside the family to a stranger; her husband's brother shall go in to her, and 

take her as his wife, and perform the duty of a husband's brother to her. And the first son 

whom she bears shall succeed to the name of his brother who is dead, that his name may 

not be blotted out of Israel. (Deuteronomy 25:5f.) 

There immediately follows a description of the public ceremony (j^l]J>, 

hxylh) for the man who does not wish to fulfil his levirate responsibility 

(Deuteronomy 25:7-9a), during which the widow pulls off the man’s sandal and 

spits in his face for refusing to build up his brother’s house. 

The third text is the story of Ruth throughout which there are allusions to 

responsibilities of the kinsman-redeemer (G{A@l) which are at least levirate-like. 

In the opening chapter the widow Naomi counsels her widowed daughters-in-

law to return to their families ‘for I am too old to have a husband. If I should 
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say I have hope, even if I should have a husband this night and should bear 

sons, would you therefore wait till they were grown?’ (Ruth 1.12b-13a). Naomi 

refers to Boaz as ‘one of our family’s kinsman-redeemers (m]GG{Al@nW)’,nlaGm) 

(2:20). Boaz promises to try to redeem (Gal,lag) Ruth (3:13), and the 

denouement comes when a nearer kinsman-redeemer (G{A@l) refuses to redeem 

(GAl)) Ruth, opening the way for Boaz to take his place ‘in order to restore the 

name of the dead to his inheritance’ (4:5). 

While there are similarities between the customs in these three texts, there are 

enough variations for some scholars to question if the same custom is in view, 

and for many others to reconstruct a historical development of levirate. I have 

found it helpful to present the similarities and differences in tabular form (see 

Table 5.1). 
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TABLE 5.1 COMPARISON OF THE OLD TESTAMENT TEXTS CONCERNING 

LEVIRATE 

 Genesis 38 Deuteronomy 25 Ruth 1-4 
Who had the duty Younger brothers 

(and father) 
Younger brother Next of kin 

Circumstances duty 
was performed 

Father was alive Brothers were 
living together 

All males in close 
family were 
deceased 

Description of duty y`b^m (perform 
levirate marriage) 

y`b^m (perform 
levirate marriage) 

GAl (perform duty of 
kinsman-redeemer) 

Inheritance of land 
mentioned 

No No Yes (4.4) 

Preservation of the 
name of the dead 
man mentioned 

No Yes (25.6) Yes (4.5) 

Non-fulfilment of 
duty 

Spilling of seed; 
neglect by father to 
give third son to 
widow 

Signalled by widow 
pulling off man’s 
sandal and spitting 
in his face 

Signalled by man 
pulling off his own 
sandal 

 

Those who have attempted historical reconstructions include Morgenstern 

(1930) who discerns six stages in the development of the custom. The earliest 

stage is found in Genesis 38 where there was an obligation on the brothers of 

the deceased in order of age and then on the father. Secondly, in Deuteronomy 

25:5f. the obligation is restricted to brothers living together. In these early 

stages property had minimal significance. Thirdly, Deuteronomy 27:7-9a 

implies there is now also an obligation towards the widow to be inherited as 

part of the deceasedʼs estate; however the obligation to the deceased and the 

widow are not absolute. Fourthly, in what Morgenstern designates as the 
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original section of Ruth, questions of inheritance of property predominate, and 

there is no longer any shame in passing over the duty. Fifthly, the portions in 

Ruth 4 (11b-12; 17b-22) in which Boaz, who fathered a child by Ruth in 

levirate, is part of David’s genealogical tree, testify to a period where the child 

is reckoned to the biological father rather than the deceased. Finally, 

Morgenstern suggests that levirate may have been outlawed in Leviticus 

20:21a: ‘If a man takes his brother's wife, it is impurity.’ 

Bewer (1903) reconstructs a different evolution of the custom. He sees a 

gradual narrowing of those who should take the widow from the more distant 

relatives (Ruth) to brothers (Genesis 38), to brothers living together 

(Deuteronomy 25), to the eventual abrogation of the custom (Leviticus 20:21a). 

Leggett (1974) argues that there are some common weaknesses in these 

attempts at reconstruction. The first weakness is that while many writers base 

their various reconstructions around a proposed date for the book of 

Deuteronomy, it is generally recognized that levirate is a reflection of an 

ancient custom, and so, Leggett argues, the date of the finalization of the book 

should not be taken as a determining factor in understanding the evolution of 

the custom (1974:275).  
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The second weakness is that many scholars assume that the levirate law 

operates only where brothers are dwelling together; that is, the Deuteronomic 

law provides the exclusive conditions under which the levirate duty was to be 

in effect. However, Old Testament laws often include a situational element 

(1.6), and as Thompson and Thompson say: ‘When Deuteronomy speaks of 

brothers dwelling together, it is not specifying the limits under which the law is 

binding. It is describing the typical situation under which the law would 

normally be used’ (1968:90). Normally, the brother of the deceased, being the 

next of kin and best suited to act for the deceased, will be called upon to raise 

up seed for the deceased.  

The situational element is also emphasized by Daube (1950:72f.) who 

maintains that the Deuteronomic law referred to a situation in which the estate 

had not been partitioned after a father's death but the inheritance held in 

common as occurred in the stories of Abram and Lot (Genesis 13:1-3,6) and 

Jacob and Esau (Genesis 36:6f.). In such cases, if a man died without leaving 

an heir and the surviving brother refused to carry out his responsibility of 

raising seed for the deceased in order that his place in the consortium should 

be filled again, the widow could summon her brother-in-law before the elders. 
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However, in other cases where a son predeceased his father, the application of 

levirate differed. In the case of Genesis 38, the father was still alive, so he had 

a role to play in assigning brothers to the widow.  

The third weakness that Leggett identified is that the reconstructions often 

overlook the difference in genre between legislation and narrative. As 

Thompson and Thompson argue: 

because Ruth and Genesis XXXVIII are stories we should not expect them to be transparent 

applications of Deuteronomy which gives only the general and ordinary circumstances of 

the customs, since it is a legal
6
 text. A straightforward legal application of the levirate would 

not provide the suspense necessary in the making of a good story. As stories, the narratives 

of Ruth and Genesis XXXVIII maintain a tension and suspense in the mind of the hearer by 

using the levirate custom in situations where the outcome is not obvious, and is not 

discovered until the climax of the narrative. (1968:88) 

For Judah to father a child by his daughter-in-law in disguise was exceptional. 

The circumstances in Ruth are also somewhat exceptional in that all male 

relatives in her immediate family had died out. Rather than trying to squeeze 

these stories into the mould of the wording of Deuteronomy, the action of Boaz 

as G{A@l in marrying the widow in connection with redeeming the property, 

and the faithfulness of the widows Tamar and Ruth are more profitably viewed 

                                           
6 Original emphasis 
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as practical applications of what Leggett (1974:290) calls the ‘central love 

command in the Old Testament’. 

Leggett (1974:283) argues that the longevity of the custom with its variations 

is best explained in terms of its purpose. In the next sections I argue that 

Hebrew levirate promoted shalom in two ways. Firstly, by preserving the name 

of the deceased, it retained family property within the family circle and 

prevented inequitable distribution of land (5.3.3). Secondly levirate, reinforced 

by the j^l]J> ceremony, ensured the protection and security of the widow. In 

Ruth, when famine disastrously wiped out all males in the family, the care of 

the widows and the land came within the remit of kinsmen-redeemers in the 

extended family who had the responsibility to rescue and restore kinsmen in 

difficulty (5.3.4). 

5.3.3 Preservation of the name of deceased 

Burrows argued that in Israel the purpose of levirate evolved away from a form 

of inheritance towards the preservation of the brother’s name and carrying on 

his life beyond death (1940a:30). Similarly, Abrahams interpreted Onan’s 

refusal in terms of the individual identity of the deceased. He asserted: 
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levirate proclaims the separate identity of individual siblings and attempts … to … preserve 

the individual identity beyond his normal lifespan by the sacrifice of at least part of the 

individuality of the other. It is this self7-sacrifice so that another may ‘live’ which Onan 

rejects and which constitutes the very heart of levirate. (1973:167) 

However, this emphasis on the survival of individual identity beyond the grave 

is nowhere explicitly connected to levirate in the Scriptures.  

According to Davies, a man’s name is ‘preserved as long as his descendants 

remain associated with his property’ (1981:142). This theory is better grounded 

than that of Abrahams, for it has parallels in the Old Testament. Genesis 48:5 

mentions Jacob's adoption of Ephraim and Manasseh, the two sons of Joseph 

born in Egypt before Jacob's arrival. This privilege is restricted to these first 

two sons: ‘the offspring born to you after them shall be yours; they shall be 

called by the name of their brothers in their inheritance’ (Genesis 48.6). Sons 

born to him later ‘will not form tribes of their own, with a special inheritance, 

but will be incorporated into Ephraim and Manasseh’ (Leggett 1974:53). Here 

it appears that ‘being called by the name’ includes being made a partaker of the 

inheritance. In the case of Zelophehad, who died leaving daughters and no sons 

(Numbers 27:1-11), his daughters asked ‘Why should the name of our father be 

taken away from his family, because he had no son? Give to us a possession 

                                           
7 Original emphasis 
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among our father's brethren.’ Moses brought their case before Yahweh and 

their request was accorded. In the book of Ruth, where inheritance revolved 

around land, Boaz states that the purpose of his levirate was ‘to perpetuate the 

name of the dead in his inheritance’ (Ruth 4:10).  

In Israel if there were children able to inherit the property, then the rule of 

levirate did not apply. I therefore conclude that a major purpose of levirate in 

the Scriptures is marriage within the clan to provide offspring to ensure that 

the ancestral estate is not alienated but passed down the family line. Davies 

views selfishness as a motive for a brother-in-law’s refusal to take a widow in 

levirate: the brother-in-law who took a widow was likely to suffer 

economically. When a man died with no son, the estate passed to the brother 

(Numbers 27:8-11); thus, if the brother fulfilled the levirate duty and produced 

a son as heir for his brother, the brother would no longer inherit the estate and 

would thereby be acting contrary to his own interests (Davies 1981b:258). 

Levirate preserved the link between family and land, and so was tied in closely 

with one of the central themes of the Old Testament, that of social justice in 

the realm of the use of the land of Yahweh gifted to Israel: 
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Israel’s whole economic system, including the equitable division of the land to the tribes, 

clans and families, the principle of inalienable family inheritance, the institutions of 

redemption of land and of sabbatical and jubilee years, and all the many mechanisms for 

the relief of poverty and restoration of the poor to participation in the blessings of the land, 

was based on Yahweh’s moral sovereignty in the economic sphere as the ultimate landlord. 

(Wright 1997:523) 

Levirate fitted into this economic system by preventing someone taking 

advantage of the vulnerability of the widow to amass lands from a different 

clan. To put it in positive terms, it promoted shalom in the economic realm by 

ensuring equitable distribution of a clan’s land among its families. 

5.3.4 Widows: their protection and responsibilities 

The plight of the widow is a prominent theme in the Old Testament. Psalm 

68:5 is one example of God’s concern: ‘Father of the fatherless and protector of 

widows is God in his holy habitation.’ The levirate not only helped to ensure 

that land stayed within the family but gave the childless widow a stake in the 

land through the opportunity to raise up an heir. 

It is debated whether, once the heir was produced through the levirate union 

and the widow’s link with the land was thereby secured, the widow was 

considered to have the status of a wife. Boaz certainly seemed to have that in 

mind when he said: ‘Also Ruth the Moabitess, the widow of Mahlon, I have 
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bought to be my wife’ (Ruth 4.10a). However, in the case of Judah, after 

fathering twins with Tamar he ‘did not lie with her again’ (Genesis 38:26b). It 

can be fairly argued, though, that this was an exceptional case, where the 

father-in-law of the widow fulfilled the levirate duty. Furthermore, given the 

authority Judah as father-in-law exercised over Tamar after the death of Onan 

(telling her to wait for Shelah and judging her for her prostitution) she still had 

the status of a married woman, or at least of a betrothed woman, within the 

patrilineage. 

Through a son a mother could expect protection in her old age, and in the book 

of Ruth the widowed grandmother was also seen to benefit. When Ruth gave 

birth to Obed, the women of Bethlehem said to Naomi: 

‘Blessed be the Lord, who has not left you this day without next of kin [G{A@l]; and may his 

name be renowned in Israel! He shall be to you a restorer of life and a nourisher of your old 
age.’ (Ruth 4.14-15a) 

A Hebrew widow with no son had certain, limited options within the levirate 

system. If she waited a period without any sign that the brother-in-law was 

disposed to perform his duty towards her, she had the right seek a public 

clarification of the situation by bringing her case before the elders: 
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Then the elders of his city shall call him, and speak to him: and if he persists, saying, ‘I do 

not wish to take her,’ then his brother's wife shall go up to him in the presence of the elders, 

and pull his sandal off his foot, and spit in his face; and she shall answer and say, ‘So shall it 

be done to the man who does not build up his brother's house.’ And the name of his house 

shall be called in Israel, The house of him that had his sandal pulled off. (Deuteronomy 

25:8-10) 

In this way the brother was obliged either to accept his responsibilities or to 

free the widow from his authority. ‘This ceremony would then constitute a kind 

of release similar to the bill of divorcement’ (Leggett 1974:57). 

The faithfulness of two women (Tamar and Ruth) to their husbands’ families in 

spite of the personal cost involved is commended in the Scriptures. When 

Judah tried to evade his responsibilities by saying to Tamar: ‘“Remain a widow 

in your father's house, till Shelah my son grows up” ‒ for he feared that he 

would die, like his brothers’ (Genesis 38:11), Tamar had to choose between 

staying in the safety of her father’s house and pursuing her right and duty to 

produce an heir for her husband’s family. By tricking her father-in-law to sleep 

with her, she risked her reputation and indeed her life (Genesis 38:24) to 

ensure an heir. The result was that she gave birth to twins, Perez and Zerah 

(Genesis 38:29f.); and Judah, her father-in-law, declared: ‘She is more 

righteous than I, inasmuch as I did not give her to my son Shelah’ (Genesis 

38:26). 
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In the case of Ruth, she had to choose between going back to her family in 

Moab and going on with her mother-in-law, Naomi, who was returning to her 

home town in Israel. She chose to continue with her mother-in-law and Boaz 

commended Ruth in these terms: 

All that you have done for your mother-in-law since the death of your husband has been 

fully told me, and how you left your father and mother and your native land and came to a 

people that you did not know before. The Lord recompense you for what you have done, 

and a full reward be given you by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have 

come to take refuge! (Ruth 2:11f.)  

When Ruth later chose to follow her mother-in-law’s advice to seek out Boaz, 

he addressed the following blessing on Ruth: ‘May you be blessed by the Lord, 

my daughter; you have made this last kindness greater than the first, in that 

you have not gone after young men, whether poor or rich’ (Ruth 3:10). Ruth’s 

faithfulness to the family was in stark contrast with the prevalent attitude of 

the period of the judges in which she lived (Ruth 1:1) ‘where every man did 

what was right in his own eyes’ (Judges 17:6; 21:25). Her faithfulness was 

rewarded and blessed and she gave birth to Obed.  

Tamar and Ruth were both widows exercising a choice and were commended 

for that choice. These courageous choices were implicitly recognized in the 

ancestral tree of the Messiah in the gospel of Matthew, as these two are 
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included among only five mothers mentioned: ‘Judah the father of Perez and 

Zerah by Tamar’ (Matthew 1:3); and ‘Boaz the father of Obed by Ruth’ 

(Matthew 1:5). 

Only in the book of Ruth is the levirate duty described in terms of the duty of a 

G{A@l. Elsewhere the levirate duty is called y`b^m (see Table 5.1). Among the 

various responsibilities of a G{A@l were the duties to redeem his next-of-kin sold 

into slavery (Leviticus 25:8), to avenge the murder of his next-of-kin by killing 

someone from the kin group of the murderer (Numbers 35:19), and to receive a 

restitution payment for a wrong having been done to his next-of-kin who is 

deceased (Numbers 5:8). In all these situations something had gone out of 

kilter which the suffering party had no power to make right. The G{A@l has the 

duty to restore the rightful position for his kinsman.  

The plight of Naomi and Ruth was desperate. They were both widows; one was 

aged, and the other a foreigner coming to Israel for the first time. The family 

had been decimated: there were no children, so there was no-one with the 

strength and know-how to cultivate crops, and no brother of the deceased who 

could have fulfilled the duty of y`b^m. These widows were in sore need of 

rescue and the protection of a G{A@l. With this background in mind, in the next 
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section I look again at the theological implications of the promise of Yahweh as 

a G{A@l for his widowed people in Isaiah 54 fulfilled in Christ. 

5.3.5  Theological implications 

There are multiple levels at which Yahweh is seen to work through the Old 

Testament levirate. On the legal level levirate is an outworking of the 

Deuteronomic law of love; on the individual level it serves to protect widows; 

socio-economically it was integrated into the ethic of equitable division of the 

land; and metaphorically it points to Yahweh as G{A@l. In Leggett’s words 

(1974:293): ‘The relationship of Israelites to each other in terms of the G{A@l 

institution is grounded in the common covenantal relationship with Yahweh. 

“And I will walk among you, and will be your God, and you shall be my 

people” (Lev. 26:12)’.8 Leggett (1974:298) also draws a parallel between Boaz 

and Christ:  

As Boaz had the right of redemption and yet clearly was under no obligation to intervene on 

Ruth’s behalf, so it was with Christ. As Boaz, seeing the plight of the poor widows, came to 

their rescue because his life was governed by Yahweh and his law, so also of the Messiah it 

is prophesied that his life would be governed by the law of God, and that he would deal 

justly and equitably with the poor and with those who were oppressed (Psalm 72:2,4,12,13; 

Isaiah 11:4).  

                                           
8 The defenceless and hopeless in Israel could count on Yahweh to act as G{A@l. ‘Do not 

remove an ancient landmark or enter the fields of the fatherless; for their Redeemer is strong; 

he will plead their cause against you’ (Proverbs 23.10f.). ‘Bless the LORD, O my soul, ... who 

redeems [g’l] your life from the Pit’ (Psalm 103.2f.). 
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In the global plan of salvation the histories of Tamar and Ruth are woven into 

the genealogical line, culminating in the birth of the Messiah who ultimately 

fulfils the promises of G{A@l for God’s people, transforming them from a barren 

widow with no hope into the spotless bride of Christ (see 5.4).  

Approaching this metaphor with a preunderstanding of Supyire levirate brings 

a rich understanding of what is involved in the covenant relationship of 

Yahweh with Israel. In contrast to the two widows who were abandoned for 

fear of reprisals by unappeased ancestors (4.3), and in contrast to Ruth’s 

nearest kinsman who was unwilling to take on a foreign widow, Boaz and 

Yahweh put themselves under kinship obligations to act as the G{A@l for Ruth 

and Israel respectively. The difficulty and shame involved in barrenness for a 

Supyire woman is also a bridge for appreciating the promise that the shame of 

a barren widowhood has been forgotten in Christ (Isaiah 54.4f.), as the 

marriage will be fruitful with many children (Isaiah 54.1), pointing to 

abundant spiritual children (see further 6.3.5.3). 

The benefits of Supyire levirate, protection of the widow and the fatherless and 

guarantee of a home and access to farmland, line up with priorities close to 

Yahweh’s heart. As Yahweh is the ultimate kinsman, all widows and orphans 
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ultimately belong to him. This endows them with particular significance and 

therefore any decision on the part of a Christian nùmwɔhɔ to take on or to 

refuse levirate responsibilities should not be taken lightly. Such responsibilities 

should not be taken on for the pleasure of sexual relations alone, nor refused 

simply out of convenience. The interviewees testified to some cases where 

Supyire widows were left in a state of uncertainty as no-one told them they had 

been inherited, or in a state of despair because there was no-one willing to 

inherit them, or in a state of shame because they had to resort to semi-secret 

relations with a paramour, or in a state of destitution. The Christian 

nùmwɔhɔŋi has a duty to seek to avoid such undesirable outcomes for his 

brother’s widow (see further 7.1).  

There is a case for introducing some Supyire custom or ceremony with a goal 

similar to the j^l'x> ceremony, to provide a public and honourable release for 

a widow from the obligations of levirate if there is no-one willing to inherit her 

(see further 7.2). The current custom where a nùmwɔhɔ takes an article of 

clothing in the division of the inheritance is a private affair among the brothers 

of the deceased and can leave a widow uncertain as to her status. 
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Supyire widows confronted with a difficult choice as to whether to leave her 

husband’s family to enter into a new nàmbaga or to stay where she is with her 

children can take heart from the example of Tamar and Ruth whose 

faithfulness to their husband’s family rather than looking out only for their own 

interests was rewarded. Through their faithfulness widows can participate in 

Christ’s redemption plan in the midst of the patriclan. 

5.4 Christ as husband 

5.4.1  Introduction 

In Isaiah 54 Yahweh promises to be the kinsman-redeemer who rescues the 

widow, Israel; a few chapters later in Isaiah 62 Yahweh promises to rejoice 

over his bride, Israel as bridegroom and husband: 

You shall no more be termed Forsaken,  

and your land shall no more be termed Desolate;  

but you shall be called My delight is in her,  

and your land Married;  

for the Lord delights in you,  

and your land shall be married.  

For as a young man marries a virgin,  

so shall your sons marry you,  

and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride,  

so shall your God rejoice over you. (Isaiah 62.3-6) 
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In the prophecy of Hosea, too, is God presented as a faithful husband to Israel 

(Hosea 2:2,16,19f.; 3:1-5; 9:1). The same metaphor is taken up and developed 

in the New Testament where Christ is the husband of the church: 

Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, that he 

might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that he 

might present the church to himself in splendour, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, 

that she might be holy and without blemish. Even so husbands should love their wives as 

their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For no man ever hates his own flesh, 

but nourishes and cherishes it, as Christ does the church, because we are members of his 

body. ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and 

the two shall become one flesh.’ This mystery is a profound one, and I am saying that it 

refers to Christ and the church; however, let each one of you love his wife as himself, and 

let the wife see that she respects her husband. (Ephesians 5:25-33) 

I have noted that the Supyire consider love to be a delight, but also that they 

usually separate this from the duty of marriage (3.4.1). This contrasts with the 

picture presented in Ephesians of love and joy at the heart of the commitment 

within marriage. The metaphor of Christ as bridegroom in Ephesians is tied in 

closely with that of Christ as the head of the church, which will be dealt with, 

along with the questions of gender it provokes, in section 5.5. In the current 

section I concentrate on the picture of love and delight of the bridegroom for 

the bride and of the role of Christ in marriage. 
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5.4.2 The nature of love 

Typically Graeco-Roman advice to a wife concerned her duty to ‘manage the 

household well in order to free the husband from domestic concerns and 

enhance his social prestige’ (Thielman 2010:382). Christian love in Ephesians 

by contrast meant that a husband sacrifice ‘his own social prestige and well-

being, indeed his life’ (Thielman 2010:382) in care for his wife.  

The nature of human love has been the subject of theological debate. Nygren, 

afraid that ‘selfishness and pride might sully God’s pure gift of Godself in 

grace’, argued that true Christian love (agape ——, ajgaÈph) and self-love (ero —s, ejvrwz) 

were completely antithetical (see Rike 1996:251). D’Arcy responded that these 

two competing loves must be balanced and unified in the individual: self-

transcending and self-surrendering emotional agape——— on the one hand, and self-

assertive and self-perfecting rational ero —s on the other (1947:14-17; Rike 

1996:251). Catherine Keller questioned the dualistic assumption behind both 

these views that self-regarding and other-regarding love are necessarily in 

contrastive opposition. For Keller, giving to another enhances both the other 

and the giver, so the self is not a self-constituted sphere who loses through 

giving in love. Rather ‘I become who I am in and through the particular 
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activity of connection’ (1988:200). Love creates and sustains relations between 

people, thus creating both persons and community. It ‘creates genuine 

mutuality, and through that mutuality, loves the self in loving the other’ (Rike 

1996:257). Although Rike argues that such mutuality is a new insight and 

differs from Christian tradition where self-sacrificial love is passive I argue that 

mutuality is one basis for marital love found in Ephesians 5:28: ‘He who loves 

his wife loves himself.’  

Despite this oversight on Rike’s part, her insistence on mutuality in love is 

valid. It follows that any overemphasis on the disinterestedness of self-giving 

love can lead to a view of God’s love as that of a distant austere ‘stoic’ deity 

who rescues humans because he is bound by duty to save them, but who is 

unmoved by their plight. The picture in Scripture is rather of Yahweh who 

demonstrates a passionate jealousy in his love. He betroths Israel and ‘as the 

bridegroom rejoices over the bride so shall your God rejoice over you’ (Isaiah 

65:2b). He intends that Israel respond with devotion and love to her husband 

(Jeremiah 2.2). 
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5.4.3 The nature of erotic love 

The delight of a bridegroom involves the erotic dimension of love and this is 

celebrated in Scriptures, most especially in the love song ‘Song of Songs’. 

Proverbs 5:18f. counsels: ‘Let your fountain be blessed, and rejoice in the wife 

of your youth, a lovely hind, a graceful doe. Let her affection fill you at all 

times with delight, be infatuated always with her love.’  

Nevertheless, a negative Augustinian view has influenced, and often 

dominated, Christian theology of sexual relations over the centuries. In 

Augustine’s thought there ‘is never an exercise of sex without passion, and 

passion is wrong’ (Bainton 1958:44). So sex is allowed regretfully; there is 

inevitably sin attached, but within marriage it is only venial sin rather than 

mortal sin and is covered over by the sacrament of marriage. Marriage was 

definitely a second best to the ideals of celibacy and monasticism. 

Whereas Christian theology has tended to bracket love and marriage and 

neglected delight, the tendency in both Supyire and modern Western thinking 

is to see delight and sex as available apart from the commitment of marriage. 

Ricoeur (1994:81) comments on the Western trend: ‘The removal of sexual 

prohibitions has produced a curious effect, which the Freudian generation had 
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not anticipated, the loss of value through facility: sexual experience having 

become familiar, available, and reduced to a simple biological function, 

becomes rather insignificant.’ Thielicke (1964:22-5) saw the necessity of a 

holistic view of sexuality related to the whole person and argued that: 

focusing one’s attention on the whole man, upon his indivisible unity, does not … curb sex, 

but rather liberates it and brings it to fullness. He who seeks only the partial – only the 

body, only the function … ‒ remains unfulfilled even on the level of eros, because having 

lost the wholeness of the other person, he also loses the other person’s uniqueness. 

