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Maya—Americas 2:355

BENIN
Beninese—Africa 1:73
Ewe—Africa 1:217
Fulani—Africa 1:222
Jola—Africa 1:299
Songhay—Africa 1:501
Yoruba—Africa 1:593

BHUTAN
Bhutanese—Asia & Oceania 3:137
Bhutia—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:142
Buddhists—Asia & Oceania 3:163
Hindus—Asia & Oceania 3:319
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Lepchas—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:559
Muslims—Asia & Oceania 4:693

BOLIVIA

Aymara—Americas 2:79
Bolivians—Americas 2:98
Quechua—Americas 2:462

BOSNIA

Bosnians—Europe 5:81
Croats—Europe 5:135

BOTSWANA
San—Africa 1:463

BRAZIL
African Brazilians—Americas 2:16
Ashédninka—Americas 2:70
Brazilians—Americas 2:103
Guaranis—Americas 2:245
Kayapos—Americas 2:327
Tenetehara—Americas 2:507
Xavante—Americas 2:543

BRUNEI

Bruneians—Asia & Oceania 3:155

BULGARIA

Armenians—Europe 5:50
Bulgarians—Europe 5:91
Vlachs—Europe 5:514

BURKINA FASO

Burkinabe—Africa 1:85
Dyula—Africa 1:167
Fulani—Africa 1:222
Mossi—Africa 1:395
Tuaregs—Africa 1:548

BURMA. SEE MYANMAR

BURUNDI

Burundians—Africa 1:90
Hutu—Africa 1:277
Tutsi—Africa 1:562

CAMBODIA

Cham—Asia & Oceania 3:191
Khmer—Asia & Oceania 3:495
Mountain Mon-Khmer—Asia & Oceania 4:682

CAMEROON

Cameroonians—Africa 1:95
Fulani—Africa 1:222

CANADA

Amish—Americas 2:48
Canadians—Americas 2:116
Dakota and Lakota—Americas 2:179
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French Canadians—Americas 2:217
Inuit—Americas 2:296

Iroquois—Americas 2:304

Native North Americans—Americas 2:384
Ojibwa—Americas 2:412

Traditional-Orthodox Jews—Asia & Oceania 4:990

CAPE VERDE
Cape Verdeans—Africa 1:101

CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC
Aka—Africa 1:17
Azande—Africa 1:40
Central Africans—Africa 1:105

CEYLON SEE SRI LANKA

CHAD

Fulani—Africa 1:222
Chadians—Africa 1:111

CHILE

Aymara—Americas 2:79
Chileans—Americas 2:124
Mapuches—Americas 2:345

CHINA

Bai—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:82

Buyi—Asia & Oceania 3:181

Chinese National Minorities—Asia & Oceania 3:208
Dai—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:217
Derong—Asia & Oceania 3:225
Dong—Asia & Oceania 3:228
Ewenki—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:241
Gaoshan—Asia & Oceania 3:260
Hakka—Asia & Oceania 3:297
Han—Asia & Oceania 3:302
Hani—Asia & Oceania 3:307
Hmong—Asia & Oceania 3:327
Hui—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:332
Kachins—Asia & Oceania 3:442
Kashmiris—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:472
Kazakh Chinese—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:479
Korean Chinese—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:514
Kyrgyz—Asia & Oceania 4:543
Li—Asia & Oceania 4:564

Man (Manchus)—Asia & Oceania 4:602
Miao—Asia & Oceania 4:642
Mongols—Asia & Oceania 3:664
Naxi—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:705
Shans—Asia & Oceania 4:866
Tibetans—Asia & Oceania 4:972
Tujia—Asia & Oceania 4:995
Tuvans—Europe 5:489

Uighurs—Asia & Oceania 4:1010
Uzbeks—Asia & Oceania 4:1014
Yao—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:1039

Yi—Asia & Oceania 4:1052
Zhuang—Asia & Oceania 4:1056
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COLOMBIA