(1964:25) 

The vision of sexual love in Scriptures is that its enjoyment within marriage is 

an integral part of everything that God made and pronounced ‘very good’ 

(Genesis 1:31). ‘Let marriage be held in honour among all, and let the marriage 

bed be undefiled’ (Hebrews 13:4). Grenz connects this mutual physical 

submission with the total mutual submission involved in marriage: 

the sex act is a physical, visible expression of mutual submission. It symbolizes in a vivid 

manner the desire of each of the marriage partners to give freely and completely for the 

sake of fulfilling the other. In this way it pictures what is to be true of the marriage 

relationship as a whole. Marriage is intended to a most intimate human fellowship ‒ the 

community of male and female ‒ in which each person gives freely for the sake of the other. 

(1998:89) 

Mordecai Gafni in his article ʻThe Eros of the Holyʼ lists eight characteristics of 

sexual expression which link it to the holy:  
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intensity, the opposite of the superficial which … is an enlivening experience; pleasurable …; 

the infinity of the moment, being fully present in the moment; other as subject not object, 

genuine experience of the erotic and the holy rules out relating to the other as the object of 

my manipulation; radical giving and receiving …; the defining of self, the eros of sex and the 

experience of the holy are the contexts where we learn to give up control and to find 

ourselves in the letting go; overcoming alienation through a merging with the other or the 

Other; and engagement of the human imagination, to be able to fly beyond the oppression of 

the daily life.9 (quoted in Black 2003:122) 

As Christ is immanent and intimately united with his church, and Christians 

are members of the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:27), God is not, as in 

deistic thought, remote and absent from marriage, but rather intimately 

involved in it. Thus, the interchange of love between husband and wife is 

sacramental to them in the sense that their communion makes the divine 

communion present to them (Thatcher 1999:238).  

5.4.4 Theological implications 

Following Christ as kinsman-redeemer involves showing his mercy to the weak 

and helpless in one’s family. Following Christ as bridegroom involves taking 

joy and delight in the one to whom one is committed. Such thinking challenges 

the usual Supyire view where love is found outside marriage, and where 

decisions concerning inheritance weigh up factors such as sexual appeal of the 

widow and the status of acquiring another woman and more children to work 

                                           
9 The italics in this citation are original emphases. 
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one’s fields balanced against the economic cost. Following Christ requires 

putting the needs of the other ahead of one’s desire to increase one’s status. 

Such is not impossible in Supyire life, as demonstrated by Zhe Traore defying 

convention and following his wife’s body into the grave to show his affection 

for her (3.4.12). The challenge is there, but so is the promise that Christ is 

immanent at the heart of a marital relationship empowering those who seek to 

follow him. 

The model of Christ the loving bridegroom also raises questions about a system 

where the widow may not have freedom of choice to consent to or refuse the 

inheritance, a system which often results in polygynous relationships. These 

challenges will be examined in chapter six in the light of all the metaphors 

presented in this chapter. Meanwhile in the next section I turn to the metaphor 

of Christ as head of the body. 

5.5 Christ as head of the body 

5.5.1 Introduction 

Woven into the complex image in Ephesians of Christ as husband of the church 

is the image of Christ as head of his body, the church: 
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Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, be subject to your husbands, as 

to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his 

body, and is himself its Saviour. As the church is subject to Christ, so let wives also be 

subject in everything to their husbands. (Ephesians 5:21-24) 

In this section I study what is meant in this passage by head and body (5.5.2) 

and submission (being subject to one another) (5.5.3). Then I look at 

submission and headship within the Godhead (5.5.4), and conclude by looking 

at the challenge Christ’s headship brings to the current Supyire understanding 

of the headship of a husband as authority over his wife and the implications for 

a practical theology of Supyire levirate (5.5.5). 

5.5.2  Head and body 

There has been fierce scholarly debate over the figurative meaning of kepale— 

(kefalh) translated ‘head’ in Ephesians 5:23, whether it means ‘authority’ or 

‘source’. Mickelsen and Mickelsen (1986) favour the latter and argue that here 

it implies the husband is to ‘give himself up to enable (bring to completion) all 

that his wife is meant to be’ (1986:109f.) following the example of Christ, the 

head, who resources his body, the church. This nuance is supported by the 

statement elsewhere in Ephesians that ‘we are to grow up in every way into 

him who is the head, into Christ from whom the whole body … makes bodily 

growth and upbuilds itself in love.’ (4:15f.). On the other side of the debate, 
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Grudem (1985:51) has analysed over 2,300 extra-biblical examples of the word 

in ancient Greek literature, including the Septuagint, and found just two with 

the meaning ‘source’ and 49 meaning ‘ruler’ or ‘ruling part’ (for example the 

people made Jephthah ‘head and leader over them’ [Judges 11:11]).  

The particular nuance of meaning of any metaphor must be interpreted in light 

of the context. Early in the letter to the Ephesians (1:20-22) it is stated that 

after the Father resurrected Christ he: 

made him sit at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and 

power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in 

that which is to come; and he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head 

over all things for the church. 

Piper (2009:84) comments: ‘The focus in this text in on Christ’s rule and 

authority when he is called head of the church.’ O’Brien (1999:416) says that 

‘the church gladly submits to his beneficial rule’. On the other side of the 

argument Bilezikian ([n.d.]) reasons: ‘As head, Christ gives the church fullness. 

He provides for the church’s growth. The function is not one of authority but of 

servant provider of what makes the church’s growth possible.’ It seems that 

there is some truth in both sides of the argument. While there is an overtone of 

authority, for all things (which surely include the church) are under Christ’s 
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feet, the focus in the passage is not that Christ uses this authority over the 

church but ‘for the church’, or on behalf of the church. There is a similar dual 

connotation in Ephesians 4:15f. where readers are encouraged ‘to grow up in 

every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, 

joined and knit together by every joint with which it is supplied, when each 

part is working properly, makes bodily growth and upbuilds itself in love.’ 

Thus, Dawes concludes that Christ as head is both the one in authority and the 

source of life for the church (Dawes 1998:147ff.). 

In the immediate context of the teaching on marriage in Ephesians 5:22: ‘Christ 

is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior.’ Thielman 

(2010:377f.) argues that here again there are overtones of authority for two 

reasons: the wife is instructed to ‘fear’ her husband in verse 33 and the cultural 

expectations of Greco-Roman moral discourse on marriage uses ‘submission’ 

language and ‘body’ language to illustrate the husband’s authority over the 

wife. Nevertheless, the main focus of this text is distinctly counter-cultural for 

there is an insistence on the husband’s duty to give himself to succour his wife-

body as Christ did for his church-body. There is a natural intimate relationship 

and unity between the head and the body. The husband is the head (v.23) and 
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the wife is the body (v.28), and together they form one flesh (v.31). The text 

has two models to illustrate the attitude required of the head towards the body: 

‘The first is Christ’s attitude to his body, the church, and the second is the 

personal concern which we human beings all have for the welfare of our own 

bodies’ (Stott 2006:344).  

5.5.3  Submission 

The instruction to wives, to submit themselves to their husbands, is 

immediately preceded by the more general one addressed to all to submit to 

one another (Ephesians 5:21). The meaning of ‘submit to one another’ is 

disputed. O’Brien interprets it as a general heading urging believers to submit 

to those who are in authority over them, and the particular ways in which 

Christians are to submit are then specified for wives (Ephesians 5:22-33), 

children (Ephesians 6:1-3) and slaves (Ephesians 6:5-8). To submit to one 

another, he argues, does not describe a symmetrical relationship. The context 

of Ephesians 5 has to do with three sets of ordered relationships in which one 

person is ‘over’ and another ‘under’. Nowhere is the order reversed, for 

example, husbands are never urged to submit to wives (O’Brien 1999:402). So, 
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his argument runs, in this context ‘submission to one another’ should be 

understood as one-directional to mean submission to appropriate authorities.  

The alternative interpretation is that the author here asks all Christians to 

submit to each other. In favour of this interpretation there is, firstly, the fact 

that in the preceding chapter he has written of bearing with one another 

(Ephesians 4:2), being members of one another (Ephesians 4:25) and being 

kind to one another (Ephesians 4:32), in each case referring to all Christians. 

Secondly, those addressed under the rubric ‘submit to one another’ are not just 

three subordinate groups but three pairs of people: slaves and masters, children 

and parents, wives and husbands. Instructions are given not only to wives but 

to husbands, to love their wives with the self-sacrificial love of Christ for the 

church, instructions which also come under the heading of the command to 

submit to one another (verse 21). The idea of submitting to one another 

mutually ‘might seem slightly strange, but it does hint that there is a sense in 

which everyone is involved is serving others’ (Thielman 2010:373). A similar 

idea is found elsewhere in the New Testament epistles when Paul asked 

Corinthian Christians to ‘submit to workers who had made themselves servants 

of the church (1 Cor. 16:16)’ (Snodgrass 1996:292). 



  

296 

One issue at stake is whether submission by a wife denigrates her dignity. 

Appeal is made by those on both sides of the argument to relations between the 

persons within the Godhead; this is the debate I turn to next.  

5.5.4 Submission and headship within the Godhead 

God sent the Son into the world (John 3:16). Jesus taught: ‘If you loved me you 

would be glad that I am going to the Father; for the Father is greater than I am’ 

(John 14:28).10 The question debated is whether the difference in greatness is 

of a temporary or an eternal nature. Erickson argues: ‘This was a temporary 

subordination voluntarily accepted for the performance of a particular task. 

Being temporary, it was assumed and later relinquished’ (2009:250). Arguing 

in the same direction, Giles reasons that functional subordination by necessity 

implies ontological subordination: ‘Someone who is eternally or permanently 

subordinated in an involuntary way can only be regarded as inferior. He is not 

the equal of his superior in any essential way’ (2002:81). He sees equality 

within the Godhead as the ground for liberation from all human hierarchy: 

If no one is before or after, greater or lesser in the Godhead, this must suggest that all 

hierarchical ordering in this world is a human construct reflecting fallen existence, not 

God’s ideal. God would like to see every human being valued in the same way. (2005:2) 

                                           
10 There is further evidence of asymmetry in John in the relations within the Godhead where 

the Father and the Son send the Spirit (14:26; 15:26; 16:7). 
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Challenging Giles’ position, Letham poses the following pertinent question:  

But, we may ask, if he did so [submitted] in the Incarnation without jeopardy to his deity, 

why is this not so in eternity? Since he has permanently united to himself the human 

nature, does it not follow as something appropriate for the Son in his exaltation as well as in 

his humiliation, not as a slave to a master, but in the loving and willing communion of 

coequals? (2004:495) 

I take issue, too, with Giles’ wording ‘permanently subordinated in an 

involuntary way,’ for it does not reflect the aspect of voluntary submission 

within the Godhead: the Son is not forced into submission on the basis of 

inferior personhood, but voluntarily on the basis of love.  

Gunton draws together well the mysterious paradox of subordination and 

equality in the Godhead as follows: ‘this economic subordination is then, so to 

speak, read up into the eternal Trinity where the economic subordination 

becomes, without being taken away, also and at once an immanent equality of 

being’ (2003:39). So ‘it is as godlike to be humble as to be exalted’ (2003:40). 

This is reinforced by several doctrines concerning Jesus after his ascension. He 

is still human as well as God; he continues as high priest to intercede on behalf 

of those who draw near to God (Hebrews 11: 24f.); and at the consummation 

he will still lovingly submit: ‘When all things are subjected to him, then the 

Son himself will also be subjected to him who put all things under him, that 
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God may be everything to every one’ (1 Corinthians 15.28). Augustine 

commented on this verse that we should not: 

think that Christ shall so give up the kingdom to God, even the Father, as that He shall take 

it away from Himself. … For when it is said, ‘He shall have delivered up the kingdom to 

God, even the Father,’ He Himself is not excluded; because He is one God together with the 

Father. (1873:I.8 para.16) 

From these glimpses in the New Testament of the relations within the Godhead 

there emerges ‘a most beautiful and harmonious picture ‒ that of mutual co-

possession of divine glory and divine prerogatives, the mutual perpetual giving 

to and receiving from one another in perfect love, and the mutual honoring of 

one another’ (So 2009:203f.). The Son thus submits willingly to God who is his 

head (1 Corinthians 11:3), but then God in turn exalts the Son to the highest 

place (Philippians 2:9f.) and the Son sits there at the right hand of Power 

(Mark 14:62) on the throne of God and of the Lamb (Revelation 22:1). 

Similarly Christ as head of the church exalts her to reign with him (2 Timothy 

2:12) for ever and ever (Revelation 22:5). Thus the pattern of mutual 

honouring is that the body submits to the head in love, and the head in love 

exalts the body; this pattern is seen between God and Christ, between Christ 

and the church, and is to be repeated between husband and wife.  
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5.5.5  Theological Implications  

Schlüssler Fiorenza sees the Ephesians teaching on marriage, the submission of 

wives and the requirement for husband’s Christ-like sacrificial love, as 

interpreting marriage in the light of the culture’s patriarchal values, and as part 

of a long process whereby Christianity lost its original vision of equality 

(1983:266). However, there are several persuasive counter-arguments to 

Schlüssler Fiorenzaʼs analysis. Firstly, women are not excluded from the 

framing general exhortation to love as Christ does in Ephesians 5.2. Secondly, 

there are contextual reasons that motivate the particular emphasis in the 

paragraph on marriage which subvert rather than reinforce patriarchal values. 

Men are continually tempted to exploit their physical strength over women, 

especially in a patriarchal society. As Branson (1989:22) argues: ‘In the Graeco-

Roman society, as in ours, men are taught to sacrifice only to empower other 

men (in commerce or war), so Paul provided this rather poignant instruction to 

redeem men, women, and marriages.’ Thielman (2010:391) sees in the 

grammar employed a subtle recognition ‘that in terms of the balance of power 

bestowed by Greco-Roman society on husband and wife the wife has the more 

difficult role’: when the wife is addressed the imperative is implied or the soft 
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form of the imperative, $ina (i{vvvvna), is employed, while for the husband the full 

imperative is used. Thirdly, as Grenz argues, the husband’s self-sacrificial love 

is itself a form of submission: 

This kind of love quite obviously includes one dynamic central to submission. For 

submission is in the final analysis giving deference to the other or setting aside one’s own 

prerogatives for the sake of the other. Precisely this constitutes the kind of attitude that 

Christ put into action. (1998:88) 

Fourthly, in the New Testament submission, or giving deference to the other, 

rather than being degrading, is ultimately the path to glorification. ‘He who 

humbles himself will be exalted’ (Matthew 23:12). Mutual submission is 

fleshed out in the exhortation of Paul for husband and wife not to deny each 

other their conjugal rights. ‘The wife cannot claim her body as her own; it is 

her husband's. Equally, the husband cannot claim his body as his own; it is his 

wife’s’ (1 Corinthians 7:4). Fifthly, the form in which this mutual submission 

plays out in actual experience will not be identical for husband and wife, for 

their life experiences and roles are different; in Ephesians, wives are enjoined 

to submit to their husbands, and husbands to sacrifice themselves for their 

wives.  
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From the principle of mutual submission in Ephesians 5.21, Bilezikian 

(1985:156) draws the conclusions that all hierarchical distinctions are 

irrelevant within Christian communities of church and family, and 

relationships where one party is constantly submissive to another are 

unhealthy. However, Bilezikianʼs argument is never made explicitly in the New 

Testament. Authority can be used positively: Jesus, on the basis of all his 

authority in heaven and earth, instructs his disciples to teach the nations ‘to 

obey everything that I have commanded you’ (Matthew 28:18-20). Ellis argues 

that the mind-set that sees distinctions of class and rank as evil per se and 

servanthood as demeaning is largely a modern phenomenon. This mind-set: 

may reflect a justifiable resentment toward attitudes of disdain and elitism that often (and 

in a sinful society always) flow from such distinctions, but it seems to be less aware of the 

egocentric and antisocial evils inherent in egalitarianism itself and sometimes expressed in 

programs for economic or social conformity, in a libertarian rejection of authority, and in a 

despisal of servanthood as a ‘demeaning’ role. (Ellis 1989:57) 

From this discussion I conclude neither that the emphasis on mutual 

submission deconstructs all the relationships of authority that follow, leaving 

no place for authority in society, nor that the intent of the passage is to defend 

the patriarchal status quo. After surveying the New Testament material 

Witherington in Women in the Earliest Churches concludes that there is: ‘no 
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call to social revolution or the overthrow of a patriarchal society outside of the 

Body of Christ. Reformation in community,11 not renunciation, is the order of the 

day’ (1988:211). Current structures are to be transformed by following Christ’s 

example and teaching: ‘You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 

them, and their great men exercise authority over them. It shall not be so 

among you; but whoever would be great among you must be your servant’ 

(Matthew 20:25f.).  

Experiences of the different persons within the Godhead vis-a-vis one another 

do not call into question the dignity of each person. ‘For Christ did not count 

equality with God as a thing to be grasped’ (Philippians 2:6), and his 

submission did not in any way take away from his deity, but was rather an 

expression of his love for the Father who sent him into the world. If Jesus can 

take on the form of servant and wash his disciples’ feet and yet remain their 

Lord (John 13:14), then a fortiori he can voluntarily submit to his Father and 

yet at the same time remain Lord. ‘Equality of worth is not identity of role’ 

(Yoder 1972:177fn.23). Within the Godhead, headship and submission are 

                                           
11 Original emphasis 
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consistent with unity: this is possible through the love and mutual delight that 

exists between the persons.  

This is a model for relationships between husband and wife in the union of 

marriage. Secure in their identity as members of God’s family, husbands can 

voluntarily sacrifice and wives can voluntarily submit without risk to the 

dignity or worth of either. Thus, within the hermeneutical spiral, the 

assumptions of a power struggle which lie behind arguments over authority 

and equality are called into question: submission is not something that should 

be enforced by the husband any more than it is enforced by the Father; nor is 

equality something to be grasped by the wife any more than it is grasped by 

the Son. Rather, as within the Trinity (John 17:3), each spouse should seek to 

bring honour to the other in working together towards a common goal of 

glorifying Christ. 

In 5.4 I argued that the metaphor of Christ as bridegroom emphasizes the 

sacrificial loving delight to be taken in a wife. That sacrificial love of the 

bridegroom is reinforced in the current section by the metaphor of Christ the 

head united with the church as a model for a man united with his wife. It is 

easier to see the extent of the challenge in this metaphor when viewed from 
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another patriarchal society such as Supyire than from more egalitarian Western 

societies. Christ as head challenges the Supyire concept that views headship as 

authority displayed mainly in terms of commanding and disciplining one’s 

wife. The unity of the head and the body challenges forms of behaviour to 

which some of the interviewees testified: taking on a widow for her sexual 

appeal but not to provide for her in other ways; being absent from her for the 

majority of the time; and not communicating with a widow what has been 

decided concerning her fate at the division of the inheritance. On the other 

hand, it affirms those who treat their wives with love and respect as a means of 

loving themselves. It affirms those wives who submit to their husbands that 

they are imitating Christ in his submission to his Father. In the end, neither the 

one who sacrifices nor the one who submits lose out, for as one flesh, if one is 

glorified, so is the other. 

In the next section I look at Christ as the image of the invisible God and 

thereby broaden the lens on marriage to extend beyond relations between a 

man and a woman to view its role in producing children, honouring ancestors, 

families and clans, and structuring the whole of Supyire society. 
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5.6 Christ as the image of God 

5.6.1 Introduction 

For the Supyire one’s primary identity comes from being part of a patriclan, 

looking back to a common clan ancestor and forward to children yet unborn. 

Marriage and levirate gain their significance from their contribution to the 

strengthening of the clan. In this section I look at Christ as the image of the 

invisible God. As the image of God Christ is the beginning, going back further 

than the first Supyire ancestor, and the ultimate goal for whom all things were 

created. Colossians 1:15-20 reads: 

He is the image of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation; for in him all things were 

created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or 

principalities or authorities - all things were created through him and for him. He is before 

all things, and in him all things hold together. He is the head of the body, the church; he is 

the beginning, the first-born from the dead, that in everything he might be pre-eminent. For 

in him all the fulness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself 

all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross. 

This metaphor thus affirms the Supyire desire for identity beyond that of the 

individual, relativizes and challenges the Supyire concentration on one’s own 

family and fertility, and takes up Supyire identity by enveloping it in a wider 

vision of a fellowship of those from all nations reconciled to Christ. 
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5.6.2  Humans in the image of God 

Humankind is introduced in Genesis (1.26):  

Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have 

dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over 

all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.’  

The early church father, Irenaeus, interpreted ‘in our image’ as referring to 

rationality, which distinguishes humans from the rest of creation, whereas 

‘after our likeness’ refers to human’s moral likeness to God. According to 

Irenaeus the moral likeness was lost at the Fall, whereas the rationality of 

humanity, the image of God survived (Erickson 1998:522). Augustine shared 

Irenaeus’ emphasis on rationality, identifying in the soul of man the trinity of 

memory, intelligence and will as vestigia Trinitatias or ‘the footsteps of the 

Trinity’ (O’Daly 1999:162). The human mind is the image of God when it 

contemplates the truth (1887:XII.7,10). The Reformers sought to provide a 

more rounded view of the image of God: it is in our whole being that we are 

like God. The Reformers argued that the image is humanity’s righteous 

standing before God, rather than the formal structure of essential human 

nature; for Calvin, it is ‘the entire excellence of human nature, as it shone in 

Adam before his fall’ (1949:165). Similarly, Luther described it as ‘a 
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workmanship the most beautiful, the most excellent, and the most noble’ 

(1923:89). As a result of the Fall humankind is depraved, and the image is 

defaced though not completely effaced (Luther 1923:89f.; Calvin 1949:165). 

Clines argued that the history of the doctrine shows how it is all too easy for 

the open-ended term ‘the image of God’ to be moulded in order to serve the 

contemporary philosophical and religious thought of the commentator 

(1968:54). He sought to avoid this danger by looking for clues to the meaning 

from the surrounding text in Genesis, and from the context of the Ancient Near 

East. According to Clines, as the Hebrew preposition preceding ‘image’ is 

different from that preceding ‘likeness’, the phrase is better translated ‘as our 

image’ than ‘in our image’. ‘As our image’ means that rather than some aspect 

of man’s make-up being like God, the whole of man, body and soul is the image 

of God and implies man is God’s representative on earth rather than 

representation (1968:101); and ‘in our likeness’ is ‘an assurance that man is an 

adequate and faithful representative of God on earth’ (1968:101). He 

emphasizes the link between this responsibility and the dominion and 

responsibility God gives men and women over the created order in Genesis 
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1:28 (1968:96ff.,101). Von Rad, likewise, parallels the Ancient Near East 

tradition of royal use of an image: 

Just as powerful earthly kings, to indicate their claim to dominion, erect an image of 

themselves in the provinces of their empire where they do not personally appear, so man is 

placed upon earth in God’s image as God’s sovereign emblem. He is really only God’s 

representative, summoned to maintain and enforce God’s claim to dominion over the earth. 

The decisive thing about man’s similarity to God, therefore, is his function in the nonhuman 

world. (1961:58) 

Insightful though this is, there is more to be said on the ‘image of God’ than 

this function of dominion. Genesis 9:6 reads: ‘Whoever sheds the blood of man, 

by man shall his blood be shed; for God made man in his own image.’ Here the 

narrator suggests that the ‘image of God’ endows human life with special 

dignity and worth. Thielicke writes of this dignity and some of its implications:  

By man in his being12 we mean man as he is related to God, man in so far as he is the bearer 

of a responsibility and an infinite value and in so far as he thus has the dignity of being an 

‘end in himself’ (Kant), that is, never to be used as a means to an end. (1964:21) 

There is also a dynamic aspect to the image of God revealed in the New 

Testament, in that humans can become more like God over time. All are made 

in God’s image and have the potential to participate in Christ, but Christians 

are being dynamically transformed to the conformity of the image of God. 

Christ is the image of God par excellence (2 Corinthians 4:4,6; Colossians 1:15). 

                                           
12 Original emphasis 
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In Christ we ‘see what manhood was meant to be’ (Clines 1968:103). In 

Colossians 3:9f. the new nature given to Christians ‘is being renewed in 

knowledge after the image of its creator’. 1 Corinthians 15:49 reads: ‘Just as we 

have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the 

man of heaven.’ Here is the eschatological vision, that God will bring to 

fruition his original purpose of creating a people who, in Christ, reflect the 

divine image. 

5.6.3  Male and female in the image of God 

Linked in with this vision of a community of people reflecting the divine image 

is the differentiation between the sexes, for Genesis 1:27 reads: ‘So God created 

man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he 

created them.’ Over the centuries Augustine’s theology has been a dominating 

influence on the church’s view of gender and marriage. He believed that a 

woman’s mind is lacking and directed to the cognition of lower things. Eve had 

‘small intelligence’ whereas Adam has a ‘spiritual mind’, so she alone was open 

to being deceived by the serpent.13 According to Augustine, a woman can attain 

                                           
13 Augustine wrote: ‘That a man endowed with a spiritual mind could have believed this [the 

lie of the serpent] is astonishing. And just because it is impossible to believe it, woman was 

given to man, woman who was of small intelligence and who perhaps still lives more in 
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the image of God when she is joined with her husband.14 He wrote: ‘For not in 

the body but the mind was man made in the image of God’ (quoted in Clines 

1968:86fn.156). This attempt to locate the image of God in man’s rationality 

was partial and unsatisfactory, for it does not account for the Genesis account 

that in God’s view all of his creation was very good (Genesis 1:31); it left 

untouched relation with non-human creation; and it has led to a denigration of 

female dignity.  

Paul in Galatians 3:28 states: ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 

slave or free person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ 

Jesus’ (NRSV). This has been understood by Wire as Christ, the genderless 

image of God, supplanting the ‘male and female’ of Genesis 1.27, to be realized 

at the resurrection (1990:123). Arriving at a similar conclusion from a 

postmodern stance, Boyarin argues that while the body is marked male and 

female, the spirit is universal. Universal oneness is obtained ‘beyond and 

                                                                                                                            
accordance with the promptings of the inferior flesh than by the superior reason’ (quoted in 

Clark 1983:40). 

14 Augustine wrote: ‘the woman together with her own husband is the image of God, so that 

that whole substance may be one image; but when she is referred separately to her quality of 

help-meet, which regards the woman herself alone, then she is not the image of God; but as 

regards the man alone, he is the image of God as fully and completely as when the woman too 

is joined with him in one (1887:XII.7,10). 
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outside the body’ (1994:24). There was a Christ according to the flesh (Romans 

9.5) and an allegorical risen Christ (Romans 1.3f.). In baptism believers put on 

the non-corporeal body of the risen Christ (1994:24f.). Boyarin finds support in 

Philo’s allegorical interpretation of Genesis 1, where the creature was neither 

male nor female and male and femaleness was spiritual; the account in Genesis 

2 introduces an entirely different creation, a carnal Adam who is male and 

from whose side the female is constructed (1994:19-22;187-191).15 

Gundry-Volf (1997:448) comments that such interpretations are plausible only 

if Galatians 3:28 is considered as a free-floating baptismal tradition in a 

Hellenistic context. Consideration of the context of the letter to the Galatians 

and other Pauline literature shows that the Gnostic idea of an allegorical non-

corporeal body of Christ is foreign to Paul; Christ was descended from a literal, 

not an allegorical, genealogy (Romans 1:3;9:5). The immediate context of the 

saying in Galatians reads: 

Now before faith came, we were confined under the law, kept under restraint until faith 

should be revealed. So that the law was our custodian until Christ came, that we might be 

justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a custodian; for in 

Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. For as many of you as were baptized into 

                                           
15 Betz (1979:199) proposes the possibility that the myth of an androgynous Christ-Anthropos 

figure lies behind Galatians 3:28, but admits that ‘definite proof is impossible for lack of 

sources’. Schlüssler Fiorenza concludes that such is merely conjecture (1983:211). 
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Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 

there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ's, 

then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise. (3:23-29) 

The immediate context suggests that the expression ‘there is not male and 

female’ is analogous to ‘neither Jew nor Greek’. Paul was battling the idea that 

Gentile converts should be obliged to submit to circumcision, making Jewish 

identity marker a key to their salvation. Paul argued that the question of 

circumcision or non-circumcision was irrelevant to Gentiles’ full inclusion in 

the people of God (Galatians 5:6;6:15). Although Paul makes the question a 

matter of indifference he forbids attempts to erase the bodily marks 

differentiating Jews from Gentiles (1 Corinthians 7:18). Gundry-Volf argues 

that likewise in Paul’s thought differences between male and female are 

adiaphorized (made irrelevant for full inclusion into the people of God) but are 

not to be erased. Men and women are said to interdependent ‘in the Lord’ (1 

Corinthians 11:11) rather than homogenized.  

Gundry-Volf argues that as gender differences are retained and inserted on 

equal terms into a unity in Christ, in 1 Corinthians 11 Paul had two sets of 

inter-related issues with which to deal: 
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First the differences between male and female are grounded in the body, and the body is 

part of creation… Second the differences between male and female are lived out in a 

different culture. Hence we can expect him to take into account – not necessarily 

consciously – cultural practices of his time. In 1 Corinthians 11 he theologizes about gender 

from three interrelated loci: (1) the new creation in Christ in which ‘women is not 

independent of man and man not independent of woman’ (11,11), (2) the doctrine of 

creation which both underwrites the hierarchical priority of the man (11,8) and the equality 

of man and woman (11,12), and (3) cultural practices according to which shame ought not 

to be brought upon the ‘head’ (the woman’s head who is the man, and the man’s ‘head’ who 

is Christ) by those in a lower position acting ‘out of order’. (Gundry-Volf 1997:477) 

If these three loci are accepted as valid, then we can understand Paul to teach 

that all people are of equal value in Christ, without levelling all cultural 

distinctions and without Christians abandoning the roles of wives and husbands 

in society. I draw from this that asymmetry in relations should not mean that 

women are viewed as being of lesser worth. ‘In a family the husband and the 

wife play different roles but each, being made in the image of God, has the 

same honor as the other’ (So 2009:224). Similarly, Mary van Leeuwen 

maintains that men and women created in God’s image are: 

fundamentally equal. Yet the Creator, whose appreciation of diversity vibrates through 

creation, made both men and women as human beings embodied differently and thus bound 

to experience the creation in certain unique ways. Accordingly, equality and diversity are at 

the heart of creation, and the center of the human community. (1993:101) 

However she also recognizes the distorting influence of sin: ‘…difference has 

become the foundation on which we have built prejudice, discrimination, and 

oppression. … Instead of building an imaginative playground on the foundation 
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of difference, human beings have erected the structures of power over others’ 

(1993:102). I conclude that the difference between the genders is not 

something to be minimized or explained away or exploited; instead, it is 

something to be celebrated. 

 

5.6.4  Community aspect of the image of God 

Gunton revisited the attention the Cappadocian Fathers paid to ‘the seriousness 

with which the Bible expresses the unity and diversity of God’s action’ 

(1991:96). In contrast to Augustine who said: ‘The Father is called person in 

respect to himself, not in relation to the Son or the Holy Spirit’ (quoted in 

Gunton 1991:97), Basil of Caesarea argued that ‘the being of God ‘unfolds’ in 

the relations of the persons’ (quoted in Gunton 1991:97), and ‘there is a reality 

of communion in which each particular is affirmed as unique and irreplaceable 

by the others: God’s personhood is realized through his relationship with 

others’ (quoted in Gunton 1991:97).  

The community of human persons reflects the community within the Godhead. 

For Grenz a person can only be related to the image of God ‘within the context 

of life in the community with others. Only in fellowship with others can we 
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show forth what God is like, for God is the community of love’ (1994:232). 

Macmurray draws out the implications of this: ‘We need one another to be 

ourselves. Individual independence is an illusion. In ourselves we are nothing; 

… a vacuum. … It is only in relation to others that we exist as persons’ 

(1961:211). This ties in closely with Piot’s observations concerning persons 

who are defined through relations (1.4.1). 

When God created humans in his image he created them in a community of 

male and female (he looked on Adam alone and reflected ‘It is not good for 

man to be alone’ [Genesis 2:18]). In procreation God enables man and woman 

to share in this creative love and extension of community. ‘Now Adam knew 

Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying: “I have gotten a man 

with the help of the Lord”’ (Genesis 4:1). God is seen to be at work knitting the 

child in its mother’s womb (Psalm 139:13). The child bears the image of her 

human parents but bears also the image of her heavenly father.  

That Jesus, the image of the invisible God became a human child, not as a 

potential adult but as a son of the living God, reveals new meaning for all 

childhood (Thatcher 2007:104f.). ‘After and because of Jesus, childhood is 

included in what counts as perfect humanhood’ (Thatcher 2007:102). For this 
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reason Jesus rebuked the disciples who would chase away the children as not 

being worthy of their Master’s attention. ‘“Let the children come to me, and do 

not hinder them; for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven.” And he laid his 

hands on them’ (Matthew 19:14-15). While his disciples were disputing who 

among them was the greatest, Jesus ‘took a child, and put him in the midst of 

them; and taking him in his arms, he said to them: “Whoever receives one such 

child in my name receives me; and whoever receives me, receives not me but 

him who sent me’’’ (Mark 9:36f.). The triune God reaches out beyond 

Christendom and the churches as the source of love (Thatcher 207:47); he is 

present particularly among the world’s children. Therefore each child is a gift 

from God and should be the subject of thanksgiving, unconditional love and 

honour in recognition of his bearing God’s image. ‘The image of God is already 

to be found within the child, and the nurture of the child by the parents draws 

it out and imprints it on the child’s character’ (Thatcher 2007:105). Each child 

can make a unique contribution to its family. ‘By means of love, respect and 

obedience towards their parents, children offer their specific and irreplaceable 

contribution to the construction of an authentically human and Christian 

family’ (Wojtyla 1981: para.60). 
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5.6.5  Theological implications  

The intention of creating men and women in the image of God was that they 

represent God on earth. Jesus Christ, the second Adam, the Son of God, the 

invisible image of God came to establish that kingdom where the first Adam 

had failed. Being recreated in the image of God thus involves communion with 

Christ, representing God to the rest of creation, and relationships with one 

another based on love and respect for the special dignity of each other. This 

gives a perspective from which to gain a deeper appreciation of the harmony of 

shalom in culture (outlined in 1.4), in all relations between humans and God, 

humans and their environment, and within humanity between man and 

woman, parents and children. The vision is that communities increasingly 

reflect the image of Christ in anticipation of the heavenly city in Revelation 

21:1ff.; 22:1-5 which ‘symbolizes community on the highest plane ‒ a 

redeemed people dwelling in a renewed creation and enjoying the presence of 

the triune God’ (Grenz 1997:264). In the next three subsections I draw out 

some further implications for the philosophy of kinship (5.6.5.1), for universal 

human rights (5.6.5.2) and for the local church (5.6.5.3). 
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5.6.5.1 Implications for the philosophy of kinship 

This loving God is omnipresent and the source of all good gifts including 

marriage, children and families. Divine love ‘touches, inspires, generates, and 

embodies all human love by participating in it. There is divine grace in human 

love, however frail’ (Thatcher 2007:216). This gives a basis for what McKinley 

observes is a universal philosophy of kinship (2001). When these gifts from 

God are properly viewed, when people are restored in relationship within God’s 

universal family and God is given his rightful place at the centre of family life 

and children and family are recognized as ultimately belonging to God, then 

there is freedom to truly love and to be loved within localized families. There is 

freedom to bring children up to love their heavenly father, and there is an 

openness to including others from God’s family whom God brings into a 

localized family. 

The gift of a child from God does not become the absolute possession of her 

human parents; Jesus teaches the prior relationship of her heavenly Father and 

the priority of the family of God. Jesus Christ was incarnated into a particular 

family, thereby showing the value of kinship obligations. He showed that 

kinship is a gift of God and also relativized it. His kingdom is more ancient, 
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more extensive and more all encompassing than that of any earthly kingdom or 

clan: 

Then his mother and his brothers came to him, but they could not reach him for the crowd. 

And he was told, ‘Your mother and your brothers are standing outside, desiring to see you.’ 

But he said to them, ‘My mother and my brothers are those who hear the word of God and 

do it.’ (Luke 8:19ff.) 

‘If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children 

and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple.’ (Luke 14:26) 

 … there is no man who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for the 

sake of the kingdom of God, who will not receive manifold more in this time, and in the age 

to come eternal life. (Luke 18:29f.) 

Some see that the gospel accounts reflect a tension between disciples who were 

pro-family and those who were anti-family within the early church (Thatcher 

2007:214). This position requires making a choice within the gospel narratives 

as to what should be regarded as originating with Christ and what should be 

discarded as unoriginal. It is possible, though, to read the gospels in another 

way which respects the integrity of the writings. Christ’s words concerning 

hatred of family members need not be taken any more literally than the 

counsel to amputate one’s hand that is causing sin (Matthew 5:30). The 

greatest and most important commandment is that ‘you shall love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, 

and with all your strength’ (Matthew 22:37f.). All other loves are secondary 
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and in hyperbole can be likened to hatred. The gospel narratives confirm that 

Jesus did not mean literal hatred and severing of family ties. He taught against 

the neglect of duty to one’s parents (Mark 7:11-13). He went to heal Peter’s 

mother-in-law (Mark 1:29ff.). He resurrected the only son of a widow and gave 

him back to her (Luke 7:11-15). While on the cross he took care that his 

mother had a home to go to after his death (John 19:26f.).  

Family ties are important but should not become all important. Taylor 

contrasts the African view where the family is the primary and central point of 

reference, fairly self-contained and self-sufficient, and where God is quite 

remote, with the view of Jesus who:  

points men further back and further forward. This widening of the frame to the ultimate 

Beginning and End is the same utterly simple move by which he confounded the Jewish 

faith and drove it to crucify him. In his arguments with the Jewish theologians about 

divorce Jesus cut across their casuistry within the context of the divine beginning –‘In the 

beginning, at the creation, God made them male and female’ – and of the divine end – ‘They 

are sons of God because they share in the resurrection.’ Again, by applying the same 

framework of the ultimate Alpha and Omega, he broke open the bounds of their narrow, 

nationalist Salvation-history. ‘Before Abraham was, I am,’ and ‘They shall come from the 

east and west and from the north and south and shall sit down in the Kingdom of God.’ 

Exactly the same thing happens when Christ speaks to the traditional thought of Africa. 

To the African world-view the first overwhelming surprise of the Gospel comes from the 

recognition that the solidarity of human life is related directly to God. The covenant of 

mutual responsibility and obligation is not merely betwixt kinsmen, but between the people 

and God. (1964:112f.) 
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In relation to the Supyire worldview, Christ as the image of God serves firstly 

to affirm that personhood is tied to family and community; secondly, to affirm 

that kinship and community obligations are part of God’s plan to reflect his 

image; thirdly, to challenge the tendency in Supyire thought to idolize the gifts 

of family and fertility for identity; fourthly, to challenge the displacement of 

God from the centre of life in favour of ancestors and other created beings 

inhabiting their land; and finally, to challenge any failure to see in others the 

image of God. 

5.6.5.2 Implications for human rights 

One’s view of human rights reflects one’s view of humanity and that in turn 

ultimately reflects one’s view of God. Locke (1988) and Rousseau (1932) 

posited a social contract, built on an assumption of autonomous individuals, 

giving up their natural rights and submitting to laws of which they themselves 

are the authors. A difficulty for liberalism, argues McFadyen, is that it has 

conceived of ‘individuals as isolated and as, in principle, socially abstract (i.e. 

ontologically and logically prior to institutions)’ (1990:238).  

The United Nations Declaration of Human Rights also posits human rights in its 

preamble: ‘Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and 
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inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of 

freedom, justice and peace in the world … ’. Article 2 commences: ‘Everyone is 

entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without 

distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex … ’. It leaves untouched 

fundamental underlying questions: Why is this dignity inherent in humans? 

Who gives them this dignity? Who is responsible to assure it? What about their 

relation with non-human creation? What happens when cultural views of 

dignity clash? At the base, what is man and woman? What is community? 

It is impossible to extract individuals from others or from the social context of 

which they are all members. This seems to be assumed in the language of 

Article 2 regarding all members of the human family and, in Article 27, which 

states that everyone has the right to freely participate in the cultural life of the 

community.  

Christ as the image of God gives ground for the dignity of human beings 

presupposed in the Declaration and also relativizes the individual, for it is only 

in community that the personhood is realisable. Consequently, individual 

human rights cannot be held to be absolutes. Persons, relations and societies 

are all intertwined; none can claim to be absolute and determinative. As 
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McFadyen argues: ‘Paradoxically, we lose ourselves if we try to bury our love, 

trust and hope and find meaning in ourselves alone - if we close ourselves off 

from God and others’ (1990:165). 

5.6.5.3 Implications for the local church 

In the broad vision of the reconciliation of the whole universe to Christ, the 

image of God, the church as a universal family is not to replace the household 

family but to infuse it and redeem it. In entering the kingdom family: 

we are ‘born again’ – we are changed in our very beings, so that our being-in-family is also 

changed, and we are enabled to minister to our families in love and in truth. God does not 

want to destroy our families, but to redeem them. (Glaser et al. 2008:232) 

Christ is the second Adam, in whom God and Man are united forever; and the 

vision is that the church and ultimately the whole universe will be united in 

him, having him at its head. Taylor describes the importance of this expanded 

‘primal vision’ transforming, rather than simply replacing, the more limited 

vision of the clan: 

The Church is that part of the organism which is orientated to the new head and so has 

become his body. But there are not two bodies. And the metanoia, the miraculous turning, 

is going on within the original organism of Man, and must go on until the whole universe, 

all in heaven and on earth, is reconciled to Christ and brought into unity in him (1 

Corinthians 11:3; Ephesians 1:10, 22; 5:23; Colossians 1:20; 2:29). As C.S. Lewis has it, ‘A 

new Nature is being not merely made but made out of an old one. We live amid all the 

anomalies, inconveniences, hopes and excitements of a house that is being rebuilt. 
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Something is being pulled down and something is going up in its place.’ The Christ of the 

primal world-view demands decision but not disengagement. (1964:120) 

Believers need to live in this God-given identity. ‘This is not only because of 

their responsibility to their kin: it is also because fragmented communities have 

histories of sin and pain which need to be forgiven and healed’ (Glaser et al. 

2008:231). Part of this pain is experienced by the widows and fatherless who 

have lost their husband and father. The Scriptures consistently show God as 

having a special concern for those who are particularly vulnerable. ‘Father of 

the fatherless and protector of widows is God in his holy habitation. He gives 

the desolate a home to dwell in’ (Psalm 68:5-6a). He forbids taking advantage 

of the weak: ‘Do not oppress the widow, the fatherless, the sojourner, or the 

poor’ (Zechariah 7:10); and he requires his people to mirror this care in very 

practical ways: ‘When you reap your harvest in your field, and have forgotten a 

sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it; it shall be for the sojourner, 

the fatherless, and the widow’ (Deuteronomy 24:19). ‘Religion that is pure and 

undefiled before God and the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in 

their affliction’ (James 1:27). The challenge for the church in each society is to 

mirror the divine care for widows and orphans, who though weak and 

vulnerable, are no less bearers of the image of God. The aim should be that in 
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their households they are protected and provided for, and further, that in the 

community of love they may flourish and make their own unique contribution.  

Having built up a multi-layered map of what it means to be in Christ, in the 

next chapter I seek to establish a framework for working out a practical 

theology of Supyire levirate and marriage in the light of Christ as redeemer, 

bridegroom, head of the body and the image of God. 
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6. A FRAMEWORK FOR A SUPYIRE THEOLOGY OF 

MARRIAGE AND LEVIRATE 

With the theological maps from the last chapter in mind, I now consider four 

objections commonly levelled at levirate (6.1). I then assess Kirwen’s 

appreciation of African levirate as a way of preserving permanent marriages in 

agreement with what is most essential to Christian marriage, and his defence 

against some of the objections; namely, that they are based on a non-African 

individualistic view of personhood (6.2). Then I review the Supyire perspective 

on levirate and begin to construct a framework for a Supyire theology of 

marriage and levirate (6.3).  

Each society needs marital norms in order to function, though how these norms 

operate and how marriage is played out in practice differ from one society to 

the next. I argued above (1.4) that each sin-tainted family structure can be 

redeemed and can make its own unique contribution to the church’s 

understanding of the family of Christ. This is not to say that all are equally 

valid, for in reality, all cultures fall short, to a greater or lesser extent, of the 

glory of God. It remains for practical theology to seek to articulate a renewed 

vision of the local customs in the light of both the glorious purposes of 
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marriage and the grace God shows in dealing with situations that do not live 

up to those glorious purposes. The aim of practical theology is to show how the 

in-breaking of the kingdom of God may redeem lives, marriages and societies 

throughout the world. As Adeney states:  

The ancient rift between Adam and Eve continues to be played out all over the world. The 

healing of this rift is one of the great promises of the coming kingdom of God. Shalom 

reveals a positive ideal for gender relations. Augustine defines shalom as ‘the perfectly 

ordered, harmonious enjoyment of God and of one another in God.’ This is an ideal for all 

people in all cultures. Men and women from all cultures need one another in our imperfect 

search for shalom. (1995b:219) 

This ‘imperfect search for shalom’ requires humility and interdependence: 

humility, since no one culture has reached the ideal, and interdependence, 

since no one person, gender or culture can make progress towards shalom in 

isolation. 

6.1 Some objections to levirate 

There are four common objections to levirate being considered ‘Christian’: it is 

not a proper form of marriage; it extends marriage beyond death; it is a form of 

slavery; and it is often polygynous. I consider each in turn. 
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6.1.1 Levirate is not a proper form of marriage 

According to Kirwen, his survey of the opinion of African leaders of the Roman 

Catholic church shows that they view levirate as unlawful because ’the widow 

is not the brother-in-law’s wife‘ (1979:180). It is a possible criticism of the 

Supyire levirate relationship that there is no traditional furu or marriage 

celebration to mark its beginning, and therefore levirate is a form of 

fornication. However, in Supyire eyes, the lack of a wedding ceremony is not a 

reason to consider the widow and inheritor to be living together outside of a 

marital relationship. A Supyire woman is only given in furu once during her 

lifetime. Her union with the inheritor is considered to be a continuation of the 

same furu her deceased husband ‘did’ (see 3.4.1). There is nothing secretive, 

shameful or illicit about the inheritance within the Supyire community. The 

inheritance by the inheritor is witnessed by the meeting of the younger 

brothers of the deceased, and that the relationship begins with the inheritor 

making a symbolic gift of firewood to the widow.  

A majority of East African Roman Catholics opposed the prohibition of levirate 

by the church (Kirwen 1979:180f.). They used the following arguments against 

the prohibition, all of which could apply in the Supyire situation: the Christian 
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widow should not be designated a prostitute, as she is not responsible for her 

husband’s death, and she still prays and loves God. She cannot be remarried; 

she is in need and should therefore be helped rather than disciplined. The 

brother-in-law should not be castigated for following the custom as it is a sign 

of love for his brother, and it keeps the bridewealth from being wasted. As 

Kirwen argues, from the Africans’ perspective levirate is ‘a respectable social 

institution for the care of widows, and is not considered to be a sexually 

immoral (adulterous) union’ (1979:203).  

There is a wide variety of forms of marriages in different cultures represented 

in Scriptures, including levirate. Nowhere is it expressly prohibited. To the 

contrary, levirate was an obligation in early Israelite society and there was 

shame attached to the neglect of the responsibility of providing for a widow 

through levirate (5.3). It has been claimed that levirate is not a proper form of 

marriage, but supporting evidence has not been produced to substantiate the 

claim. 

6.1.2 Levirate extends marriage beyond death 

The second objection is that although levirate is not expressly forbidden in 

Scripture, it seeks to extend marriage beyond the death of a husband, contrary 
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to two New Testament texts that teach that death terminates a marriage; 

Kisembo (1998:107f.) alludes to this argument. 

In Roman law a widow was free to remarry after a period of mourning (Winter 

2003:125,138). Paul uses this law in his letter to the Romans (7:1-6) to 

illustrate Christian freedom from sinful passions. As a widow is free to remarry 

another man, likewise Christians have died to the law and are ‘dead to that 

which held us captive, so that we serve not under the old written code but in 

the new life of the Spirit’ (Romans 7:6). To interpret a text such as this it is 

necessary to look behind and inside the text (1.5.3) and to consider the context 

and the intention. The purpose of Paul’s citation of the Roman law is not to 

make a universal declaration that on death of one spouse all marital obligations 

are complete, nor to state that levirate is an unlawful custom. His purpose is 

rather to use this law as an illustration to illuminate a point about freedom, 

and so his citation should not be pressed into a universal rule.  

In writing to the Corinthian church in the paragraph concluding his advice on 

various matters concerning marriage, Paul wrote:  

A wife is bound to her husband as long as he lives. If the husband dies, she is free to be 

married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord. But in my judgment she is happier if she 

remains as she is. And I think that I have the Spirit of God. (1 Corinthians 7:39f.) 
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Massingberd Ford states: ‘In this verse St Paul lifts the obligation of levirate 

marriage from the woman’ (1964:365). However, none of the commentaries 

surveyed consulted take levirate to be the topic here, and Fee explicitly rebuts 

Massingberd Ford: ‘The clause speaks of her own will in such a way that it is 

hardly conceivable that she is a young widow obliged by Jewish law to marry 

her brother-in-law’ (1987:356). In this chapter of the letter, Paul has been 

talking into the context of a young church growing in a society characterized 

by few constraints on sexual expression where an ascetic party within the 

church has been forbidding sexual relations within marriage or even 

advocating divorce (1 Corinthians 7:10; Fee 1987:355). Difficult questions 

arising from this situation confronted the church and it had sought advice from 

Paul. Paul is seen to be consciously weighing up the pros and cons of various 

options for Christians facing these questions. He is advising that though his 

personal preference is for a widow in the light of the current crisis to devote 

her energy to Christ and his work, she is free to remarry if she so wishes 

(contrary to the position of the ascetic party). Nowhere in the rest of the 

chapter has the question of levirate been raised; nor has he been comparing 

different systems of marriage nor pronouncing universal norms for all societies.  
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6.1.3 Levirate is a form of slavery 

The third objection to levirate is articulated by Kisembo et al. (1988:108). 

Levirate obstructs the widow’s freedom to decide on her own future; a widow’s 

freedom of consent must be guaranteed, as is demanded by the civil law of 

Kenya and Tanzania. I have noted (5.6.5.2) how the dignity of humans made in 

the image of God converges with the notion of freedom underpinning the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Article 1 begins: ‘All human beings are 

born free and equal in dignity and rights.’ Since the mid-twelfth century, 

Western theologians have defined marriage in terms of consent to conjugal 

society. For Scotus (quoted in Witte 1997:25) it is ‘a mutual exchange of 

authority over one another’s bodies for the procreation and proper nurture of 

children.’ Mutual exchange reflects Paul’s counsel to the Corinthians:  

The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her 

husband. For the wife does not rule over her own body, but the husband does; likewise the 

husband does not rule over his own body, but the wife does. (1 Corinthians 7:3f.) 

The consent of the widow is also assumed in Paul’s counsel referred to in 6.1.2 

that she may be married ‘to whom she wishes’.  
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Supyire marriage operates on the basis of exchange of bridewealth, and the 

explicit consent of the bride is not required.1 This sort of situation is criticized 

by Delafosse (1930:283f.) as a form of slavery. It could be argued that it runs 

foul of two further articles of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights: 

‘Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person’ (Article 3); and 

‘No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall 

be prohibited in all their forms’ (Article 4). If Supyire marriage is indeed a 

form of slavery of a woman, there is no escape from it, even after the death of 

one’s husband. She herself is inherited and is not given an inheritance from her 

husband; she has no freedom to set up an independent home.  

However, these arguments consider the widow in isolation from the community 

to which she belongs. Christ as head of the body points to the closest possible 

community and interdependence between husband and wife (5.5) and Christ as 

the image of God shows that individuality is only realised in community (5.6). 

So Bauckham is correct when he argues: ‘the need for liberation from 

oppressive conditions should not be confused with the quite different notion of 

liberation from all limits’ (1991:18). The fullest and truest sense of freedom 

                                           
1 Neither is the explicit consent of the bridegroom required. 
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comes in accepting the limits there are in loving relationships with others. 

Belonging to others does not contradict freedom, but is rather necessary for 

freedom. Belonging is mutual even in relationships which are asymmetrical 

such as parent-child and God-human (Bauckham 1991:16).  

The widow belongs to her husband’s group and they belong to her; it is this 

mutual belonging which is the framework for her relationships with her 

children, with the rest of the community and with the farmland. If freedom of 

consent of the individual were taken to be the determining factor of what is a 

valid marriage, then the whole system of Supyire marriage and land use would 

be called into question, based as it is on bridewealth, arranged marriages and 

family ties.  

It is doubtful that Supyire levirate should be compared to slavery; while it is 

true that Supyire widows do not inherit from their husbands and this does 

restrict their possible courses of action, they are not completely without 

options. Those women who are past the age of child-bearing when they are 

widowed are able to choose a boy as a nominal levirate and then live with 

their grown-up sons. Those who are inherited by their zàbange may still ask 

permission from him to leave to live with any of their sons who have moved to 
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another village or town. As for younger widows, they have less room for 

manoeuvre unless they choose an option which carries with it social 

disapproval such as divorce, or a nominal levirate and a paramour. Still, a 

younger widow who is inherited in the customary fashion may choose whether 

or not to consent to intimate relations with their inheritor; if she decides not to 

replace the bed her deceased husband used to sleep on, it is an indication to 

the inheritor that she is not ready to welcome him in her bed. While it is true 

that to an outsider from a Western perspective these cultural choices appear to 

be very limited, I have also shown that these choices do not remain static and 

there is room for manouevre and development.  

Furthermore, it can be argued that the concept of freedom is not an absolute 

one. The freedom of widows to remarry advocated by Paul in 1 Corinthians 

7:39 was not absolute for there were constraints. The proposed marriage had to 

be ‘in the Lord’,2 and presumably the husband, too, had to be willing to marry. 

Freedom is relativized by Jesus’ emphasis that it is God who joins together a 

man and wife (Matthew 19:6). This negates the idea of a fully free autonomous 

                                           
2 According to Thiselton (2000:604): ‘Most commentators … see this as a proviso addressed to 

the widow specifying that the remarriage is legitimate only if it is to a Christian believer. … 

[T]o marry an unbeliever … would be to invite a pull in two directions and a lack of unified 

vision.’ 
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individual, for in reality one is dependent on God and on other people. Jesus 

taught that the most important freedom is that of being free from sin: 

Truly, truly, I say to you, every one who commits sin is a slave to sin. The slave does not 

continue in the house for ever; the son continues for ever. So if the Son makes you free, you 

will be free indeed. (John 8:34b-35) 

For Paul, too, spiritual liberty was primordial. In his counsel to Christian slaves 

he argued that it was good to gain freedom from human slavery, but that it was 

a secondary issue:  

Every one should remain in the state in which he was called. Were you a slave when called? 

Never mind. But if you can gain your freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity. For he who 

was called in the Lord as a slave is a freedman of the Lord. Likewise he who was free when 

called is a slave of Christ. You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men. So, 

brethren, in whatever state each was called, there let him remain with God. (1 Corinthians 

7:20-24) 

Thiselton draws from this the following principle: ‘A Christian does not have to 

seek ‘the right situation’ in order to enjoy Christian freedom or serve God’s call 

effectively’ (2000:545).  

This relativization of freedom is borne out in experience. No society gives 

absolute freedom for individuals to do whatever they desire. Within the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights there are competing freedoms that need 

to be balanced. As seen above (5.6.5.2), Article 27 concerns the right to freely 
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participate in the cultural life of the community. Culture is neither neutral nor 

divorced from relations of power and authority. ‘Culture is a dimension of the 

totality of social, political and economic relations’ (United Nations 1998). 

Levirate is an integral part of Supyire marriage, and marriage is at the heart of 

Supyire culture. Putting an end to levirate could not be a precise surgical 

operation. It would be more akin to taking out a thread from a tapestry with 

the risk of unravelling many more threads. Schreiter (1985:142) issues this 

warning:  

‘Freedom’ is a culture-specific word; it can mean individual freedom to choose from a wide 

variety of resources, or it can mean fuller participation in the social complex of the culture. 

Westerners have to be particularly careful about imposing their concepts of freedom on 

others.  

In a similar vein, van Leeuwen et al. argue: ‘For most people what accompanies 

the individualization of modern life under capitalist development is hardly a 

positive notion of ‘freedom’. Often it has meant destitute isolation from old 

networks of support’ (1993:75). Inheritance of Supyire widows is the 

mechanism which allows the old networks of support to help them and their 

children; such support is not to be dismissed lightly. The Supyire widows 

interviewed who had been inherited did not use the language of slavery and 

were largely supportive of levirate. Though one lady did mention the 
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difficulties of being given to an inheritor who neglected his duties, in general 

levirate provides for the widow the opportunity to have more children, an 

identity, a role, respect and a measure of economic security. She remains firmly 

entrenched in the wider family networks, supported into her old age by her 

inheritor, her grown-up sons and the extended family. There is a danger in the 

name of ‘freedom’ of advocating the Western slide into loneliness predicted by 

Nietzsche: ‘the family will be slowly ground into a random collection of 

individuals’, haphazardly bound together ‘in the common pursuit of selfish 

ends’ in the common rejection of the structures and strictures of family, church, 

state, and civil society (quoted in Witte 1997:215). 

6.1.4 Levirate runs counter to scriptural teaching on monogamy 

The fourth objection to consider is that levirate often leads to a form of 

polygynous marriage; indeed this seems to be the sole objection to levirate held 

by the Eglise Chrétienne Evangélique (5.1). Notwithstanding the facts that 

Supyire men are not considered to be married adults by reason of having 

inherited a widow and that there are some levirate situations in which the 

inheritor does not have his own wife, in the majority of cases Supyire levirate 
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is quasi-polygynous, in the sense that a man has marital responsibilities for 

more than one woman at one time. 

A variety of forms of marriage are found in the Bible: polygyny, concubinage, 

monogamy, and levirate. Marriage arises in a variety of circumstances: 

arranged directly by God, for example those of Adam and Eve (Genesis 2) and 

Hosea and Gomer (Hosea 1); arranged by the father, as in the case of Isaac and 

Rebekah (Genesis 24); and based on romantic love (Song of Songs 4:11-15). 

Sometimes women are married as spoils of war (Deuteronomy 20:14; 21:10-14) 

or following seduction (Exodus 22:16f.). Sometimes there are ceremonies and 

festivities to initiate the marriage, for example at Cana (John 2:1-11), and 

sometimes not; for example, it is simply recorded that Isaac took Rebekah into 

his tent when she arrived from afar. In the Old Testament there are several 

examples of polygynous men of God (Genesis 24:57). Abram, the father of the 

faith, is notable. His wife gave him her servant, Hagar, to produce offspring in 

her stead; later she had Abram chase Hagar and her child away, but God saw 

and recognized the two fugitives and had mercy on them (Genesis 16). God 

raised the people of Israel through Jacob’s two wives and two concubines 

(Genesis 31). When God rebuked King David through the prophet Nathan for 
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stealing Uriah’s wife and then putting Uriah in a position where he was likely 

to be killed in battle, one basis for his accusation is that he had already given 

wives (in the plural) to David: ‘I anointed you king over Israel, and I delivered 

you from the hand of Saul. I gave your master's house to you, and your master's 

wives into your arms’ (2 Samuel 12:7f.). 

Turning to the legal code, the Ten Commandments include: ‘You shall not 

commit adultery’ (Exodus 20:14), but there is no explicit prohibition along the 

lines: ‘You shall not have more than one wife.’ There is, however, a 

commandment in the Pentateuch that a polygynous man must not show 

favouritism in assigning his inheritance to the son of a second wife he prefers 

(Deuteronomy 21:15ff.). As for the New Testament, Karl Barth says: ‘We can 

hardly point with certainty to a single text in which polygamy is expressly 

forbidden and monogamy universally decreed’ (1961:III/4:199). 

In his argument against polygamy Bromiley (1981:11) asks the question: 

‘Where does God appear in this record of patriarchal marriages?’ His answer is 

that God appears both in judgment and in grace. God allows ‘the desires and 

deeds of men and women to run their course and be their own punishment. 

Distortions of marriage … carry with them the evil consequences that the Bible 
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so honestly and graphically depicts’ (1981:11). The pain caused by polygynous 

relationships was summarized by Jacob’s statement to Pharaoh: ‘My years have 

been few and difficult’ (Genesis 47:9). God also appears in grace: Abram and 

Sarah and their family benefit from the divine call and covenant; and God uses 

Abram’s family, forgives its marital faults and uses it as the means whereby 

salvation will come through the Messiah, their descendant, to all nations. There 

is thus both judgment and grace; the judgment according to Bromiley (1981:7) 

is an illustration of God giving mankind up in the lusts of their hearts to 

impurity (Romans 1:24).  

Bromiley’s position is open to critique. From the survey of Old Testament 

above, it is clear that polygyny is not classified among the categories that 

Wright (1983:187) identifies as always abhorrent to God: the idolatrous, the 

perverted, that which is destructive of persons or callous towards the poor. 

Polygyny is not mentioned in any of the list of sins in the New Testaments (for 

example, Romans 1:18-32; Mark 7:21f.; Galatians 5:19-21; Colossians 3:5; 1 

Timothy 1:9f.; Revelation 21:8). During the New Testament period, in contrast 

to Roman and Greek customs, polygyny was not uncommon among the Jews, 

and quite widespread among the well-to-do (Ilan 1996:85-8). The Essenes in 
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their teaching in the Damascus covenant expressly prohibited polygyny, using 

as proof text Genesis 1:27: ‘Male and female created he them’ (Jeremias 

1969:369fn.54). The presence of polygyny in Jewish society and the different 

positions on it within Judaism mean that the lack of any explicit condemnation 

of it in the New Testament cannot be attributed to the issue being irrelevant at 

the time. This makes it hard to support Bromiley’s strong conclusion that it 

deserves God’s punishment. It could be argued, too, against Bromiley that the 

pain and suffering in polygynous families to which he refers is not to be laid at 

the door of polygyny, but to the hardness of the human heart. Pain and 

suffering is far from absent in monogamous marriages, such as that between 

Isaac and Rebekah (Genesis 27) where there was much distress caused by their 

lack of unity over the future of their sons. At the very least it can be said that 

the link between polygyny and judgment made by Bromiley is nowhere made 

explicitly in Scriptures. 

One of Paul’s criteria for eldership and deaconship is that the men must be 

mias gunaiko" andra (mia'" gunaikoÉ" a{ndra), literally, ‘a man of one woman’ 

(1 Timothy 3:2,12; Titus 1:6). In this context, the words for ‘man’ and ‘woman’ 

can take on the meanings ‘husband’ and ‘wife’ (Knight 1992:157) and hence, 
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the phrase has commonly been translated ‘husband of one wife’. On the other 

hand it is arguable that this text refers primarily to moral behaviour rather 

than marital status. Firstly, the expression is found in a list of moral qualities. 

Secondly, it is most improbable that it refers strictly to marital status, as that 

would rule out celibate elders. Thirdly, the parallel expression ‘a woman of one 

man’ is found in the list of qualifications for a widow to be put on the list of 

church widows (1 Timothy 5:9). This cannot be directed against a wife having 

several husbands, as polyandry was not an option in Judaic, Greek or Roman 

customs. So what Paul is focusing on in these instances is the quality of 

faithfulness within marriage rather than any particular marital status. Knight 

(1992:159) concludes from these arguments that in choosing elders one ‘must 

look back over his life from the time of his conversion to ascertain his marital 

and sexual fidelity … ’. Thus the phrase mias gunaiko" andra is translated by 

NLT as ‘faithful to his wife’.  

The main foundation of a theology of monogamy is the creational account in 

Genesis of one man and one woman. In this view Old Testament instances of 

polygyny are seen as a deviation from the norm, a deviation tolerated by God. 
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Jesus reinforced the norm by referring to how marriage was intended to be 

‘from the beginning’: 

And Pharisees came up to him and tested him by asking, ‘Is it lawful to divorce one's wife 

for any cause?’ He answered, ‘Have you not read that he who made them from the 

beginning made them male and female’, and said, ‘For this reason a man shall leave his 

father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? So they 

are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man put 

asunder.’ They said to him, ‘Why then did Moses command one to give a certificate of 

divorce, and to put her away?’ He said to them, ‘For your hardness of heart Moses allowed 

you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. And I say to you: whoever 

divorces his wife, except for unchastity, and marries another, commits adultery.’ (Matthew 

19:4-9) 

In this pericope, Jesus twice refers to how things were in the beginning, and 

uses the text of Genesis 2:24 to refute the Pharisees’ liberal attitude to divorce.  

Ephesians 5 uses the same passage from Genesis to teach about relations within 

marriage. Although in neither case is the question of polygyny in focus, Wright 

argues that the phrase ‘it was not this way from the beginning’ could equally be 

applied to polygyny, and that this ordinance ‘clearly implies monogamy’ 

(1983:176). This interpretation has been challenged by the Roman Catholic 

missionary priest Eugene Hillman (1975:141) as being based on assumptions 

which are not self-evident and by Westerman as being the result of getting 

‘accustomed to listening to the Scriptures in the light of a particular light of 

interpretation’ (quoted in Hillman 1975:142). 



  

  345 

Powers (1987:29) spells out the argument for monogamy in more detail. The 

final phrase of Genesis 2:24 was translated in the Septuagint kai esontai {oi 

duo eis sarka mian, meaning ‘and the two shall become one flesh,’ thus 

making explicit the word ‘two’ which is not explicit in the Hebrew. This Greek 

translation was repeated word for word in Matthew 19:5 where Jesus uses the 

Genesis text in his discussion on divorce. Jesus then repeats the word ‘two’ in 

his commentary ‘So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God 

has joined together, let not man put asunder’ (Matthew 19:6). According to 

Powers this emphasis on ‘two’: 

underlines and points up the exclusive nature of the one-flesh relationship ‒ it is between a 

husband and wife and there is no room for third parties … Two lives hitherto separate and 

distinct are now fused together in marriage into a new, joint unity ... The commitment of 

husband and wife to each other is thus seen, according to the plan of God, to be total, and 

exclusive of all others. (1987:29f.) 

On the other hand it has been argued that it is possible to be ‘one flesh’ with 

more than one person, for in each marriage the husband becomes ‘one flesh’ 

with each wife in the sense that they become members of the same clan. It is 

true that the Hebrew word in question b`c`r (rsb) usually translated ‘flesh’ is 

twice translated ‘kin’ in the Old Testament (Leviticus 18:6; 25:49). Kisembo et 

al. argue that b`c`r can at times be translated ‘body’ and that:  
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The two become one body … as a symbol of the whole person … The oneness in flesh 

implies a very profound sharing between husband and wife. It is a communion of life in 

which the partners disclose themselves as persons to one another, and share with one 

another at every conceivable level. (1998:45) 

It appears to be taken this way in Ephesians 5, which, before citing the Genesis 

text, equates body and flesh: ‘Even so husbands should love their wives as their 

own bodies. ... For no man ever hates his own flesh, but nourishes and 

cherishes it’ (5:28f.). 

It is possible to go further than simply saying that a polygynous marriage is to 

be somehow tolerated as a form of marriage. In God’s grace, he can use 

polygynous and levirate marriages to mediate his love, and use them too for his 

wider purposes as in the case of Ruth (5.3.2). Another example is Elkanah, 

Hannah’s husband, who showed her God’s compassion in seeking to comfort 

her as she wept over her childlessness: ‘Hannah, why do you weep? And why 

do you not eat? And why is your heart sad? Am I not more to you than ten 

sons?’ (1 Samuel 1:8). When God answered her prayer and she gave birth to 

Samuel, she dedicated him to God as a prophet. In the Old Testament, 

somehow the participants almost invariably lived through the pain of 

polygynous marriage and stayed together. 
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Ultimately this debate will not be resolved by appeal to any one scriptural rule 

or narrative; there is no clear pronouncement on whether levirate or polygyny 

is right or wrong, for that question is never raised. The contention that in 

African churches too much has been said about the conditions and 

consequences of church marriage and too little about marriage itself (Kisembo 

et al. 1998:30) is well made. So I argue that their finding that: ‘monogamy and 

polygamy are both manifestations of marriage as ordained by God’ (Kisembo et 

al. 1998:105) is correct, and that it applies equally to levirate. In the next 

section I turn to consider the more productive questions as to how well levirate 

fits with the image of marriage that emerges from the four pictures of Christ I 

considered in chapter five. 

6.2 An assessment of levirate in Africa 

According to Kirwen, African levirate is: 

in radical agreement with what is most essential to Christian marriage, namely permanence, 

stability, responsible socialization of children, fidelity, loyalty (even beyond the grave), and 

unbreakable covenants between individuals and lineages. The levirate is, in fact, a way of 

preserving marriages and can be seen, therefore, as a type of institution supporting, rather 

than destroying, legitimate unions. (1979:201) 

In this section I consider this assessment from four angles which correspond to 

the four metaphors of Christ: redemption (Christ as redeemer), love (Christ as 
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bridegroom), permanent unity (Christ as head) and identity with Christ (Christ 

as image of God). 

6.2.1  Redemption 

Kirwen’s argument for the Christian nature of levirate is that it has many 

redemptive features. These are largely in line with practical advantages that 

have been suggested in favour of the polygynous structure of African family life 

(see Kisembo et al. 1998:86). It caters for the sexual needs of men and women, 

and at the same time minimizes their promiscuity. It allows for large families 

without overburdening individual women. It provides a tender solution for the 

problem of the childless union: the husband can seek progeny through a second 

wife without having to divorce his childless woman. It can sometimes promote 

prosperity, as it guarantees a workforce sufficiently large to exploit the 

environment to provide for basic needs. It helps to stabilize the institutions of 

marriage and family through multiple marriage alliances with several families. 

It provides security for the fatherless and widows. It helps tighten the bonds of 

society and broaden the circle of relatives and associates.  

In Supyire eyes, levirate is seen as an integral part of the institution of 

marriage. I have presented how it is perceived to give stability to marriage; and 
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I have shown how it supports the social structure by linking descendant groups, 

by determining access to land, and by providing a milieu for bringing up 

children. Without levirate, this social structure would probably begin to 

unravel. Levirate can be viewed as part of a marital system which provides an 

expectation that mercy will be shown to the weak and vulnerable in line with 

the mercy of Boaz towards Ruth and of Christ towards the lost. 

However, there are two pragmatic concerns that need to be noted in the 

current state of affairs among the Supyire which serve to temper Kirwen’s 

endorsement of the advantages of levirate. First, a widow may well have lost 

her husband to AIDS and be infected herself, and at risk of passing on the 

disease to future sexual partners and children. Second, the days when there 

was need for a much larger workforce to farm the land are past; indeed, the 

population has increased to the extent that there are now disputes over land 

use in an area where once there was more than enough land for all. These need 

to be borne in mind in any thinking about the future of levirate. 

6.2.2 Love 

Kirwen’s definition of what is most essential to Christian marriage lacks 

reference to marital love: the focus of the justification of polygyny and levirate 
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is on anthropocentric, economic and pragmatic advantages. The South African 

theologian Bishop Sequibo Dwane argues that such reasoning scarcely makes 

room for the voice and feelings of wives: 

Men may not easily appreciate what it costs a woman to share her husband and the father 

of her children with several wives. When wives of a polygamist compete with each other 

and quarrel frequently, this is not a manifestation of petty jealousies but a loud reminder, a 

desperate cry and yearning for the realization of basic human need. (1975:235) 

In the light of the metaphor of Christ as bridegroom, and the vision of sexual 

love as a sacrament of mutual submission (6.5.4.3), and marriage as pointing to 

the love between Christ and the church, Christian marriage requires what 

Kisembo et al. (1998:108) term ‘ever-deepening personal communion’. With 

one spouse this is already a lifelong task; with more than one spouse, the 

difficulty of the task is multiplied and complicated. Although ‘jealousy’ 

normally has negative connotations, within marriage Bishop Dwane argues this 

can be positive: 

A husband-wife relationship as it develops and matures into a real companionship, tends to 

develop a corresponding desire not to share the other partner on the same level with 

someone else. There is positive good in this because when this happens it means that there 

is beginning to be realized by the two people that they belong to each other. (1975:234f.) 

In this view, there is a positive, godly jealousy in marriage which tolerates no 

rivals, comparable to the jealousy of God. His positive concern for his beloved 
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seeks the best for them, and this best is only found in relationship with him. 

This is the basis for the commandment: ‘Do not worship any other god, for the 

LORD whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God’ (Exodus 34:14, NIV). Paul 

testifies to sharing this loving jealousy. He tells the Corinthians: ‘I feel a divine 

jealousy for you, for I betrothed you to Christ to present you as a pure bride to 

her one husband’ (2 Corinthians 11:2).  

Given that a godly jealousy over one’s spouse has its place, there is a further 

question to consider as to whether the Lord’s jealousy is a model for 

monogamous marriage. Israel is the bride of Yahweh (5.4) and although Barth 

(1961:III/4:198) makes much of the singularity of the covenant relationship as 

the context for monogamy, the metaphor in Scripture is not always of a 

monogamous situation. In Ezekiel 23 the Lord compares Judah and Israel to 

two sisters who become his, but then committed adultery. Jeremiah 31:31f. is 

similar: 

Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the 

house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with their 

fathers when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant 

which they broke, though I was their husband … 
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It seems therefore that the immediate point of comparison in these bridal 

metaphors is the need for faithfulness within the union, rather than the 

uniqueness of a monogamous union.  

Still, the argument does not rest there: for him who is Love, jealousy is linked 

with concern for his people who, through their unfaithful behaviour, are 

ruining their relationship with him, their source of love, life and joy. While 

God in his infinity is able to be intimate with all his creatures, his creatures, 

being limited, are unable to be intimate with everyone; thus polygyny loses out 

on the transforming potential of marriage and on reflecting Christ’s intimate 

relationship with the church. In the words of Dwane: ‘it is in this inability to 

satisfy the need between two partners to belong to each other without holding 

back, that a polygamous marriage must come down’ (1975:235). Contrary to 

popular African thinking, according to Genesis marriage between a husband 

and a wife is, in itself, a good and complete thing. Two are sufficient for it to 

be called very good (Genesis 1:31), and children are an additional blessing on 



  

  353 

top of that, just as God is self-sufficient in himself and creation is an additional 

blessing.3  

Kirwen takes issue with the view that levirate and polygyny obstruct the 

Christian ideal of ever-deepening personal communion, arguing that ‘the 

mentality which excludes levirate on these grounds has an individualistic 

notion of personhood, and that if one has a more communal understanding of 

person, the practice is not opposed to marriage’ (personal correspondence cited 

in Kisembo et al. 1998:108). Kisembo et al. rebut Kirwen’s point as follows: 

We think that one has to be aware here of confusion in terms. Being a person means having 

an awareness of oneself in relation to others, having the capacity to enter into personal 

relationships. … There is no doubt that the awareness of group allegiance is strong in the 

African family community. This does not mean that … the individual is somehow absorbed 

into a ‘corporate personality’. A wife may be a ‘wife’ of the family as a whole, but she still 

remains primarily the wife of an individual member of the family, and other men in the 

family are denied sexual and domestic rights over her. (1998:108) 

This last point is certainly true of the Supyire. As noted in 4.2.1, though 

nùmwɔhii may joke about the potential involved in their relationship, it would 

be shocking for a younger brother to have relations with his nùmwɔhɔŋi during 

the lifetime of her husband. The inheritance procedure confirms the 

relationship between the widow and her inheritor, and other brothers in the 

                                           
3 The theme of children and childlessness will be explored further in relation to levirate in 

6.3.5.3. 
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family are denied sexual access to her during the lifetime of her inheritor. If 

her inheritor also dies, she may make an informal liaison with another brother, 

but not with all brothers indiscriminately. The argument that group allegiance 

among the Supyire does not mean a lack of a sense of personal identity is 

further strengthened by the reaction of one man who did not want to be used 

like a dog to breed children for someone else in his family, and by the widow 

who refused to be inherited and pined for her husband to return from the fields 

(4.5.1).  

From this discussion I conclude that when levirate contributes to a quasi-

polygynous situation, intimate love, while not impossible, is made more 

difficult, as an individual’s resources are limited and the situation often 

promotes rivalries and jealousies. 

6.2.3 Permanent unity 

Kirwen defines levirate as ‘a marital adjustment in a continuing marriage in 

which a brother-in-law substitutes temporarily for a deceased legal husband’ 

(1979:166). Behind this definition lie several ideas and assumptions which I 

wish to probe to discern if they are valid and if they apply to Supyire levirate. 

There is the idea that levirate is a marital adjustment in which a substitution is 



  

  355 

taking place. ‘The brother is not his own person in this relationship: he is 

ritually and legally the dead brother’ (Kirwen 1979:177fn.). The widow is 

intending to have sexual union with her deceased husband and the levir is 

intending to be the deceased husband (Kirwen 1979:206). ‘The actions of the 

brother-in-law maintain the husband’s identity, the integrity of his family, and 

his presence within the family’ (Kirwen 1979:177). By ‘temporary’ Kirwen 

refers to the situation in the groups he studied in East Africa where levirate 

might only last a while until the widow moves to live with another inheritor. 

Alternatively, among the Luo, for example, once a widow is past child-bearing 

age she moves out to live in the homestead of her eldest son (as she would do if 

widowed in old age) (Kirwen 1979:177f.). That levirate is a temporary 

substitution of a brother in the role solely or primarily of genitor of children 

makes it difficult to argue that it is redemptive. While male children may 

eventually provide for their widowed mother when they reach adulthood, the 

temporary nature of levirate leaves the widow to raise the children without the 

support of a father. Indeed, Kirwen’s data point to a weakness in his argument 

that levirate is consistent with permanence and fidelity (6.2): 
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The data show that over 70% of those sampled felt that a widow is usually not treated as 

one should treat a wife. The general reason given for this lack of proper attention was that 

it is difficult to care for one who is not your real4 wife. (Kirwen 1979:178f.) 

Kirwen acknowledges that this issue ‘would have important pastoral 

implications if this custom were accepted within a Christian context’ 

(1979:179).  

For the Supyire, by contrast, levirate is a lifelong obligation, with the inheritor 

expected to treat the widow in every way one would treat a wife. The 

adjustment is temporary in a different sense to that in Kirwen’s definition: after 

this life, in the Supyire village of the dead, the widow will be the wife of her 

husband and not of her inheritor. If an inherited widow moves to live with her 

son, it is with the permission of her zàbange, and she remains in the levirate 

relationship. From a Christian point of view, the meaning of sexual relations as 

a reflection of self-giving love and the unity of the head and the body as one 

flesh are inconsistent with viewing an inheritor as a mere substitute genitor. 

Such substitution misses out the personal dimension of the relationship which 

emerges at times in Supyire levirate where the inheritor treats the inherited 

                                           
4 Original emphasis 
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widow fully as a wife and the personal element of their relationship grows 

(4.5.1).  

6.2.4 Identity in Christ 

Kirwen’s argument as to what is essential in marriage also lacks reference to 

the eschatological reality in Christian thought; that is, Christian inheritors and 

widows who share the image of God in Christ also share in his resurrection and 

eternal kingdom. Kirwen refers to the African view of immortality whereby the 

living-dead are remembered by name on earth for up to four or five 

generations after their death (1979:166). Levirate provides these living-dead 

more progeny to remember him. Kirwen (1979:20) agrees with Metz’s criticism 

of the Western church’s insensitivity to the life and claims of the dead:  

Who responds to cries for freedom in past sufferings and hopes? Who answers the challenge 

of the dead and makes conscience sensitive to their freedom? Who cultivates solidarity with 

the dead to whom we ourselves shall belong the day after tomorrow? (Metz 1974:206) 

One response to Metz is that God is the one who remembers the ancient 

ancestors much more assuredly than humans can do; he is the God who 

remembers the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Matthew 22:32). 

Another response is that the life of the deceased in Christ is assured by him and 

their sufferings addressed by the one who wipes away every tear (Revelation 
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7:17; 21:4). To be in the presence of the resurrected Christ is better by far than 

the present life (Philippians 1:23). The felt need to keep the ancestors appeased 

through producing offspring to remember them is rendered unnecessary by the 

hope of the resurrection in Christ.  

6.2.5 Conclusion 

Kirwen’s defence of levirate cannot be fully accepted. Levirate, like any form of 

marriage, can be used for selfish aims. Such selfish exploitation combined with 

the male’s dominant position in a patriarchal society, the lack of 

communication between men and women in marriage, and the arrangements 

for inheriting a widow have produced an imbalance in the practice of levirate 

so that the widow’s voice is muted. Attempts of widows to make their wishes 

known have produced a distorted situation where a widow’s lover and father of 

her children has to relate to her in semi-secrecy. 

Nevertheless, Supyire levirate does provide a framework to take care of widows 

and children after the death of a man and for the promotion of permanent 

marriage relationships. Though not ideal, it is a structure within which 

Christian love can potentially flourish. In the next section I argue that what the 
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Supyire see as positive and negative in levirate can be used as building blocks 

to construct a framework for a Supyire theology of marriage and levirate. 

6.3 A framework for a Supyire theology of marriage 

To begin to construct this framework, in 6.3.1 I elaborate on the redemptive 

features of Supyire levirate mentioned above (6.2.1). In 6.3.2 I look at how in 

Supyire eyes God is involved in marriage and levirate, and in 6.3.3 I look at 

tensions and fractures in Supyire levirate which reflect human sinfulness. I then 

argue that Supyire family institutions are relativized in the light of Christian 

revelation (6.3.4), and conclude the section by identifying fresh perspectives 

which have the potential of reinvigorating the positive in Supyire levirate 

relationships and ameliorating the negative (6.3.5). 

6.3.1 Levirate promotes faithfulness and community cohesion 

Marriage has an essential part in structuring Supyire society. It is contracted 

between two families, and ideally it gives a permanent and defined place to the 

wife and her children; it provides access to land, and serves as a door of 

protection for the wife against the desires of other men. Levirate brings an 

extra stability and permanence to this contract. Should the husband die, it is 

meant to protect the weak, the vulnerable, the widows and the fatherless 
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against destitution, for the continuation of the furu through levirate guarantees 

them access to fields to grow what they need to eat and a compound in which 

to live. Levirate can also combat isolation and loneliness; Bohannan 

(1964:167f.) comments that African societies cope well with widows by getting 

them back into families quickly and simply. Strictly speaking, Supyire widows 

actually do not need to ‘get back into a family’, for being widowed does not 

leave them without home, family and support. The period between her 

husband’s death and the division of the inheritance, when she is expected not 

to travel, is clearly structured and she is not left to wonder what is to become 

of her and her children. The procedure of inheritance confirms and concretizes 

what has been up until then a potential relationship. Children whose father has 

died can, because of levirate, maintain contact with their mother, keep their 

place in the family and have the support of a step-father. Further, levirate 

shores up and encourages customary marriage (furu), as the groom’s family 

who have to provide the bridewealth are given a certain assurance that their 

investment will not be lost should their family member die, and the bride’s 

family is assured that their daughter will have a permanent home. Levirate can 

promote cohesion in a society in other ways when conflict threatens to tear it 

apart. Members of the wife’s family living in her natal village can be called on 
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as independent mediators should a dispute arise between members of the 

husband’s family. The two families are thus bound together through the 

generations; as noted above (4.5.5), even a purely nominal, symbolic levirate 

arrangement for an elderly couple helped to cement inter-family and inter-

village ties in times of tension. 

6.3.2 Supyire view of God’s involvement in marriage 

According to Christian Scriptures, God is both transcendent and immanent. 

Paul refers to both in his reasoning with the Athenians:  

The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, does not 

live in shrines made by man, nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed 

anything, since he himself gives to all men life and breath and everything. And he made 

from one every nation of men to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted 

periods and the boundaries of their habitation, that they should seek God, in the hope that 

they might feel after him and find him. Yet he is not far from each one of us, for ‘In him we 

live and move and have our being’; as even some of your poets have said, ‘For we are 

indeed his offspring.’ (Acts 17:24-8) 

God is not distant from his creation. He is the source of all good things and 

takes care of his offspring by setting them in families. ‘A father to the 

fatherless, a defender of widows, is God in his holy dwelling. God sets the 

lonely in families’ (Psalm 68:5-6a). He is the source of all good things (1 

Timothy 4:1-5), and good gifts are a witness to him (Acts 14:17). From this it 

can be deduced that all the benefits that the Supyire widows and children 
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derive from their customs of marriage and levirate are expressions of God’s 

love for his Supyire offspring. God recognizes and is involved in different forms 

of marriage in cultures worldwide (6.1.4); by implication this includes the 

Supyire custom, in which the division of the inheritance is the way that a 

widow is publicly acknowledged as coming under the protection of her 

inheritor. Ultimately it is God who is the one who joins them together.  

The Supyire people are aware to some extent of these provisions God has made 

in marriage, for they use his name in the blessings formulae during the 

marriage ceremony (3.4.2.5.1); on the other hand, as the ancestors and spirits 

seem to be more immanent and readily accessible, the Supyire direct their 

sacrifices to these intermediaries. Even if their awareness of God’s involvement 

in marriage is vague, it can still be a building block from which a theology of 

Supyire marriage can be developed. Paul in the Areopagus started from the 

vague Athenian concept of an unknown god, and went on to fill out from the 

Scriptures their knowledge of who this God is (Acts 17:22f.). Similarly, the 

Supyire concept of God’s provision of marriage can be filled out in the light of 

Scripture and submitted to his will for his glory. 
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6.3.3 Supyire view of tensions involved in levirate 

Christian tradition expects to find among the nations reflections of the 

knowledge of God intertwined with ignorance and sinfulness. In his speech in 

Athens Paul guided the Athenians in their pursuit of God: 

Being then God's offspring, we ought not to think that the Deity is like gold, or silver, or 

stone, a representation by the art and imagination of man. The times of ignorance God 

overlooked, but now he commands all men everywhere to repent. (Acts 17:29f.) 

There is no community where experience lives up to the norms of their own 

society. Paul writes that conscience testifies to that reality, for Gentiles have 

the law written on their hearts and their conscience bears witness with 

conflicting thoughts, at times accusing and at other times excusing them 

(Romans 2:14-16). This was borne out in the interviews when Supyire 

interviewees readily identified several factors that meant that the experience of 

levirate does not often match up to the ideal (4.5; 4.6). A wife is often jealous 

of a new woman coming to share her relationship; this is common in families 

with several wives, whether the new woman comes through furu or levirate. 

The tension between co-wives can be exacerbated in the levirate situation by 

suspicion that the widow was responsible for her husband’s death through 

witchcraft and fear that she will kill her levirate in a similar fashion. It may 
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also be exacerbated should the first born of a levirate union be a son, for that is 

seen as an evil omen bringing death. The widow may have to cope, not only 

with the ire and suspicion of her co-spouses, but also with the attitude of an 

unsympathetic inheritor. He may not provide for the physical needs she and 

her children have. He may discriminate in favour of his own children as 

opposed to those he has inherited. There can be a lack of emotional connection 

between the widow and the inheritor. Inheritors may even feel insulted at the 

obligation of fathering children for an older brother; some seek to avoid the 

duty of inheriting a widow. It is true that some of the difficulties and tensions 

listed here may be found in other marriages, and polygynous marriages in 

particular. However, the levirate relationship does have its own peculiarities 

(especially suspicion of the widow and discrimination against the children she 

brings with her to the levirate) which can make these tensions more acute. This 

gap between the norm and the reality can serve as another starting point for a 

Supyire theology of marriage, as the recognition of brokenness cries out for 

healing and redemption by the Creator. 
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6.3.4  Relativization of the Supyire family 

I have argued that God is at work in Supyire families, but that the Supyire are 

only dimly aware of it; for them the family, including the living, the dead and 

the as yet unborn, is all-important. This echoes what Taylor says concerning 

the African family:  

 …in this single, continuing entity there is no radical distinction between that part of the 

family which is ‘here’ and that which is ‘there’. A son’s life is the prolongation of his father’s 

life, of his grandfather’s and of the whole lineage. As his father is responsible for him so are 

they. As he depends on his father so, through his father, he depends on them, and to them 

all he owes the same filial piety and submission. … Man is a family. This living chain of 

humanity, in which the tides of world-energy ebb and flow most strongly, stands at the 

heart of the great totality of being and bears the secret of creativity. (1964:91) 

In this African vision, then, to be fully human requires one to enter into this 

‘living chain of humanity’. In Africa, an infant is an incomplete thing (Taylor 

1964:92). Among the Supyire this is manifested by the fact those who die 

without entering adulthood through a furu are denied a place of honour in the 

adults’ graveyard, and are buried without much ceremony in the cemetery set 

aside for children and strangers. The interdependence of the living and the 

dead is evident in one of the purposes of Supyire levirate; that is, to provide 

children for the deceased who will grow up to keep the memory of him alive. 
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To construct a Supyire theology of marriage and levirate will require God to be 

at the centre rather than on the periphery of the Supyire vision of the family.  

As seen above (6.3.1) Supyire levirate can, at its best, create lasting 

relationships with repercussions (rights and obligations) for the families 

involved and serve to promote cohesion within the community. However, the 

burden placed on the family in general and on levirate in particular is too 

heavy to bear and so cracks appear at points of tension (6.3.3). A wider, fuller 

vision of their identity is required and in the next section I look to fill out how 

this identity can act to transform the vision of themselves and how levirate can 

contribute to the shalom not only of the Supyire family, but of the family of 

God. 

6.3.5 Fresh Perspectives 

I have argued that in a Supyire theology of marriage, God must be seen at the 

heart of the Supyire family. In this section I seek from Scriptures and Christian 

tradition to gain a fresh perspective firstly on Supyire widows (6.3.5.1), 

secondly on Supyire husbands and wives (6.3.5.2), thirdly on Supyire marriage 

(6.3.5.3), and finally on Supyire children (6.3.5.4). 
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6.3.5.1 Fresh perspective on Supyire widows 

To deny that Supyire levirate is a form of slavery (see 6.1.3) is not to affirm 

that it is completely untainted with social injustice. According to McFadyen, a 

distorted understanding one has of oneself or of another can lead to the 

distorted ossification of social relations (1990:173); in Supyire patriarchal 

society, where men hold positions of power, wives from a different clan are not 

trusted with family secrets, and widows are often suspected of practising 

witchcraft. Due to mistrust, lack of open communication between men and 

women has become self-perpetuating and ossified in the Supyire social 

structure surrounding inheritance. Social structures are not easily changed, but 

neither are they unmovable and fixed. Indeed, Supyire levirate has developed 

and adapted to changing circumstances over recent generations; one evidence 

of this is the recent disengagement from levirate when a widow chooses a 

young boy as a nominal husband. Furthermore, as McFadyen writes: ‘God’s 

Word pulls persons into the divine future which so radically differs from the 

present that it seriously challenges our present identities, relations and social 

structures in the present’ (1990:115). The challenge for the Supyire church is to 

proclaim and practise respect for widows as those created in the image of God 
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and to seek creative solutions to the thorny problems surrounding inheritance, 

solutions which are in harmony with God’s view of the worth of widows, which 

reflect God’s concern for justice and protection of widows,5 and which 

commend themselves, if possible,6 to the wider Christian church and the 

Supyire community at the same time.  

As Branson (1989:19) states: ‘The freedom of the gospel is not an 

individualistic, post-Enlightenment narcissism but the invigorating, creative 

new life of knowing to whom we belong.’ 7 Ultimately, a widow belongs neither 

to her inheritor nor to herself but to her creator. There are parallels to be 

drawn to other cases where the social situation is less than ideal. As is the case 

where the ultimate reality is that a slave is not his earthly master’s but his 

heavenly master’s, and where the ultimate reality is that a woman married to a 

non-Christian husband does not belong to him but to Christ, the woman in 

levirate can look forward and serve her heavenly master and do good while 

                                           
5 ‘He executes justice for the fatherless and the widow’ (Deuteronomy 10:18a). ‘Father of the 

fatherless and protector of widows is God in his holy habitation’ (Psalm 68:5).‘The Lord 

watches over the sojourners, he upholds the widow and the fatherless’ (Psalm 146:9a).‘The 

Lord tears down the house of the proud, but maintains the widow's boundaries’ (Proverbs 

15:25). 

6 ‘If possible, so far as it depends upon you, live peaceably with all’ (Romans 12:18). 

7 Original emphasis 
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awaiting the final consummation. The ideal, then, is that both inheritors and 

inherited experience the deeper Christian freedom: the freedom from slavery to 

self-serving interests, the freedom and dignity of serving together the one true 

master, being transformed to be more like him, the freedom where duty and 

fulfilment coincide.  

Among the Supyire, sexual love is part of one’s destiny, something that is 

difficult or impossible to control, and bearing children for the family is central 

to establishing one’s identity as an adult. Hence, celibacy is almost an 

unthinkable option for all men and for women of childbearing age, including 

widows. Even those widows who do not enter into a full levirate relationship 

invariably find a paramour and hope to bear children, especially sons, who will 

take care of them in old age. The New Testament, on the other hand, relativizes 

the family and presents the possibility of celibacy for the sake of the kingdom 

(Matthew 19:12; 1 Corinthians 7:32), although Paul reacts against ascetics who 

insist on celibacy.8 Paul would personally prefer that all widows remain 

celibate like him, but refuses to make it a law (1 Corinthians 7:28). Another, 

                                           
8 Most modern commentators and English versions recognise that in 1 Corinthians 7 Paul 

replies to and corrects an ascetic group within the Corinthian church whose position is 

summarized in 1 Corinthians 7:1b: ‘It is well for a man not to touch a woman.’ 
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very pragmatic, reason he gives for celibacy is the difficulty of marriage in ‘the 

present distress’ (1 Corinthians 7:26)9 which may well be associated with the 

famines that occurred in Greece during the forties and fifties A.D. in the reign 

of Claudius (Winter 1994:53-7; Thiselton 2000:492f.). The current distressing 

reality in West Africa surrounding the AIDS pandemic may force widows to, 

rather than automatically enter into levirate or another union, think for the 

first time about the possibility of celibacy, in order to protect themselves, their 

children and others in the community from the further spread of the illness. 

This will require intentional engagement of the church with the question of 

AIDS and thinking through how to support, both practically and morally, 

Christian widows who do remain celibate. 

6.3.5.2 Fresh perspective on Supyire marriage and levirate 

A Supyire woman is under the authority of a male throughout her lifetime; she 

is transferred from her father to her husband on her marriage, and to her 

inheritor on her husband's death. Neither Supyire levirate nor marriage 

depends on romantic love. Supyire interviewees distinguished between 

impermanent premarital love relationships (determined by fate) and the 

                                           
9 All major English translations translate this with a phrase similar to ‘this present distress’, bar 

NRSV, LB, NJB and REB which have the sens of ‘the impending doom’ (Trail 2008:313f.). 
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arranged furu, where love is not a prerequisite. However, emotional 

attachment can still grow in that situation, as witnessed by the pining widow 

waiting for her deceased husband to come home from the fields (4.5.1) and the 

case study of the marriage of Arimata and Zhe (3.4.12). Love involves more 

than the romantic aspect. ‘African marriages build their love on the strong 

affection which accrues through time spent living and working together to co-

operate in many activities including the rearing of children’ (Chapman 2009: 

chapter 4). For the Supyire eking out a living from the land economic concerns 

often surfaced during the interviews when talking about inheritance, whereas 

concerns based on romantic love or rivalry were not mentioned. Wives are 

concerned that there will be fewer resources available for them and their 

children if their husband takes on a widow and her children. The potential 

inheritors of the deceased are concerned for the return on their investment of 

bridewealth; should a widow leave the family, they lose both her labour in the 

fields and her potential for bearing children to add to the workforce. On the 

other hand, older Supyire wives sometimes want another woman in their 

courtyard to share the burden of daily tasks. So it would appear that among the 

Supyire jealousy is based predominantly on concerns over material welfare 

rather than sexual intimacy. Further light on the question is shed by looking at 
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attitudes to adultery. Wives are castigated if they have relations ‘behind the 

village’; that is, with a man other than with their husband. A married man on 

the other hand is not blamed for sleeping with an unmarried girl. He is only in 

the wrong if he sleeps with another married woman, and in that case the 

injured party is the husband of the woman whose family have paid bridewealth 

for her; the wife of the unfaithful husband has no claim against him. The 

reason given for a deceased wife seeking to disrupt a future marriage from 

beyond the grave was not sexual jealousy, but her husband’s mistreatment of 

her and her concern that no other woman suffers similarly (3.4.9). 

In Supyire marriage, there is little expectation of intimate sharing of thoughts 

between husband and wife. On the whole, they carry on their different 

activities apart and are rarely seen together in public. A man’s primary loyalty 

is to his parents and brothers. A married woman will look for companionship 

with other women in her husband’s family compound. Supyire men view 

women as inferior to men and lack trust in their wives as they come from a 

different village; they may believe that they have still more cause to be 

suspicious of widows (who may have been responsible for their husband’s 

death), and seek supernatural protection against harm they may cause. 
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Widows, lacking a voice in the brothers’ discussion over who should inherit 

her, are informed of their decision through an intermediary. Some have 

resorted to replying through the intermediary that they have chosen as their 

levirate a young boy in the family; the matter is never openly discussed, but 

such widows now stay in the family and pursue semi-secret extra-marital 

relationships.  

Denise Paulme (1971) identified lack of intimacy as a major problem in 

patriarchal marriage in tropical Africa. The fact that this was not flagged up as 

a problem during the interviews among the Supyire does not necessarily mean 

that there is no issue here; if the culture has never experienced intimate 

marriages, it is unlikely that anyone is going to complain about lack of 

intimacy. If there are no models of intimate marriages, there are no 

expectations to be disappointed. There was often a lack of intimacy in Greco-

Roman marriage where sexual passion in a wife could be treated with contempt 

(Brown 1967:392). Jewish men viewed women as inferior and unworthy of 

being taught from the Torah. A prayer Jewish men repeated three times a day 

included the following thanksgiving: ‘Blessed be God for not making me a 

Gentile …for not making me a peasant … for not making me a woman, because 
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women are not required to observe the commandments’ (Berakot 7,18 (Rabbi 

Mayer), quoted in Pantel 1992:417). All these attitudes are challenged by the 

vision of men and women both made in God’s image, by the records of Jesus’ 

deep discussions with women in the gospels, and by the unity of the head and 

the body in marriage.  

Supyire men’s suspicion of women is challenged by the cry of Adam when he 

first saw Eve: ‘This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh’ (Genesis 

2:23), recognizing the intimate connection he had with her. As Taylor shows 

(1964), a wife from a different family is, at a more profound level, a sister in 

the family of Adam. In Christ, she and her husband are joint heirs of the grace 

of life (1 Peter 3:7). The fear of the other, the widow, which lies near the heart 

of witchcraft suspicions, can be combated by the renewal of the mind with the 

following truths: firstly, wives are not alien ‘others’ to be feared, but are sisters 

in Adam and Christ; secondly, it is God, not witches, who decides life and 

death; and thirdly, Jesus has the power to protect from all curses of witchcraft. 

The unity of body and mind within marriage may well be an area where 

Supyire Christians can learn and grow. Jesus called his disciples his friends and 

then said: ‘No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what 
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his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard from 

my Father I have made known to you’ (John 15:15). However, loving, intimate 

communication does not necessarily mean revealing everything immediately. 

Jesus also told his disciples ‘I have yet many things to say to you, but you 

cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into 

all the truth’ (John 16:12-13a). There is thus a process in revelation depending 

on what can be borne or is appropriate at a given time.  

There is a dichotomy in Supyire thinking between the duty involved in 

marriage and levirate on the one hand and the joy of love with a lover on the 

other. These two elements are brought together in the Scriptures where, in 

contradistinction to the Supyire notion that love happens outside human 

control (3.2.2), love is commanded and is thus a choice for which one is 

morally responsible. Part of this love will involve seeking to open up channels 

of communication to understand and be understood. The differences between 

husband and wife, instead of being a source of competition, could be 

appreciated as gifts and harnessed so the two can strengthen one another. The 

symbolic act which shows acceptance of a widow as his zàbange, that of the 

inheritor gathering wood for the widow’s fire, could be taken as a starting 
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point or analogy for his sacrificing himself in love in order to benefit and build 

up his zàbange as Christ sacrificed himself for the church. Deepening 

communication between Christian husband and wife would enable them to 

build one another up to know Christ better until perfection comes in the future 

reign of Christ where he takes his bride, and they shall know God as they are 

fully known (1 Corinthians 13:10-13).  

6.3.5.3 Fresh perspective on Supyire children 

The Supyire place an extremely high value on having children and they 

acknowledge them as a gift from God. One of the blessings pronounced on a 

marriage is: ‘May God give you a dirty marriage,’ a marriage with many 

children. When a child is born one of the blessings pronounced is: ‘May God 

give him many younger siblings.’ Nevertheless there is a danger that: ‘Children 

can ‒ like any of God’s blessings ‒ become an all-consuming interest, an idol, 

and this is true in many African societies’ (Hungerford 2006: personal 

correspondence). As in the case of relations between husband and wife, when it 

comes to children, God must be brought from the periphery of Supyire thinking 

into the centre. He should be the one to whom reference is made in seeking 
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guidance and blessing for a new life, rather than any ancestor, fetish or spirit 

(see 3.3.3).  

There is an expectation on Supyire widows to bear children in the name of the 

deceased husband. The Supyire recognition that children are a gift from God 

can be used as a starting point which can expand their vision of God’s purpose 

of this gift: that these children given to the family ultimately belong to God, 

and will one day return to God; that these children bear the image of God and 

that their parents have the responsibility to bring them up to reflect this image; 

and that they can have Christ himself minister to them through these children 

(Thatcher 2007:102f.). If this vision of a child’s identity as a child of God is 

retained, then that can transform attitudes to all children within a family no 

matter who their biological father is and no matter their gender. Children will 

not be viewed primarily in economic terms, in terms of weighing potential 

costs and benefits; and children issuing from a different parent will not be seen 

primarily as competitors for scarce resources. 

A further reason for Supyire widows to bear children for the deceased is to 

ensure that the deceased husband is not forgotten. Death is less feared if there 

are numerous progeny who can perpetuate the life of the father and who will 
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perform for him the rites and offer to him the sacrifices necessary for this well-

being in the village of the dead. This fear can be assuaged in Christians by their 

knowledge of their place within the community of Jesus Christ: the God of 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is the God of the living and not the dead (Matthew 

13:22), and assures his community of the resurrection. Therefore African 

theologians have proposed that the church-as-clan can provide ‘the germ of an 

ecclesiology’ (Sankey 1994:439). The church, like a clan, is a community in 

which there is a mystical communion, of both the living and the deceased, 

related to a common ancestor; Jesus Christ is the ‘Proto-Ancestor’, the source of 

all life (John 1:4; 10:10). Thus the desire for living in community can be 

satisfied by the assurance of a more lasting family based on the solid 

foundation of God’s intimate knowledge of his people, in contrast to the 

inevitably fading memory progeny have of their ancestors.  

Supyire levirate provides a limited solution to the problem of a widow’s 

childlessness. It gives her the possibility though not the guarantee of progeny. 

Even if she has children, she has an uncertain hope for the future after her 

death which is based on the hope that her descendants remember her. The 

gospel gives a more certain and permanent hope. In that light, Pretorius argues: 
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Parenthood is now solely to be understood as a free gift originating from God’s goodness 

and patience. No blemish, no scorn, shame or defeat is any longer of account for couples 

because of their childlessness. The Child, which really matters, is also born for the childless. 

Within the liberation, the diversion which this Good News brings about, the quest for a life 

with this human lack can be undertaken. (1975:123) 

Levirate often opens up the possibility for widows to have input into the lives 

of children in the extended compound; widows can appreciate the children God 

brings into their lives, giving input into their lives knowing that the spiritual 

link in the family of God is eternal. Cummings (1991:109) tells of one West 

African Christian widow who articulated this vision: ‘I never wanted to force 

God by saying: “You must give me children.” I believe that any child of God is 

a child of mine.’ In regard to the desire to become part of the chain of life, the 

wider view of life which includes spiritual life and the church as Jesus’ clan 

would bring solace and give courage to those widows who are childless and 

have not been able to pass on life biologically. ‘Multiplication no longer occurs 

by birth but rebirth’ (Pretorius 1975:122). Christian widows who are barren 

can be encouraged to seek God’s blessing, through their love and prayers, on 

their wider families and thus bear spiritual children by bringing them into the 

family of Christ the Proto-Ancestor, like Paul who considered Timothy to be his 

spiritual son (1 Timothy 1:18). This vision is grounded in the vision of 
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Galatians 4:27 where Paul quotes the Septuagint translation of Isaiah 54:1 in 

reference to spiritual children who benefit from the covenant promises of God: 

Rejoice, you childless one, you who bear no children, 

burst into song and shout, you who endure no birth pangs; 

for the children of the desolate woman are more numerous 

than the children of the one who is married. 

If this theology is coupled with the view that children are a gift rather than a 

possession, widows can appreciate and enjoy the children in their extended 

families, in the knowledge that the spiritual link in the family of God is 

stronger and more enduring than any biological link. As for those Supyire 

children who have lost their father, in their powerlessness they are those most 

vulnerable to the abuse of power in any society; but the fatherless are not 

without identity, for they have a father in heaven and an older brother who ‘is 

not ashamed to call them his brothers and sisters’ (Hebrews 2:11, NLT). 

6.3.6 Conclusion 

Marriage is primarily about relationships, about demonstrating God’s love to 

one’s spouse, to one’s children and to the rest of society. Although Supyire 

levirate does not fit neatly into any Western category concerning marriage, and 

it does not live up to all that God has in mind for marriage, after the death of a 
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husband it does give widows and the fatherless a place of belonging. It gives 

furu, a key foundation stone of Supyire community and society, a stability it 

would otherwise lack; and it has the potential to express Christ’s love. Sexuality 

in Supyire culture after furu has a channel, a permanent structure in contrast to 

open-ended libertarian sexuality. As such, it is a channel for God to mediate 

and teach about his love. On these bases I argue that levirate should be 

recognized by the church as a valid stage of marriage rather than treated as 

adultery or fornication outside marriage.  

Having said that, as is the case with any form of marriage, levirate is marred 

due to the conflict between the sexes. Failure in the system usually weighs 

more heavily on widows than on inheritors. Thus the experience of Supyire 

levirate falls short of the ideal of harmonious shalom in the community of God. 

As the serious business of raising a family and the joy of love do not often sit 

together in a Supyire furu, levirate likewise often becomes a duty without any 

joy. It is currently accepted that a widow may have a nominal levirate 

relationship, and look for a relationship with a paramour ‘behind the village’.  

In the Christian vision, by contrast, love is something that can be commanded; 

and in marriage the inheritor’s role is more than simply a substitute to fulfil a 
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biological role to produce children, but to take part in a marital union as an 

expression of Christ’s delight in and love for the other and their children and 

family, in anticipation of the eschatological wedding feast. At that time all that 

is positive in marriages in this present age, a foretaste or shadow of what 

awaits the church, will be subsumed into the reality of the marriage between 

Christ and his beloved bride (Revelation 21:9), the gathered church, who will 

be without spot or wrinkle (Ephesians 5:27) and who will shine like the sun 

(Matthew 13:43). In the light of this vision, I turn next to consider in some 

detail the practical questions concerning levirate that confront Supyire 

Christians. 
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7. PRACTICAL THEOLOGICAL ENGAGEMENT WITH 

SUPYIRE LEVIRATE 

Having sought to give a framework for a Supyire theology of marriage, I am 

now ready to look at more detailed practical, sometimes thorny, questions that 

arise in this area. I seek to envisage how they may be informed both by the 

wider vision of the theological framework and by situations arising in the 

Scriptures which display some similarities to the Supyire situation, and glean 

from the wisdom of how God’s people dealt with similar issues in the past, with 

the aim of working towards a redemption of current situations muddied by 

conflict, self-interest and exploitation of weaknesses. This is moving into the 

fourth step in the hermeneutical spiral (1.9), that of revised practise, although I 

do not completely leave behind anthropological and theological reflection. As 

the culture of Greco-Roman towns to which the New Testament epistles were 

addressed was patriarchal like Supyire culture, some analogies are easier to 

make than analogies between New Testament texts and more egalitarian 

Western cultures. 

In 7.1 I begin a discussion on various pastoral issues that have emerged in the 

Supyire situation; and how they might be dealt with wisely by the church. In 
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7.2 I look at how Supyire levirate might continue to develop and how the 

church, despite currently being a minority among the Supyire, could make a 

contribution to that development with insights from its Christian tradition. 

7.1 Pastoral issues  

In this section I look firstly at the care of widows in the Scriptures (7.1.1); 

secondly at the care of widows in the Supyire church and the choices facing 

Supyire widows (7.1.2); and finally at the choices facing the Supyire Christian 

inheritor in relation to his responsibilities towards his nùmwɔhɔŋi (7.1.3). 

7.1.1 Care of widows in the Scriptures 

Widows who had grown-up sons in Jewish society should have received 

protection through their sons’ application of the commandment to honour one’s 

mother and father (Exodus 20:12). However, this was avoided by some of the 

ultra-religious and Jesus accused the Pharisees: 

You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God, in order to keep your tradition! 

For Moses said, ‘Honour your father and your mother’; and, ‘He who speaks evil of father or 

mother, let him surely die’; but you say, ‘If a man tells his father or his mother, What you 

would have gained from me is Corban’ (that is, given to God) ‒ then you no longer permit 

him to do anything for his father or mother, thus making void the word of God through 

your tradition which you hand on. And many such things you do. (Mark 7:11ff.) 
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I have described how Israelite levirate fitted into the economic system which 

assured that lands stayed within a clan (5.3.3). The widow would be supported 

by her new husband and by any sons she bore him. It is doubtful, however, 

whether levirate obligations to widows were regularly fulfilled. ‘The historical 

trend appears to be from strict compliance to technical avoidance’ (Ames 

1997:904). There was a change in attitude, over a millennium and a half, 

moving away from an expected strict compliance with the custom (as per the 

Tamar narrative, Genesis 38) until the levirate obligation was almost always 

avoided during the Rabbinic era. During this era, the Deuteronomic law which 

provided an alternative ceremony to levirate j^l]J> for those who preferred 

not to fulfil levirate responsibility (5.3.2) was regularly invoked due to the self-

interest of the deceased’s brother. After the exile of the nation to Babylon and 

the subsequent return of the remnant the territory was much reduced, and the 

obligation to retain family and tribal lands no longer held. Land was now 

alienable (see, for example, Acts 5:1), so the context for the Deuteronomic 

levirate no longer held. Ilan explains how the teaching of the third century CE 

Mishnah, while respecting the letter of the levirate law, made it inapplicable in 

practice. The reasoning went as follows: if a man wished to marry his brother’s 

widow in levirate, his sexual desire in itself disqualified him from the religious 
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duty; if on the contrary he did not wish to marry her, his very lack of sexual 

desire qualified him for the duty, but in practise he chose not to fulfil it. Either 

way, any possibility of an actual levirate was denied and the j^l]J> ceremony 

was performed to relieve the man of the levirate responsibility (Ilan 

1996:153f.). In the Jerusalem of Jesus’ day it appears, though, that levirate was 

still being practised occasionally, at least among the aristocracy (Jeremias 

1969:90,93f.,372). 

Through this decline in the practice of levirate, a lack of practical honouring 

one’s mother and other vagaries of life not every Jewish widow was protected; 

barren widows or those whose children were still young were particularly 

vulnerable. God shows particular concern for the vulnerable (Psalm 68:5; 

146:9; Proverbs 15:25), and he expected this concern to be replicated by his 

people; kindness to the vulnerable was commended as one of the marks of true 

religion (Job 29:13; Isaiah 1:17). The oppression and injury of widows would 

incur punishment (Psalm 94:6; Malachi. 3:5). In a more urbanized society at 

the time of the New Testament narrative, even if certain widows were left 

comparatively well off, they needed to be protected from unscrupulous men. 

‘One of the things that Jesus condemned in some Pharisees was that they 
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“devoured widows’ houses” (Mk. 12:40)’ (Douglas & Tasker 1996:1239). Jesus’ 

compassion towards the childless widow was manifest in his encounter with a 

funeral procession where a widow had lost her only son. After he resurrected 

the son, Jesus ‘gave him back to his mother’ (Luke 7:14).  

In the Jewish synagogues ‘weekly distributions from the money chest were 

made every Friday to the poor, and among the recipients were the widows’ 

(Winter 2003:127). Given this background, it is unsurprising that in the earliest 

days of the church in Jerusalem as it met daily (Acts 5:42), regular provision 

was made for its widows (Acts 6:1). Nevertheless there were rumblings of 

disharmony: ‘the Hellenists murmured against the Hebrews because their 

widows were neglected in the daily distribution’ (Acts 6:1). These Hellenist 

widows probably originated from the Diaspora; ‘because it was considered 

virtuous to be buried in the land of Israel, many foreign Jews would come to 

spend their last days there, then die and leave widows’ (Keener 1993:338). The 

solution the church found was to appoint ‘seven men of good repute, full of the 

Spirit and of wisdom’ (Acts 6:3) to deal with this issue, all of whom had Greek 

names and so probably represented the aggrieved group, while the apostles 

concentrated on preaching and prayer. Luke makes an implicit link between 
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this harmonious solution and the further spread of the gospel through his 

concluding remark: ‘God's message was preached in ever widening circles. The 

number of believers greatly increased in Jerusalem, and many of the Jewish 

priests were converted, too’ (Acts 6:7).  

Care for widows was not just institutional, as is demonstrated by the record of 

how, on the death of Dorcas, all the widows at Joppa wept and showed Peter 

the garments which Dorcas had made for them (Acts 9:39). Later Christian 

writings suggest that care for widows was regarded by the church as an ever-

present responsibility. 1 Timothy 5:3-16 deals with the care of widows and 

their remarriage. The situation addressed appears to have parallels to that 

faced by the Supyire church; so exegesis of this text will be examined in some 

depth. It reads: 

Honour widows who are real widows. If a widow has children or grandchildren, let them 

first learn their religious duty to their own family and make some return to their parents; 

for this is acceptable in the sight of God. She who is a real widow, and is left all alone, has 

set her hope on God and continues in supplications and prayers night and day; whereas she 

who is self-indulgent is dead even while she lives. Command this, so that they may be 

without reproach. If any one does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his own 

family, he has disowned the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.  

Let a widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age, having been the wife of 

one husband; and she must be well attested for her good deeds, as one who has brought up 

children, shown hospitality, washed the feet of the saints, relieved the afflicted, and devoted 

herself to doing good in every way. But refuse to enrol younger widows; for when they grow 

wanton against Christ they desire to marry, and so they incur condemnation for having 
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violated their first pledge. Besides that, they learn to be idlers, gadding about from house to 

house, and not only idlers but gossips and busybodies, saying what they should not. So I 

would have younger widows marry, bear children, rule their households, and give the 

enemy no occasion to revile us. For some have already strayed after Satan. If any believing 

woman has relatives who are widows, let her assist them; let the church not be burdened, so 

that it may assist those who are real widows.  

Ephesus was a large town in the Roman empire with a heady religious mix 

including the cult of Artemis (the Hellenic goddess of childbirth, virginity, and 

fertility), Emperor worship, Roman philosophy, pagan religions, Judaism and 

the new Christian way. Those that entered the church would not be immune to 

the surrounding influences. Looking ‘behind the text’ (see 1.5.3) at the social 

life of women and the position of widows in the Roman empire through the 

Roman laws and the contemporary writers, Winter (2003:123-140) presents a 

picture which helps to clarify the situation that the epistleʼs author was 

struggling to correct. From the time of Emperor Augustus onwards a ‘new 

women ethos’ developed when wealthy women in particular threw off the dress 

code that symbolized respectability, sexual modesty and fidelity to one’s 

husband. Winter (2003:125f.) describes how widows came to marriage with a 

dowry, and this was what the husband used as a guarantee for her support. On 

the death of her husband, one of her sons or her father became lord of the 

dowry and was responsible for her financial support. Some widows took 



  

390 

advantage of this state of affairs to lead an idle and promiscuous lifestyle. 

Cicero (quoted in Winter 2003:129) wrote of a ‘widow casting off restraints, a 

wanton living promiscuously, a rich woman living extravagantly and an 

amorous widow living a loose life.’ Responsibilities for looking after household 

and children were avoided if possible. This was a serious enough problem 

within the Roman empire that Augustus legislated to reward those who chose 

marriage and children (Winter 2003:52ff.), and penalized unmarried or 

divorced or widowed women between the ages of 20 and 50 if they did not 

marry (Winter 2003:125,137).  

Similar problems are reflected in 1 Timothy 5:6-13 where many young widows 

were ‘self-indulgent’ and learning ‘to be idlers, gadding about from house to 

house and … gossips and busybodies, saying what they should not.’ The 

practice of indiscriminate support of widows, copied from the mother church in 

Jerusalem, needed to be modified. Not only was it taxing church resources with 

the result that they could not help those widows in real need, it was also 

encouraging the free-riding widows in their lifestyle which was discrediting the 

Christian message. Paul’s advice was that they remarry and have children and 

manage their household and that the church concentrate resources on those 
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‘real widows’ who had no family resources and had a proven Christ-like 

lifestyle. 

The situation of the young widows who ‘grow wanton against Christ’ and 

‘desire to marry,’ and thus ‘incur condemnation for having violated their first 

pledge’ (1 Timothy 5:11f.) is at first sight puzzling. ‘In what sense is the desire 

to (re)marry a cause of alienation from Christ? Remarriage is, after all, 

ultimately encouraged’ (Towner 2008:350). On the basis of the list of real older 

widows, some commentators (such as Stott 1996:132) have posited a group or 

sisterhood of widows in the church to which they pledged to serve the church 

in celibacy. However, this seems more appropriate to later periods of church 

history, and celibacy seems an unlikely condition to impose on sixty-year old 

widows. Towner argues that the word pistis (pisti") translated ‘pledge’ should 

rather be given its normal meaning in the pastoral epistles of ‘the faith’ (as it is 

translated in the nearby context of v.8). On this reading, remarriage would 

amount to ‘rejection of the faith’ and the text confronts the issue of Christians 

who marry unbelievers, and is in line with 1 Corinthians 7:39b.: ‘If the husband 

dies, she is free to be married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord.’1 Towner 

                                           
1 See 6.1.3 fn.2. 
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(2008:352) concludes: ‘Apparently, Paul envisions young widows led by their 

enjoyment of promiscuous behavior to marry unbelievers. Since typically the 

wife would adopt the religion of the husband, remarriage to unbelievers would 

involve actual rejection of the widow’s “first/prior faith in (commitment to) 

Christ.”’ This position is supported by evidence presented by Winter that 

abandoning their Christian faith may have been a precondition of marriage to 

unbelievers (Winter 2003:137).  

In conclusion, there are themes in this letter regarding the situation of widows 

in the Ephesian church which resonates with New Testament teaching 

elsewhere. There is rebuke for any family that does not carry out its 

responsibility to look after widows, consistent with Jesus’ denunciation of those 

who use the religious language of Corban to avoid family responsibilities (Mark 

7:9-13). Those widows who have the ability to contribute to their family and 

the church should do so. There is a real danger of arrogance and idleness and a 

sense of disconnect with the community that comes with riches and 

independence; in 2 Thessalonians 3:10 Paul gives this command: ‘If any one 

will not work, let him not eat.’ He is concerned that there will be those who 

renounce their Christian faith by entering into a new marriage with a non-
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Christian. Finally, there is a concern for how Christian behaviour affects the 

spread of the gospel. I have noted above how the harmonious solution found in 

Acts 6 contributed to the spread of the gospel, and the letter to Titus 2:3ff. has 

a similar agenda to 1 Timothy 5 when it requires the training of young 

Christian women so ‘that the word of God may not be discredited’ (Titus 2:5). 

Being a widow does not diminish the dignity of one who is created in the 

image of God. In 1 Timothy the letter writer fleshes out the practical 

consequences of such dignity. A widow is to be integrated into the full life of 

the Christian community to make her contribution as far as and for as long as 

she is able and to be cared for practically when in dire need. 

7.1.2 Care of widows among the Supyire Christians 

My next hermeneutical task in the work of analogy is to make a comparison of 

what is known of the situation addressed in 1 Timothy and the Supyire 

situation. The pastoral situation in Ephesus was complex due to the religious 

and cultural mix. Towner (2008:334) states that in the Greco-Roman world, the 

female obtained her social identity by being ‘embedded’ in a male, firstly in her 

father, and then in her husband and his family. Concerning widows in that era 

Malina (1981:100) explains: ‘Females are always perceived as embedded in 
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some male unless they find themselves in the anomalous situation of being a 

widow or divorcée without kin.’ Supyire women, too, are embedded in the 

husband’s family, but to an even greater extent: they never leave the husband’s 

family if they follow the tradition of being inherited. There is another parallel 

in that a widow in the Roman empire was not without options: she had a 

certain degree of independence, which she could use despite social disapproval. 

The Supyire widow does have the option of taking the less approved route of 

leaving the family, but at the cost of losing her daily contact with any infant 

children and grown-up sons. If she seeks the compromise in choosing the 

option of nominal levirate and a paramour, it is at the cost of the tacit 

disapproval of the community, a relationship conducted in fear, and a 

disconnect between any offspring and their father. In the Roman empire a 

widow was free to remarry, and was indeed encouraged to do so by the 

Augustinian laws. Supyire widows, on the other hand, cannot remarry in the 

sense of being given in a second furu. If they stay in the descent group, the 

levirate is a continuation of the same furu; if they leave their descent group for 

a different descent group it is a breaking of the furu, a divorce. These 

similarities and dissimilarities will be borne in mind in the following discussion 
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about the application of these Scriptures in the Supyire situation, firstly in the 

case of older widows, and then in that of younger widows. 

7.1.2.1 Older widows 

In 1 Timothy it is argued that the primary responsibility for caring for the older 

widow lies with the family: ‘If a widow has children or grandchildren, let them 

first learn their religious duty to their own family and make some return to 

their parents; for this is acceptable in the sight of God’ (1 Timothy 5:4). The 

expectation is that a widow will normally be supported by her family, and, for 

as long as she is able, by her own work. There is a need to promote the honour 

of the real widow who is ‘left all alone, has set her hope on God and continues 

in supplications and prayers night and day’ (1 Timothy 5:3). A positive 

example is the 84 year old widow, Anna, who spent her time in the temple, 

worshipping with fasting and prayer night and day, and testifying of Christ 

(Luke 2:36ff.). Another is the destitute widow whose offering to the temple 

treasury was noted by Christ who saw the true worth of the gift in God’s sight 

(Luke 21:1-4).  

Among the Supyire, levirate husbands have primary responsibility for the 

protection of and provision for the widow, and adult sons, too, often play this 
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role. So, ideally, there is ample support for a widow. Even where a zàbanga 

also dies, and the widow is too old to form a liaison with another man within 

the family, if she has sons she can expect support from them. In cases where 

the system works well, Supyire widows should be encouraged to continue to 

contribute to the life of their families as far as they are able and seek support 

within them.  

However, through a combination of circumstances such as the death of her 

zàbange, barrenness and suspicion of her involvement in witchcraft, a widow 

may find herself chased from her husband’s family and no longer socially 

embedded; to use the Supyire expression, she may no longer have ‘a door to 

her house’. Though such a widow may feel abandoned, in Christ her identity is 

secure. She, along with the body of Christ, has in such times of need permanent 

secure access to the throne of grace as is promised in Hebrews: ‘Let us then 

with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy 

and find grace to help in time of need’ (Hebrews 4:16). There is already a 

custom among Supyire Christian women of visiting one other in their home to 

praise God and pray together and to encourage one another. Such a practice 

would be particularly appropriate for a widow who finds herself alone to show 
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her that she is not abandoned; she has a heavenly father and the 

encouragement of the larger Christian family to support her.  

7.1.2.2 Younger widows 

After the death of a spouse, Kisembo et al. argue for freedom of a widow or 

widower to decide on her own future (1998:108). This appears to be based on 

an unrealistic notion of freedom as an absolute right (see 6.1.3); it ignores the 

reality of the situation where people’s lives are embedded in the context of a 

community. A younger Supyire widow currently has a limited number of 

options. In order of social acceptability these are, firstly, to accept being 

inherited by the man who chooses to inherit her, be it her nùmwɔhɔŋi or 

another brother-in-law; secondly, to choose a male child as a nominal zàbanga 

and establish relations with a secret lover; thirdly, to leave her husband’s 

descent group and find and enter into a new nàmbaga, the house of a man in 

another descent group (likely to be in a different village); fourthly, to leave her 

husband’s descent group and return to her parents (this is usually seen as only 

a temporary expedient for there is no known role for a daughter living in her 

parents’ village). The final two options not only break relationships with the 

husband’s family, but also disrupt relationships with the widow’s infant 
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children through a form of divorce, contrary to the example of faithfulness 

exhibited by Tamar and Ruth. It would be unwise for the church to promote as 

standard a solution that would have the effect of children who have recently 

lost their father also losing daily contact with their mother. The second 

solution, a nominal zàbanga and a paramour, has several disadvantages: the 

man in the relationship does not have the status of a husband who has 

undergone a furu for this woman; hence, there is no relationship established 

between his family and the widow’s family; it results in a compromise which 

no-one dares to discuss; the widow has no husband to take responsibility for 

the children of the deceased husband; and the children issuing from the new 

relationship can have no open contact with their father. Given these pressures 

it is unlikely that the relationship will be lifelong.  

These reasons all point towards counselling a Christian widow to respect the 

tradition of levirate. Furthermore, there is a certain parallel to the situation 

addressed in 1 Timothy. Widows there had a freedom, and their abuse of it to 

fulfil their own desires rather than responsibilities of managing a household 

within the community brought discredit to the gospel. In recent times Supyire 

widows have begun to exert some choice, but it remains likely that Christian 
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widows who look outside their husband’s family for a new partner will attract 

the disapproval of the descent group, and may thus risk bringing discredit to 

the gospel. 

However there are certain circumstances and complicating factors in the 

Supyire context which need to be considered and may give cause to nuance the 

counsel suggested above. One factor to consider is that Christians are a 

minority in Supyire society, and it is quite likely that a widow’s nùmwɔhɔŋi is 

from outside the Christian faith. Another is that a widow might be entering a 

quasi-polygynous situation. Then there is the recent threat of HIV/AIDS which 

has the potential to threaten widows, spouses, co-spouses and offspring in 

polygynous and quasi-polygynous families. These three factors will be looked 

at in turn in the following three sub-sections. 

7.1.2.2.1 Widows with unbelieving inheritor 

The first complicating factor occurs if a widow’s nùmwɔhɔŋi is not a Christian. 

Paul’s advice to the Corinthian church was that a widow was free to remarry a 

Christian (literally ‘in the Lord’): 

A wife is bound to her husband as long as he lives. If the husband dies, she is free to be 

married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord. But in my judgment she is happier if she 

remains as she is. And I think that I have the Spirit of God. (1 Corinthians 7:39f.) 
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His counsel in 2 Corinthians 6:14ff. is also most commonly interpreted (Martin 

1986:197) as a reason to discourage a marriage partnership between a 

Christian and a non-Christian. It reads: 

Do not be mismated with unbelievers. For what partnership have righteousness and 

iniquity? Or what fellowship has light with darkness? What accord has Christ with Belial? 

Or what has a believer in common with an unbeliever? What agreement has the temple of 

God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God. 

Given the vision of marriage that it is God’s work to join together a man and 

woman in united intimacy, if the Christian faith is not shared then the 

fellowship and unity is limited. Hughes argues that although Paul does not 

specify in 2 Corinthians what is meant by being unequally yoked, the examples 

from his previous letter such as ‘marriages between Christians and non-

Christians (1 Corinthians 7:12-15) … and instituting legal proceedings against 

a Christian brother before unbelievers (1 Corinthians 6:5ff.) give a clue’ 

(1962:245). There is a positive implication, Hughes argues, ‘that believers 

should be equally and harmoniously yoked with fellow-believers, so that in 

marriage, Christian service, and public witness they may walk and work 

worthily of the Lord’ (1962:245). 
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There is another principle Paul brings to the fore in his advice to the 

Corinthians who found themselves in less than ideal social situations: ‘Only let 

every one lead the life which the Lord has assigned to him, and in which God 

has called him’ (1 Corinthians 7:17).’ He applies this to two groups: slaves and 

those already in mixed marriages: 

To the rest I say, not the Lord, that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she 

consents to live with him, he should not divorce her. If any woman has a husband who is an 

unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she should not divorce him. For the 

unbelieving husband is consecrated through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is 

consecrated through her husband. Otherwise, your children would be unclean, but as it is 

they are holy. But if the unbelieving partner desires to separate, let it be so; in such a case 

the brother or sister is not bound. For God has called us to peace. Wife, how do you know 

whether you will save your husband? Husband, how do you know whether you will save 

your wife? (1 Corinthians 7:12-16) 

The thrust of Paul’s message here is for the Christian to work towards 

preserving the original marriage and seek the good of those in one’s sphere of 

influence. A Christian Supyire widow may be inherited by someone outside the 

Christian faith. In the inheritance process, there is no place for her to state 

either whom she would prefer to inherit, or that she would prefer to be 

inherited by a Christian. Nevertheless, on the basis of the argument above 

(6.3.6) that the levirate should be respected by the church as a valid form of 

marriage, and Paul’s counsel on mixed marriages, then in such cases Supyire 

Christian widows should not quickly divorce from their descent group, but be 
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ready to stay where God has called them and to seek through prayer and 

witness to win those around them and to bring up their children in the 

knowledge of the Lord.  

There are, however, ways Paul modifies his principle that believers should 

respect the social status quo. If the unbeliever in a marriage desires to separate 

from a Christian, then the Christian is not bound to the marriage (1 Corinthians 

7:15). If a Supyire Christian widow found herself in a position where she was 

chased from her husband’s family she would be free to seek a Christian 

husband; nevertheless for the sake of her children and her witness she should 

not seek to provoke such a situation.  

Paul continued in a similar vein that if a slave is granted freedom he may avail 

himself of the opportunity (1 Corinthians 7:21b). Indeed Paul used his 

influence with a convert, Philemon, master of a runaway slave Onesimus, to 

plead that Philemon, rather than punishing Onesimus for his flight, should 

welcome him as a Christian brother (Philemon 16) and he implicitly sought 

Onesimus’ freedom so that he could return to help Paul (Philemon 12-14). So 

Paul did not seek to establish a cast iron rule that Christians must resign 

themselves to the social status quo without ever seeking to use their influence 
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to promote a better way. In the situation of Supyire widowhood it would be 

appropriate, for example, for the church to use whatever influence it has to 

promote the idea that a Christian widow should be inherited by a Christian 

inheritor within the descent group. Where such a solution is not forthcoming, 

however, widows should not be stigmatized by the church for living in a less 

than ideal situation. Rather, they should be encouraged to be faithful to their 

inheritors, show to them the love of Christ and use their influence for Christ 

within their families where he has placed them. 

7.1.2.2.2 Quasi-polygynous households 

The second complicating factor is that a Supyire Christian widow may find 

herself in a quasi-polygynous household, either through being inherited herself 

or through her husband inheriting a widow, resulting in a situation where there 

is likely to be competition for the attention of the husband and for his 

resources for the children. A widow may be suspected of killing her own 

husband through witchcraft. In such contexts, Paul’s counsel will be relevant: 

‘Repay no one evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of 

all. If possible, so far as it depends upon you, live peaceably with all’ (Romans 

12:17f.). Rather than imposing discipline, the church should encourage mutual 
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support among believers faced with similar struggles to live at peace with 

everyone. 

7.1.2.2.3 The challenge of AIDS 

The third complicating factor is that of HIV/AIDS. The relationship between 

AIDS and levirate is complex in the Supyire situation: if the virus claims the life 

of a husband, he may leave behind one or more widows eligible to be 

inherited. There is then the risk that each widow once inherited will carry the 

disease into a new household, endangering her inheritor, his wives and future 

children. The situation is further complicated by the silence which surrounds 

the illness in the Supyire-speaking area where many diseases are simply 

diagnosed as ‘malaria’. The chance of such a misdiagnosis is increased in the 

case of AIDS by the shame which is attached to telling someone he has a 

sexually transmitted disease. In 10 years of living in a Supyire village my wife 

and I never heard of anyone saying someone had AIDS, but we concluded that 

those who had been working in neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire (one of the 15 

countries worst affected by AIDS with an incidence three times as high as in 
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Mali)2 and came back ill to spend their final months in the Supyire region were 

likely to be suffering from the disease. 

The church in its teaching on marriage and sexuality cannot afford to remain as 

silent as the rest of Supyire society is on the question of AIDS. It has a duty to 

seek to protect those who are vulnerable and to engage with society and base 

its counsel in the reality of the situation. In a neighbouring Senufo group, the 

Niarafolo in the north of Côte d’Ivoire, there are a number of widows in the 

church, and a widow’s co-operative has been formed (Boese G & Boese L 2010: 

personal correspondence). There is in Supyire society the concept of a co-

operative association, a self-support group called a to. Each to is gender-

specific, either all male or all female. Typically in a women’s to they save small 

amounts of money weekly and each woman takes her turn in receiving a larger 

sum of money which she can use for buying an expensive item. In a small 

church struggling to meet the needs of its pastors, this sort of mutual 

encouragement is likely to be more practical and culturally appropriate than 

                                           
2 ‘Côte d’Ivoire is one of PEPFAR’s [The President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief’s] 15 focus 

countries, which collectively represent approximately 50 percent of HIV infections worldwide’ 

(United States of America 2008). The prevalence among adults is 3.9 per cent (United States of 

America 2010: USAID: HIV/AIDS: Côte d’Ivoire), compared to Mali 1.3 per cent (United States 

of America 2010a). 
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any organised benevolence such as that recommended to the Ephesian church. 

Meeting together in such a group would also provide women a means of social 

communion and of mediating divine encouragement, and a forum for 

dissemination of information and discussion of the practical issues surrounding 

AIDS. Counsel could include advice to an inherited widow to exercise her 

choice to refuse sexual relations with her inheritor unless and until she is sure 

that they are both free from HIV/AIDS. 

Changes in Supyire society in recent decades, with the increase in separate 

households, the widening options for a widow to live apart from her inheritor, 

and the threat of AIDS mean that there is a greater possibility that a widow is 

left with no inheritor and no children to support her morally and economically. 

The church’s task is to believe, proclaim and practise a different model, where 

childless widows receive spiritual, social, practical and economic support to 

combat isolation and their vulnerable position. As Jesus demonstrated his 

solidarity with the vulnerable when he condemned Pharisees who devoured 

widow’s houses (Mark 12:40), the church must show solidarity with widows 

against those who would exploit their vulnerability.  
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7.1.3 Choices for the inheritor 

A Supyire nùmwɔhɔ who accepts his responsibility as inheritor is acting as a 

substitute for his deceased brother. He is potentially taking on the full range of 

roles a husband plays as provider, protector, procreator, and educator of 

children, so that in the daily outworking of their relationship there is little, if 

anything, to distinguish it from that of a man and his wife. However, there are 

often circumstances where the inheritor in practice plays a more limited role; 

for example, all that an elderly inheritor may be expected to do is to greet his 

zàbange in the next village. In this section, I look at how a Christian man might 

respond faced with the traditional obligation of inheriting a widow. He has 

three options: taking on the full role of husband, taking on a limited role, and 

declining the role. These will be studied in turn in the following three 

subsections. 

7.1.3.1 Taking on the full role 

If a Christian man accepts the responsibility of inheriting his nùmwɔhɔŋi, and 

plays the full role of zàbanga, all that has been said about the marital 

relationship comes into play. As it is ultimately God who joins together a man 

and a woman, the inheritor will have responsibilities to God to treat her and 
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the children with the redemptive mercy of Christ, show her the self-sacrificial 

love of Christ the bridegroom, and nourish her as Christ the head nourishes the 

church, not treating her primarily as an economic boon or bearer of children to 

work in his fields. In the inheritance process, the initial choice is made by the 

brothers in conference, and while a widow has recently gained a voice it is 

only through a form of veto on the brothers’ arrangement. If the inheritor and 

his nùmwɔhɔŋi have lived in close proximity and are already acquainted during 

her husband’s lifetime, as part of his weighing the decision whether to accept 

the inheritance he can seek to discern whether he and the widow would make 

good partners. Her attitude to the Christian faith would be part of this. 

Typically a Supyire wife will follow her husband in his religious adherence, but 

a Christian man will look for a partner who is willing for more than a nominal 

adherence to the church, for someone who has a relationship to the Lord (1 

Corinthians 7:39). At the beginning of the relationship the inheritor will show 

sensitive understanding to the situation of the widow who has recently lost her 

husband. When he collects firewood for her to signal the beginning of the 

relationship, he could seek some other way to communicate to her the affection 

of Christ, as his sister in Christ. As he seeks to show Christ’s love to his 
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zàbange, the intimacy of sexual relations will take on new meaning with the 

involvement of the immanent Christ. 

There are other factors for an inheritor to take into account in deciding 

whether to accept the responsibility. If he is already married, then the unity 

between himself and his wife would point to the conclusion that he at least 

consult her rather than make a unilateral decision to take on another woman in 

his compound. In Paul’s reasoning with the Corinthians, he uses the argument: 

‘likewise the husband does not rule over his own body, but the wife does’ (1 

Corinthians 7:4). In Paul’s view, the husband and wife, through their marital 

union, have given authority over their bodies to each other. If this logic is 

followed, then it is not in the husband’s right to give authority over his body to 

a third party. ‘He is no longer his own, and cannot transfer to other women 

what has been already surrendered to his wife’ (Joyce 1948:572). Furthermore, 

if he keeps in view the status he holds ‘in Christ,’ that the meek inherit the 

earth (Matthew 5:5), then the status that comes from having multiple wives 

and progeny will appear dim in comparison, and he will be in a better position 

to take into consideration the needs of other younger men in his descent group 

who could benefit from inheriting a widow should he decline to do so. 
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Another factor that may come into play is that if an unmarried Christian man 

determines to take on the levirate widow as his only wife, he will forgo the 

status achieved in Supyire society by taking a wife in furu and having children 

in his own name. If he does this, the Scriptures would encourage him that his 

identity in Christ is secure. With such a personal testimony, he can pass on the 

teaching to his family that after his death it is the fact that it is Christ who 

remembers him that is most important, and that he does not expect sons to 

make sacrifices to him. He can also encourage male children of his nùmwɔhɔŋi 

and her deceased husband to honour the memory of their father, without 

making sacrifices to him. 

If a Christian man does have a levirate widow as well a wife he married 

through furu, he will be aware of the possibility of jealousy and favouritism, 

and the text in Deuteronomy will encourage him to guard against this: 

‘If a man has two wives, the one loved and the other disliked, and they have borne him 

children, both the loved and the disliked, and if the first-born son is hers that is disliked, 

then on the day when he assigns his possessions as an inheritance to his sons, he may not 

treat the son of the loved as the first-born in preference to the son of the disliked, who is the 

first-born, but he shall acknowledge the first-born, the son of the disliked, by giving him a 

double portion of all that he has, for he is the first issue of his strength; the right of the first-

born is his. (Deuteronomy 21:15ff.) 
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The inheritance mentioned in Deuteronomy itself is not a factor in Supyire life, 

as a Supyire father does not assign his possessions as an inheritance to his 

children; however it is possible to use the principle of analogy and argue that 

one equivalent investment in the future for the Supyire father is the amount he 

spends towards his children’s education. It represents a considerable portion of 

a farmer’s income, and there could well be the temptation to favour the 

children of a favoured wife in this investment. The text from Deuteronomy and 

the vision of children as a gift of God to the family (6.3.5.3) can be kept in 

mind to counter this temptation. 

7.1.3.2 Taking on a limited role 

There are two different scenarios where a man can take on a limited or 

nominal role of zàbanga. One is when the widow is past child-bearing age and 

there are no intimate relationships expected. All that may be expected is a 

greeting. The other is where the widow is young enough to continue to bear 

children but the relationship with her zàbange is purely nominal; a levirate 

may develop into a nominal relationship either through neglect of a husband or 

by a widow signalling her refusal of his advances by not replacing her 

husband’s old bed (4.2.3). The first scenario would be unlikely to threaten the 
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one-flesh relationship between a husband and his wife and it may be easily 

accepted by a Christian in order to acknowledge the ties between two descent 

groups. The local Protestant church does not frown on such a relationship. As 

for the second scenario, although at first sight it may appear to be a reasonable 

solution for the Christian inheritor to take responsibility for his nùmwɔhɔŋi but 

to limit his relationship with her to economic aid and social protection, it 

leaves the young widow in the unenviable position where her desire for 

intimate relations and for children cannot be satisfied unless she finds a secret 

lover. That said, in the case of a widow who is suffering from HIV/AIDS, living 

under the protection of her zàbange in a limited levirate relationship may well 

be a workable solution and provide her a supportive community in a 

distressing situation. 

7.1.3.3 Taking on no role 

If the position traditionally held by the church were to be followed, that 

levirate is not a Christian form of marriage, then the inheritor will choose to 

decline the role of zàbanga. This may be appear to be a simple and clear-cut 

option; it protects the Christian’s own family from any accusation of polygyny 

by the church, as well as from the danger of AIDS, and there will undoubtedly 
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be some occasions where his non-Christian brothers may be happy enough with 

the outcome in that one of them can inherit the widow. On the other hand, it is 

also possible that such disengagement could cause discontent among the 

brothers, as one of them is left to take on the burden of care for a widow and 

her children. The Christian’s position may even leave the widow and her 

children defenceless as those without a Christian motivation may neglect them 

or take advantage of them. It may be possible for a man to decline to accept 

responsibility for a widow but seek to help her economically. But this too can 

provoke difficulties. The Christian man who wanted to show compassion to a 

struggling widow in his descent group by giving her some grain was 

misunderstood by others in his family to indicate that he was having sexual 

relations with her (4.5). Although he sought to convince them otherwise, they 

could not imagine a man helping in this way without the ulterior motive of a 

sexual relationship. This is not to conclude that such a solution should not be 

attempted, for being misunderstood is often the price of being a Christian; but 

it does point to the need for the church to seek to explain whatever stance it 

takes on widows and to use the cultural method of giving gifts through 

intermediaries rather than directly to a widow in order to seek to avoid such 

misunderstandings. 
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All three options explored above have their difficulties. In such a situation the 

church may well experience the temptation to withdraw into itself; however, 

Supyire society is facing major challenges and it needs the wisdom of God to 

deal with them. The church has the responsibility to support Christian 

inheritors as they explore the possibilities facing them. Through prayer and 

counsel, it can encourage Christian priorities in marriage. It can explain the 

choices and difficulties of a Christian inheritor to his family members who are 

outside the Christian faith and can, as necessity arises, act as intermediary to 

facilitate the process of communication. 

In the next section I look at how Supyire levirate might continue to change in 

the light of the current context and trends, and seek to discern what 

contribution the church can make. It can teach and show Christian love in 

levirate relationships and counselling and caring for widows in distress, and be 

a model for others to observe. It can use whatever influence it has to contribute 

to building a stable society in a turbulent time when a variety of pressures are 

bearing on family unity and marital stability. The small Supyire church is not 

in a position to overturn society’s rules or bring a final resolution to these 

difficulties. Its role is rather ‘to be a sign pointing toward the only ultimate 
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answer, namely, God’s gracious provision in Christ’ (Grenz 1997:267). Only in 

Christ can all things be reconciled (Colossians 1:20), and in engaging with 

society in seeking solutions whilst explaining the rationale for its choices, the 

church has an opportunity of discipling the Supyire people in the ways of 

Christ. 

7.2 The church’s engagement with Supyire society on the 

future of levirate 

Supyire levirate has developed in a society at whose heart are relationships 

within a patrilineage, relationships between the patrilineage and the land they 

farm, and relationships between the patrilineage and neighbouring 

patrilineages. In recent generations the way levirate operates has adapted to a 

changing society as the close-knit nature of these relations has loosened to 

some degree. No longer does the bridegroom’s family work for a bride in the 

fields of a neighbouring village. Monetarization of bridewealth and increased 

mobility mean that brides can come from further afield, occasionally from 

different ethnic groups. The decentralization of economic power to sublineages 

and the division of lands has redefined who qualify as one’s nùmwɔhɔgii. 

Farming the land is no longer the only source of income; modern education has 
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opened up new opportunities for different kinds of work, not only in the 

diaspora in the cities but also to a lesser extent within the villages. Another 

change is that land is no longer viewed as an abundant resource. Fields once 

freely lent to a neighbouring village are now reclaimed and have become the 

objects of inter-village quarrels.  

When Israel returned from its Babylonian exile, the original context of the 

levirate law no longer pertained, for the tight ties between a tribe and family 

and the land were broken; and the practice of levirate waned (see 7.1.1). For 

the rural Supyire, the changes have not gone that far; whilst continuing 

population growth, modernization and state education will probably reinforce 

the trend away from rural towards urban living, farmland can still only be 

subdivided within a descent group; it may not be sold. It is therefore likely that 

levirate will continue to be relevant to the question of access to land for the 

foreseeable future. In the current flux and resulting tensions, the church’s 

vision of men, women and families living in shalom can help bridge the 

disconnect between customary levirate and state law by highlighting both the 

good that traditional Supyire levirate customs contribute to shalom, and the 

increasing respect for women’s gifts and contribution to society advocated from 
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outside. It can highlight the dangers of ignoring the levirate custom by 

imposing laws which leave the widow vulnerable without family protection, 

and equally the dangers of sticking rigidly to a levirate system with no 

adaptation to the evolving situation. 

For the Supyire who live and work in urban contexts, the situation is quite 

different, and in that context church leaders rightly rail against the injustice of 

brothers of a deceased who claim all his goods and leave his widow destitute 

(L’Eglise Evangélique Protestante du Mali 2008: church conference). This 

critique cannot be applied automatically to levirate in the rural setting where 

access to the land of a descent group is still, despite the changes described 

above, the major source of livelihood for a widow and her children. At this 

point there is a disconnect between the state law by which a widow has the 

right to remarry and to full guardianship of her children (4.7) and the current 

experience of rural Supyire people. The disconnect is due to the fact that the 

Malian law does not directly address Supyire categories. Though it is legally 

possible for a Supyire widow to undergo a second civil marriage, she cannot 

have a second furu, and many widows are effectively tied to their furu as it is 

the furu which guarantees them access to farmland and to their children. She 
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may remarry civilly but in that case she will not exercise guardianship of her 

children, for she may not take her children away from their descent group. On 

the one hand, then, there are currently various factors, legal, social and 

economic, working towards Supyire widows having the right to consent in the 

formation a relationship with a new partner: today in the Supyire culture 

widows have some possibility of either vetoing the inheritance or of avoiding 

the full implications of being inherited. On the other hand, there are other 

social and economic factors which mean that the veto and freedom of choice of 

partner are only grudgingly tolerated by society.  

Emery, a secular Canadian anthropologist, recognized (2005) a similar 

disconnect in Nigeria between the diverse ethnic customary laws and other 

sources of law in the country: international, constitutional and state law, 

common law, and sharia law. She saw the direct impact of international law on 

the lives of women in Nigeria as negligible, but argued that the Organisation of 

African Unity’s 2003 Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 

Rights of Women in Africa is more realistic and readily applicable to the 

African continent than other international law, as it makes provision for a 
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woman to receive an ‘equitable share’ of her husband’s and parents’ property in 

contrast to an ‘equal share’. According to Emery it: 

goes some way to recognize that a mere equal distribution may not adequately account for 

differential gender roles and responsibilities in providing for the extended family and 

maintaining family property, but that women nonetheless require a fair portion of family 

property to be able to fulfil the needs of themselves and dependent children or relatives. 

The particulars of what is equitable would need to be further specified within each country 

on the basis of what is equitable within that society. (2005:30) 

Even the African charter does not readily address the situation among the 

Supyire where there is no concept of an inheritance for a widow, but where 

access to farmland is all important. Emery recognizes the importance of the 

local context and the involvement of local leaders in the evolution of 

customary law: 

Arguments that are framed in terms of finding solutions within a cultural framework and 

that stem from the people themselves, such as working with community leaders to 

reinterpret customary law, will have greater legitimacy than will attempts to impose reform 

to constitutional and state inheritance laws from above. (Emery 2005:3)3 

If socio-economic change continues apace and Supyire economic life becomes 

less directly based on access to land, the concept of what is equitable 

distribution may well be a good starting point for dialogue between the church, 

                                           
3 The recognition in the most recent Code des Personnes et de la Famille of customary 

inheritance law of the deceased's community (see 4.7) underlines the importance of Emeryʼs 

argument in the current situation in Mali. 
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the local community, and those developmental agencies concerned to see 

international law apply. The Christian church, though, has a wider vision than 

an equitable share or fair portion, which focuses still on the level of the 

individual. The vision of shalom is more all embracing and includes the 

spiritual, social, economic and ecological domains as it applies to relationships 

between God and humans, between humans, and between humans and the 

land. Thus, this vision has the potential to address the sense of disconnect 

caused by the clash between customary law providing for survival of the group 

and modern law emphasizing individual rights. Shalom does not overlook the 

individual, for, if an individual is ignored the shalom of the community is 

disrupted.  

One of the major points of tensions in Supyire society is the issue of the 

widow’s consent to entering into levirate. As seen above, a development of 

Supyire tradition in recent generations is the tentative establishment of a 

widow’s de facto veto on being inherited. Kimono Sogono, a Muslim greatly 

interested in Supyire traditions, and a member of the Sogono subclan whose 

members fell out over non-inheritance of widows and over in whose fields sons 

should labour (4.3), gave me his suggestion of an innovation which would ease 
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such tensions and controversy. He suggested that in the case where a widow 

does not wish to be inherited but rather to enter a relationship outside the 

deceased’s family, a standard tariff be fixed to be paid by her prospective 

‘husband’ to the deceased’s family as a recognition of their loss in respect of the 

bridewealth paid. This appears to be a feasible solution. It would be in line 

with both the current trend developing in Supyire society, and the pressures for 

an increase in women’s status from national and international bodies. The 

teaching in Ephesians for wives to submit to their husbands implies a voluntary 

submission; this voluntary aspect provides a rationale for giving increased 

respect to the currently muted female voice in the process of Supyire 

inheritance. The proposed solution is one that the church could support as 

redemptive: the payment of a sum would give her a public recognition of her 

status similar to that established by the Hebrew j^l]J> (5.3.4), thereby 

avoiding shame, uncertainty and the possibility of being disciplined for 

engaging in a new relationship. It has the potential of helping the widow who 

is left in uncertainty because she was not inherited (see 4.3), or inherited but 

then neglected by her zàbange to fend for herself (see 4.5.1). The fixing of a 

tariff would avoid the dangers of widows being auctioned off by the deceased’s 

family to the highest bidder. The transaction would indicate a change of status 
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for the widow from being the responsibility of one patriclan to another. As 

Supyire society has already shown itself flexible in allowing traditional, civil 

and religious marriage, for Christians the change of status could be 

accompanied by a church service whereby they could benefit from blessings 

and prayers of fellow Christians and could give the couple the chance to 

publicly express their commitment to each other (see further 8.3.1).  

If such a solution were adopted, a related question and complicating factor 

would be the status of any minor children she has. Society has accepted to 

some degree that some widows will move out of their husband’s patriclan, but 

it would be a much greater change if the payment also allowed the widow’s 

children to move with her. A woman who divorces out of the clan may bring 

with her only a child whom she is nursing on the understanding that the child 

returns to the father’s patriclan once weaned. In the interviews it was seen that 

ties to the children can be the deciding factor which persuades a widow not to 

leave the patriclan and to accept levirate (4.5.4). There seems to be no sign 

that ties of children to the patriclan are in any way weakening, so the 

innovation suggested may only be thinkable for widows with no minor 

children. In such cases, the innovation may not be too strange or foreign to 
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sound feasible, for in the neighbouring Senufo group, the Minyanka, widows 

are permitted to remarry, and this solution is acceptable particularly for 

childless widows (Jonckers 1987:50). 

Another point of controversy is that a widow does not inherit anything from 

her husband. As Emery argues, one needs to look beyond who gains the bare 

title, and view entitlement in broader terms of who benefits in practice, who 

may make use of the land, and how widows may benefit under certain systems 

of communal land tenure (2005:5). The land is a primary resource for the rural 

Supyire and levirate ensures them access to that primary resource. For the 

Christian, all land is ultimately God’s land as he created it. ‘The earth is the 

Lord's and the fullness thereof, the world and those who dwell therein’ (Psalm 

24:1). Those who live on the earth as stewards are accountable to him for its 

use. The vision of shalom, a ‘welding together of God, humans and all creation 

in justice, fulfilment, and delight’ (1.4), entails an equitable access to land (as 

guaranteed by Hebrew levirate [5.3.3]) and implies that the land can be 

employed in a way that is sustainable and honouring to the ownership of the 

Lord. Supyire levirate, which guarantees the widows and the fatherless access 
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to land, should not be modified in a way that would jeopardize this guarantee 

and leave them in a more vulnerable position than they are at present.  

Emery also acknowledges the role of ancestors: ‘Finally, in considering 

inheritance rights to land, it is also important to recognize that land has a 

spiritual value for many Nigerians as home to ancestors’ (2005:3). However 

after highlighting this, she is unable to offer a framework from a secular 

standpoint which can encompass what she has recognized and provide a way 

forward. In the Christian kingdom, God is at the centre rather than ancestors. It 

is his land not theirs. He is the God of the living ancestors, Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob (Matthew 22:32), the God who is to be worshipped; ancestors may be 

honoured but not worshipped; and sons are to be encouraged to worship him 

rather than make sacrifices to their deceased fathers as if they were the source 

of life and blessing. 

On the question of quasi-polygynous households in the context of a West 

African AIDS pandemic, the church could advocate the following scenario: a 

widow agrees to be inherited by a man within the descent group, and he would 

agree to take her as his only wife. This could be backed up with arguments at 

several levels. From a health care perspective, the solution would be included 
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in a wider discussion on how to limit the threat of AIDS and how to encourage 

widows to be tested for the HIV virus. From a social perspective, this solution 

would reinforce unity within the patrilineage and allow widows and their 

children to stay together within the descent group. It would at the same time 

openly recognize the desires and concerns of a widow which have recently 

begun to be acknowledged in Supyire society through the somewhat shame-

faced compromise of nominating an infant inheritor. It would encourage the 

widow and her inheritor husband to live together with their children and any 

children she had had with her deceased husband; half-brothers in the children’s 

generation would be part of the household and farm the same land. This 

corresponds with the traditional practice whereby the widow and inheritor live 

in the same compound and has the further advantage that it may help stop 

fragmentation of farmland among factions of half-brothers living in different 

households.  

The solution would be underpinned theologically by building on the Supyire 

people’s knowledge, evidenced in their marriage blessings, that God is the 

source of life and of all good things within marriage. The implications of this 

acknowledgement could be drawn out. Men and women as children of Adam 
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are all ultimately from the same human family. God, the source of life, is 

involved in the creation of every human life: none is inferior to another in 

God’s eyes regardless of age, gender, race or clan. Furthermore, he has now 

made a covenant to unite himself to humanity through Christ, the image of 

God, a covenant deeper than the unity created by the covenant between two 

Supyire men (see 3.4.1). This divine covenant is mirrored in marriage where 

husband and wife are united through their self-denying commitment. In this 

covenant, the husband sacrifices himself for his wife; one way he could 

demonstrate this is to give up the social status of obtaining another wife for 

himself through a furu; while his identity in terms of Supyire culture would be 

threatened by this action, it could be reinforced by his status as a son of God 

and younger brother of Christ. As for the widow, her submission to her zàbange 

in the Christian covenant is more profound than simply the acceptance of being 

inherited, which as seen above can at times be a nominal inheritance with no 

mutual commitment. The Christian covenant involves giving herself to him, to 

do all in her power for his best, as he sacrifices himself for her. As I argued in 

chapter one, culture is dynamic, and as Emery correctly states, customary laws 

‘have developed to protect particular world views but may need to evolve in 

order to remain relevant to needs of the people’ (2005:3). Theologically, a new 
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nature is being made out of an old one. This practical theology surrounding 

levirate may be temporary or evolve with time to remain relevant, but always 

reaching towards the ultimate vision of shalom. 
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8. CONCLUSIONS  

8.1 Towards redemption of Supyire levirate 

On encountering levirate in West Africa, Delafosse described it as a form of 

slavery (6.1.3). The United Nations is putting pressure on Mali and other West 

African countries to outlaw levirate (4.7). Most churches do not recognize 

levirate as a Christian form of marriage, though Kirwen argues that levirate is 

‘in radical agreement with what is most essential to Christian marriage’ as it 

supports stable relationships (6.2.1).  

Several considerations, however, warn against making blanket ethical 

judgments, positive or negative, concerning levirate. The multifaceted and 

evolving nature of the Supyire levirate relationship must be taken on board. 

Variations of levirate have arisen in the space of a few generations: among the 

Supyire there are currently different forms of levirate ranging from full 

marriage relationship, to the symbolic inter-clan relationship between an 

elderly inheritor and widow, to the purely nominal inheritance by an infant 

boy. There are also significant differences of form and purpose of levirate 

across ethnic groups. The basic distinction in anthropological terminology 
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between widow inheritance and levirate cannot be neatly applied to Supyire 

customs, for Supyire levirate displays two characteristics usually associated 

with widow inheritance. Firstly, although there is no marriage ceremony, 

socially the inheritor has full and permanent marital responsibilities for the 

widow who is expected to fulfil the role of wife (as is the case in widow 

inheritance). Secondly, among the many males a Supyire son calls ‘father’ in 

the generation above him, a son born in levirate recognises particular 

responsibilities not only to his mother’s husband but also (as is the case in 

widow inheritance) to his mother’s inheritor, their biological father. 

Contrasting levirate in Supyire and widow inheritance among the Jɔlɔ people 

of Senegal demonstrates that the terms ‘widow inheritance’ and ‘levirate’ are 

not very helpful in clearly distinguishing customs cross-culturally. Levirate 

comes from the Latin levir ‘brother-in-law;’ nevertheless in Jɔlɔ ‘widow 

inheritance’ a widow can be inherited by her brother-in-law. While ‘levirate’ is 

used for the Supyire custom, nevertheless in the Supyire language a brother-in-

law ‘inherits’ a widow. From a Supyire perspective, using the term ‘widow 

inheritance’ to describe the Jɔlɔ relationship where the widow is remarried is 

counter-intuitive. If a man inherits something from a deceased relative it 
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belongs to him and he is not obliged to buy it again. Following the same logic, 

in Supyire eyes, if a man inherits a widow she is his and there is no need to 

marry her again; but remarriage is precisely what happens in Jɔlɔ ‘widow 

inheritance’.  

The lack of clarity in anthropological terminology points to the need to sharpen 

definitions in terms of understanding and practice in each local situation. Gray 

(quoted in Abraham 1973:165) proposed a taxonmomic hierarchy to be based 

initially on different patterns of property transmission. It may be helpful to 

construct a more detailed and precise set of labels in this domain in order to 

compare different cultures with regards to each of the following variables: the 

purposes of the relationship (spiritual, economic or social), who is eligible to 

enter the relationship (son of the deceased or brother of the deceased), whether 

or not a new marriage ceremony is expected to celebrate the union, the 

expected length of the relationship (lifelong or temporary) and who is 

considered to be the father of any issue of the levirate union (the deceased or 

the genitor). However, as Abrahams argues, ethnographic data do not fit easily 

with ideal types (1973:167f.). What becomes clear from this complexity is that 

good cultural understanding is vital before any ethical judgment is made. 
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The purposes of Supyire levirate are spiritual (to raise up those who will 

worship the deceased), economic (regulating access to the land) and social 

(caring for the widow and fatherless and maintaining good relations between 

different clans). Ideally the levirate relationship will last until one partner dies, 

and it replicates the marriage relationship in all its aspects, with the inheritor 

substituting for his deceased brother. Supyire levirate is a continuation of 

marriage; as such it is at the heart of kinship obligations which marriage gives 

rise to and thereby helps to regulate the overall structure of Supyire society. 

Without levirate, there would be no security for bridewealth, no guaranteed 

access to land for widows and fatherless and no networks with other villages. 

Although levirate has been equated to a form of slavery because the widow is 

not free to choose her husband, freedom of choice should not be the ultimate 

criterion for determining the ethical nature of levirate. Human freedom is 

always relative: firstly, because our awareness of what is possible is limited; 

secondly, because our judgment of what is best is limited; thirdly, because 

benefits from belonging to any culture always come at the price of some 

restriction of individual freedom; and fourthly, because if one makes a 

commitment to human relations and holds fast to that commitment, it is a 
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reflection of the covenant faithfulness of Christ but of necessity it restricts one’s 

future freedom of choice. 

On the other hand, while Kirwen rightly points out many of the benefits of 

levirate for the community: permanence, stability, fidelity, responsible 

socialization of children and interclan covenants, what is missing from his 

analysis is any recognition of structural sin which, according to Fitzgerald 

(2007:224), can hide in and distort any seemingly reasonable human custom or 

economic social structure. Kirwen also lacks any reference to love or to God’s 

central role in marriage. As it is, Supyire marriage and levirate are centred 

around patriclan, ancestors and jínaii while God is at the periphery. If the 

Supyire people were to acknowledge God’s love to be at the centre, then the 

customs could be reoriented towards the goal of shalom and the restoration of 

distorted relationships. 

Emery (2005), recognizing both the positive and negative in West African 

inheritance laws, advocated the benefits of seeking equity rather than 

necessarily pressing for equality of inheritance rights. The concept of equity is 

valid in so far as it goes, but it lacks a spiritual dimension. It lacks any leverage 

when it comes to the entrenched view that it is the ancestors in the patriclan 



 

  433 

who own the land, and that these ancestors need to be appeased by sacrifices 

offered by their descendents, including issue of levirate unions. It lacks too the 

hope the Christian vision brings to those who suffer a lack of respect and 

dignity from currently being on the underside in an inequitable system, the 

hope that is universally necessary since redemption in any culture will not take 

place overnight. The certain eschatological hope is that God’s shalom will 

ultimately be realized, and this will assure both equity when all wrongs are 

righted and freedom where submission to Christ is perfect freedom. Christians 

can therefore work towards the realization of this hope in the assurance that 

present inequities and any loss of freedom are minimal compared to the weight 

of the glory to come. The concept of shalom provides an overarching 

framework for the ethical discussion of levirate and gives a place in the 

discussion for the implications of levirate practices in the spiritual, social, 

economic and ecological realms.  

In this thesis I have considered Christ’s mission through four metaphors: 

redeemer, bride, head, and image of God. To conclude, I reflect on each of the 

four and draw together what has been learnt by looking at them from the 

perspective of a study of Supyire levirate and marriage (8.2), at what 
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implications there are for a practical Supyire theology (8.3) and at what 

implications there may be for the performances of theology of marriage in 

other cultures beyond the Supyire (8.4). 

8.2 Characteristics of Christian marriage 

Scriptures point to Christ who is all and in all, using broken culture to mediate 

and teach of us love; they testify of his mission which is not to bypass culture 

but to restore shalom to the cultures of this world; and they require the church 

to be part of this mission. According to Bonhoeffer this entails following Christ 

back into the world and exhibiting a holy worldliness: ‘One must abandon 

every attempt to make something of oneself’ (1971:369) and throw oneself 

‘into the arms of God and participate in the sufferings of the world’ (1971:370).  

I have considered Christian marriage from four angles. There is joyful love 

between spouses in imitation of Christ’s love for his bride, the church. There is 

commitment to a permanent unity in imitation of Christ, the head of the 

church. There is mercy for the weak in society in imitation of Christ, the 

redeemer. There is respect for the human dignity in the personhood of each 

individual which is realised in community. These four characteristics of 

marriage reflect and participate in Christ’s mission to the world, for underlying 
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each of these four characteristics is the challenge of Christ to his disciples to 

deny themselves, take up their cross and follow him (Mark 8:34b-35). 

As redeemer Christ gave himself on the cross to save the lost. As bridegroom he 

sacrificed himself for his bride. As head of the church he uses his position not 

to denigrate the church but to nourish the body and enable it to grow. As the 

image of God he did not realize his humanity in isolation but by giving himself 

to relationships in community. His lead and example in denying himself are a 

relevant challenge in every culture tainted with human selfishness manifested 

in different cultural shapes and forms. 

Within the Supyire experience of levirate and marriage there are some 

reflections of the mercy-orientated, self-giving, other-honouring, community-

building image of God. In some places these reflections are stronger: marriage 

guaranteed by bridewealth and bolstered by levirate is seen as a permanent 

institution whereby widows and fatherless are guaranteed a place, role and 

protection in the community, whilst at the same time creating and 

strengthening ties across lineages. In other places, given the woman’s muted 

voice and the sense of male superiority, such reflections are harder to discern; 

but there are still examples, such as the symbolic act of the inheritor gathering 
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firewood for his nùmwɔhɔ, or when men show honour to their mother or 

mothers, or when a husband defies convention to show his affection for his 

wife by descending into her grave at her burial. If Thatcher’s argument 

(5.6.5.1) is accepted that ‘there is divine grace in human love, however frail’ 

(2007:216), such reflections can be included in painting a new, richer picture 

of marital union as an expression of Christ’s delight in and love for the ‘other’ 

and for children and family in anticipation of the great eschatalogical wedding 

feast (6.3.6). 

8.3 Possible loosening of constraints on traditional Christian 

marriage 

For the church to limit itself to condemning levirate as a non-Christian form of 

marriage is to fail to ‘follow Christ back into the world’ and to risk several 

negative consequences: it can lead to legalism within the church where the 

form of marriage becomes the main defining criterion for being a Christian and 

thus a distraction from the transforming message of the gospel; it can lead to 

the anomalous situation where an adulterous church leader who has just one 

wife is quickly pardoned but a leader who is faithful to his levirate wife is 
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permanently stigmatized; and it can result in the church being seen as a sect 

somewhat isolated from society.  

If, on the other hand, the church does follow Christ back into the ever-

changing world then inevitably things become messy. No solution can be found 

which simultaneously fully satisfies all the values and principles found in 

Scripture, Malian law, and the levirate custom. An ethic which could feasibly 

be integrated into Supyire life at this time may entail solutions which are not 

conventional in the eyes of the traditional church, or which are less than ideal, 

or in which two principles come into conflict (see 1.8). This, however, is the 

only way which gives an opportunity for the Supyire customs, along with all 

their positive values and their messiness, to be redeemed by the message of 

Christ and to be converted to the glory of God. 

For the church to accept Supyire levirate in some form may require the 

relaxation of one or more of three common Christian ethical constraints 

concerning marriage: that there is mutual consent between the partners, that it 

is a monogamous relationship and that both partners are Christian. I consider 

these three in turn. 
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8.3.1 The constraint of mutual consent 

The first constraint to consider is that of mutual consent. The context of this 

discussion is that there is no absolute freedom of the individual (see 8.1). All 

choices are made under pressures of varying degrees. In the Supyire situation 

both the inheritor and the widow are under pressure to accept the levirate 

union. For the inheritor it is a question of social status; for the widow it may 

well be a question of economic survival. However, that did not prevent the 

great majority of interviewees expressing a positive view of levirate. None of 

the widows interviewed complained about the lack of opportunity to give or 

withhold her consent to levirate during the division of the inheritance.  

Such an uncomplaining attitude in itself does not prove very much, for it is 

possible for people to voluntarily undergo customs to their detriment because 

they are unaware of any other options. A case in point is the Supyire 

continuation of excision or female genital mutilation, where it is the women 

who continue to advocate its practice, and the only reason that many give is 

that it is Supyire tradition. While the parallel between excision and levirate is 

not exact in that people went beyond citing tradition and expressed positive 

benefits of levirate, the point remains that options for Supyire widows in 
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levirate are limited, and their lack of complaint can reflect an inability to think 

of an alternative. It can take theological imagination to open up new vistas and 

possibilities. 

No matter what pressures there are, no matter what one’s marital status, there 

is always a part of oneself which cannot be taken by force, which can only be 

given out of love. Christ the redeemer was sent by his Father to die; he was to 

be arrested by Jewish leaders to be handed over to the Romans for crucifixion, 

yet he was able to say: 

For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life, that I may take it again. No 

one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I 

have power to take it again; this charge I have received from my Father. (John 10:17f.) 

Given that in practice it is possible for a Supyire widow to withhold her 

consent to a full levirate relationship (for example by taking a boy as a nominal 

husband or by not removing her deceased husband’s bed) and, given that it is 

possible for those under pressure still to give in love, I propose that for those 

Christian widows and inheritors who desire to fully enter into levirate the 

church think through an appropriate response. A ceremony could be offered 

that would seek God’s blessing on those who recognize that God is bringing 

them together in levirate. During the ceremony they could indicate a desire to 
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seek God’s help to live out their lives together in line with the Christian vision 

of marriage. This would not be called a furu for that is a once in a lifetime 

event for a Supyire woman, nor would it replace the meeting of the brothers to 

divide the inheritance, but it would act as a complementary ceremony. The 

Supyire have no difficulties in accommodating ceremonies supplementary to 

furu (3.4.2.7). It would be a celebration that a new human relationship has 

been formed, rather than just a technical substitution, and an 

acknowledgement that it is God who has joined them together. There would be 

several advantages in such a ceremony. It would be a chance for the two to 

proclaim their Christian understanding of the responsibilities of marriage and 

of the love of God which is at the heart of it. The commitment involved would 

help to avoid ambiguities that sometimes follow a levirate, especially when the 

wife and inheritor live in different compounds. It would reinforce their primary 

identity as being in Christ, especially for the inheritor for whom this 

commitment may mean he never participates in his own furuŋi and hence in 

Supyire eyes never become adult. It would serve as encouragement that his 

most important status is that he is in Christ and this is not dependent on the 

status of adulthood that comes through a furu. At the same time such a 

ceremony would be an occasion to signal to society that the church is seriously 
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engaging with the levirate responsibilities and has a positive intent of working 

towards the good of the Supyire family with God at its centre. Prayers could be 

made for God to be at the heart of the family compound, and supplications 

made for his protection over the compound against all evil and for help in the 

fulfilment of marital responsibilities. Blessings could be pronounced on the 

children already in the compound and any future offspring from the levirate, 

and prayers offered for both descent groups that God would shower his 

goodness on them through this levirate. A possible model for such a service of 

blessing is set out in the appendix. 

8.3.2 The constraint of monogamy 

The trinitarian God has been in intimate fellowship from all eternity and 

created men and women to share in that intimacy. When the Holy Spirit is sent 

to believers (John 14:17), the Father and Son also make their home with them 

(John 14:23) and thus the intimacy between Father, Son and Spirit remains 

unbroken. The nature of sexual intimacy, the most profound sharing of 

experience between a husband and wife, has the sacramental potential to make 

the intimacy of God a physical reality to one another; ideally, it reinforces their 

intimacy in other areas of life.  
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This idea of sharing might be argued to point to sharing a husband in a 

polygynous marriage. However, as humans are limited in time and space, a 

husband cannot effectively share this intimacy with more than one woman: 

while he is in union with one wife, the other is not present and so the intimacy 

between him and this other wife is fragmented. This weakness is inherent in 

polygyny. On the other hand, God’s story of redemption told in Scripture 

includes his intimate involvement in different forms of marriage, including 

polygyny, and through this involvement he is seen to work out his purposes in 

his people and in the world. I have identified weakness in polygyny and yet 

God has worked through it. Such considerations would point away from a 

blanket ban on polygyny. 

As for Supyire polygyny, it is not as central to the well-being of Supyire society 

as is levirate. Indeed, tensions inherent in polygyny were recognized by the 

Supyire interviewees. Bearing all of the above in mind, the position I advocate 

that the church takes is to teach intimacy in marriage, and that it is preferable 

for widows to be given in levirate to an unmarried member of the family. This 

quasi-monogamy should be a presumption for Christians engaged in levirate 

relationships. The rationales are the following: without such a presumption, 
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there is the temptation for men to exploit the situation of women’s muted voice 

to their advantage; there is the danger to health posed by sexual intimacy with 

more than one woman; and, as it is already an exacting challenge for a 

husband to show Christian sacrificial marital love towards one wife, with plural 

wives the difficulty is multiplied. Whatever economic advantages polygyny 

may have had in the past, they are slipping away as demand for land increases; 

and in any case they are relativized by the greater treasure of the kingdom of 

God. Children are a gift of God to be treasured and can bring Christ into the 

lives of their parents, but ultimately spiritual multiplication by God’s Spirit to 

restore children to relationship with the Lord has priority in God’s kingdom 

over biological multiplication. 

Any proposed exceptions to the presumption that Christians enter only quasi-

monogamous levirate could be treated as a subject of pastoral consultation 

(rather than as a disciplinary matter). Such a consultation would take into 

consideration factors such as the exploration and exhaustion of all other 

possible solutions; distress caused to the vulnerable, especially children, should 

the levirate not be honoured; the consent of all parties including the inheritor’s 

wife; and the motivation of the inheritor to care for the widow and the 
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children, rather than to seize an opportunity to get a new younger wife to the 

disadvantage of the older one. 

Working this out in practice will require sensitivity to the pastoral realities of 

widows and their nùmwɔhɔgii which are often complex, involving conflicting 

priorities and responsibilities. Some matters to be borne in mind are the 

responsibility to provide for relatives, the relativization of family in the 

Christian kingdom, and the priority of spiritual rather than physical progeny. 

The presumptive nature of the proposed guideline will allow room for the 

church to engage with Supyire society and to persuade rather than to present 

an inflexible, absolute rule which is difficult to justify theologically, given the 

absence of condemnation of polygamy in Scripture. It can use whatever 

influence it has to put forward its reasons for a monogamous situation, to open 

up the difficult but vital subject of AIDS, and to contribute to building a stable 

society. It should promote integration in thinking about marriage, and 

highlight the stresses caused by absolutizing the family rather than placing God 

at the centre. 
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8.3.3 The constraint of spiritual compatibility 

The way Supyire inheritance traditionally operates takes no consideration of 

the religious compatibility of the widow and inheritor, so it may well result in 

a religiously mixed partnership between a Christian and a non-Christian. As 

seen above (7.1.2.2.1), Paul in 1 Corinthians relaxed the constraint on having a 

Christian partner if there was already a marriage in place. There is a 

reasonably close analogy between this situation in Corinth and that of the 

Supyire Christian faced with the prospect of a levirate relationship with a non-

Christian, given that there is already a furu in place for the widow along with 

attendant responsibilities for the widow and her inheritor. 

It would seem that the loosening of this constraint would be readily acceptable 

to the local church. The pastor interviewed (5.1) had a sympathetic attitude to 

women who marry a non-Christian: ‘She should not be reprimanded because 

she has difficulties. It is not easy for a young woman to get a husband inside 

the church. It is often better to accept marriage outside the church.’ 

I would therefore argue that this constraint may indeed be loosened at times, 

but not too quickly, given that recently a little more room has developed for a 

widow’s voice to be heard. The church could seek to open up communication 
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further by encouraging pastoral discussions with the widow concerning her 

situation, encouraging prayer for guidance, and encouraging Christian men 

involved in informal discussions prior to the formal division of the inheritance 

to promote a solution where a Christian widow is inherited by a Christian man. 

The guidelines here lack the certainty of strictly applied rules; in that, they 

reflect Paul’s advice concerning pastoral questions in 1 Corinthians 7 which are 

characterized by the phrase: ‘it all depends’ (Thiselton 2000:536). 

8.4 Implications for a theology of marriage beyond the Supyire 

context 

Marital and levirate customs vary greatly from place to place, and no 

immediate application can be made from this study to other situations where 

levirate is practised. What can be said is that before the church makes a 

pronouncement concerning levirate, some process similar to what has been 

carried out concerning Supyire customs should be undergone: study of the 

society’s practice of levirate and marriage in the light of Christ mission to 

restore shalom. 

What I can reflect on is how I, a member of the Western church which has 

dominated theology for centuries and the crude tool through whom Supyire 
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levirate has been viewed in this study (2.7.6), have been changed through this 

research process. What I have learnt may well reflect lessons that need to be 

learnt by the branch of the church to which I belong. 

I have come to admire the way that Supyire levirate custom works to provide 

for the widows and fatherless and to guard relationships between parents and 

children, and descent groups in different villages. Through participation in the 

process of interviews, my eyes have been opened to respect the commitment of 

those widows who remain faithful to their husband’s family and the needs of 

their children, and those inheritors who honour the family commitment to their 

brother’s widows and children. There is, I now see, more than one form of 

socially responsible marriage. I have realized that this levirate custom is not 

something developed independently of God but that he has been at work in 

showing his constant care through it, and I marvel at his grace in working 

through sin-laden manifestations of human culture.  

I have been corrected in my view that Western monogamous marriage can be 

taught directly from the Scriptures as the only valid model; rather, it has been 

forged over centuries by Christian theologians in particular historical 

circumstances. It cannot be applied directly to other cultures where the 
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customs are not the same; Christians need to wrestle with the question 

themselves how they can follow Christ in their own culture. Those who practise 

Western marriage, myself included, no less than those with different marital 

customs, need to be consistently challenged and empowered by the vision of 

marriage as God’s way of bringing his love to one’s spouse in order to avoid the 

ever-present danger of slipping into a loveless marriage or a legalistic but 

unfaithful monogamy or a divorce. The teaching of the Christian meaning of 

marital love is vital. Limiting teaching to the prohibition of all non-standard 

marital situations without giving the transforming view of identity of man 

woman and marriage is futile, even counterproductive, as it can lead to deceit 

or hypocrisy. A shift of focus from the form of marriage to concentration on 

acknowledging and serving Christ at the heart of marriage replicating his 

faithful transforming love is essential. By revisiting levirate in the Old 

Testament, we can learn from the loyalty and faithfulness displayed by those 

who followed this custom, and this aspect of love can infuse and strengthen the 

intimacy of romantic love. 

In thinking through the contrast between the loving social trinitarian God and 

the modern individualized human self I have been challenged about the 
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isolation and fragmentation in my own British society and have been made to 

consider how my thinking has been influenced and formed by ‘the Western 

insistence upon individuality in all aspects of religion as well as morals’ 

(Hillman 1975:72). Individuality is not wrong, it is a gift of God; but it has 

been distorted to take a central position in our culture at the expense of other 

individuals, our community and of God himself. Levirate serves as a reminder 

that marriage is more than just sexual intimacy and a ceremony between two 

individuals, but that it binds a community together and that it provides a 

permanent place for widows and children. At our own wedding service my wife 

and I repeated the vow of permanent commitment Ruth made to her mother-in-

law: ‘I will go wherever you go and live wherever you live. Your people will be 

my people, and your God will be my God’ (Ruth 1:16f.). Through this research 

I have gained a richer understanding of how such a vow reflects the deep 

commitment of relationships within the Trinity, and how God wishes to 

replicate that commitment among his people. I have realized the privilege and 

responsibility I have of bringing Christ and his love to my family, particularly 

my wife, and of receiving Christ and his love through them. In all of this, I 

have taken a step closer to understanding and empathizing with the Supyire 

widows and inheritors, which is part of the process in the hermeneutical spiral. 
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8.5 Limitations of study and pointers to future study 

This study has been of one particular people group, so any conclusions drawn 

cannot be taken to apply to levirate in another culture without understanding 

the precise nature and place of levirate in that situation. The usefulness of the 

study in other situations is that it could act as a starting point for probing 

questions and analogizing. 

The research was carried out in rural Supyire villages, the interviews with 

widows and widowers concerned their experiences of levirate, and the 

preponderance of data was qualitative rather than quantitative. To get a fuller 

picture would require interviews with the diaspora, those Supyire living in 

urban contexts where the rationale of access to farmland no longer applies and 

reflection on the interaction between town and village, for the two worlds are 

not hermetically sealed from one another. It would require more interviews 

with younger widows and with those who have been made fatherless and 

grown up with a step-father as a result of a levirate union. Fuller qualitative 

and quantitative studies to determine any differences between Christian and 

Muslim and traditional households would be helpful to see what influence 

different religious traditions have on the practice of levirate. Data from more 
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than one village on how many children were born of levirate unions would be 

an indicator of how seriously levirate responsibilities are taken (though 

obtaining reliable information on such a delicate, sensitive topic might prove to 

be very difficult). A deeper understanding of the context of the Supyire marital 

relationship could be gained by exploring taboos on sex within marriage, for 

example during menstruation, post-partum and after menopause.  

There are certain implications for church practice which have not been touched 

on but arise out of the topics discussed here. It would be worthwhile to 

consider the case of a woman who enters a relationship with a family member 

after losing both her husband and her zàbange. A ceremony of blessing similar 

to that proposed in the appendix could celebrate and bless such a relationship. 

Those who have taken a levirate wife but have never themselves contracted a 

furu are denied a full Supyire burial; a Christian burial should give honour and 

celebrate his life and testify that he is fully a member of the family of God. 

Serious reflection is needed on the position of church members who are in a 

levirate relationship and are potential leaders in the emerging Supyire church. 

What Hill writes is pertinent here: 
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Readers of Scripture today often access unintended contexts. For example, in 1 Timothy 3.2, 

Paul writes that deacons should be the husband of one wife. In Africa, many understand this 

text to mean that God is opposed to having polygamous church leaders. Since ‘polygamy 

was not practiced in the Roman world outside Palestine’ … this cannot be the context Paul 

intended his audience to access. Sexual promiscuity was rampant, and even expected in Asia 

Minor in the first century, however, so it is much more likely that Paul was requiring 

deacons to be unlike their peers in this respect. (2006:20) 

Two considerations should be borne in mind in this reflection. Levirate does 

not produce a situation that is strictly polygynous in Supyire eyes; and 

Christian loving faithfulness within marriage, rather than marital status, should 

be the quality looked for in a Christian leader. 

I am very aware that as an outsider looking in on the Supyire situation who 

will never experience a levirate relationship. The best that my thesis can offer 

is some initial pointers to a possible theology of marriage for the Supyire 

church. What is offered here does not constitute a fully-rounded, practical 

theology, for such requires discipleship from the Supyire people themselves, 

with a commitment to obedience and learning. There is no binary 

epistemological opposition between theory and experience; indeed ‘the fear of 

the Lord is the beginning of knowledge’ (Proverbs 1:7). Knowledge and wisdom 

will grow as Supyire disciples of Christ step into the hermeneutical spiral, seek 

to put love of God and neighbour at the centre of all their relationships, 
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explore these pointers from levirate and marriage in their culture, and seek to 

conform to the image and likeness of Christ. 
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Appendix: A proposed Christian service of blessing on a 

Supyire levirate union  

Introduction 

As we remember with sadness the passing of (NAME OF WIDOW’S HUSBAND) 

we are thankful for all the good things he has done during his life. 

As (NAMES OF THE TWO ZABANGE) wish to commit to serve Christ together 

to love and cherish each other, to build one another up in the love of Christ, we 

have come together to pray for your richest blessing on them, their children 

and their families. 

Prayer 

God our Father, source of all life, and the originator of marriage, thank you for 

putting us in families. We thank you for the life of (NAME OF WIDOW’S 

HUSBAND). We have already mourned the passing of this husband, this 

brother, this father. God who gives the desolate a home to dwell in, we thank 

you that (NAMES OF THE TWO ZABANGE) wish to put your blessing on their 

zàbangare. Jesus, thank you for dying for us on the cross to bring us 

forgiveness and to show us God’s path. We thank you that you are present here 
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among us today by your Holy Spirit. We pray for the pardon of past hurts and 

sins so that your Holy Spirit may bring us love, joy, peace and unity during this 

celebration today. 

Reading Ephesians 5:21-33 

Hymn Jesus didn’t come into the world to be served but to serve and give his 

life a ransom for many 

Reading Ruth 1: 1-19a 

Blessings 

The Lord recompense you for what you have done, and a full reward be given 

you by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to take 

refuge! 

May God make the man and the woman agree. May God make them one. 

May they listen to each others’ words. 

May he also take care of her as Christ takes care of the church. 

May she take care of him. 

May they build each other up in the love of Christ. 
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May God make this zàbangare like a fruitful yam plant so that they are 

breaking branches from it. 

May God bring something out of the zàbangare that is stronger than the man 

and the woman.  

May the Lord protect each child in the household.  

May each child serve the Lord. 

May the Lord be at the centre of the house and protect it from all danger day 

and night.  

Vows of Faithfulness 

(Inheritor brings firewood and presents it to the widow) 

Do you promise to love your zàbange as your wife, as Christ loved the church 

and gave himself up for her? 

Do you promise to love your zàbange as you love your own body and take joy 

in her, as Christ does the church? 

Do you promise to bring up all the children God gives you in the fear and love 

of the Lord? 

(Widow brings drink and presents it to the inheritor) 
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Do you promise to love your zàbange as your husband, to submit to him and 

honour him out of love for Christ? 

Do you promise to love your zàbange as you love your own body and take joy 

in him, as Christ does the church? 

Do you promise to bring all the children God gives you in the fear and love of 

the Lord? 

Words of pastor 

Go and console one another, and be kind to one another. The Lord bless you 

and keep you. The Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to 

you. The Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. What God 

has joined together, may no-one put asunder. 

Prayer 

Thank you God for NAMES OF THE TWO ZABANGE whom you have joined 

together. Give them a strong love that will never break. We pray for their 

children: those already living in the household and those whom you may give 

in the future. We pray for their protection against all evil. Give them health 

and strength and wisdom. May they grow up knowing and loving you in the 

family of Jesus Christ. 
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The fool says that the family is not good but in reality the family is more 

savoury than salt in the gravy. Thank you for the family of (NAME OF 

INHERITOR) from the village of (NAME OF VILLAGE) and the family of the 

(NAME OF WIDOW) from the village of (NAME OF VILLAGE). Thank you for 

the respect between the two families, represented in this marriage. As you bless 

(NAME OF INHERITOR) and (NAME OF WIDOW) may you bless their families 

richly through them with peace, joy and love. Thank you for all your blessings. 

Thank you for the food we will eat together to celebrate anew the communion 

between the two villages. May you be present with us as we eat. We present 

our prayers in the name of Jesus Christ our Saviour. Amen.  

Communal meal 
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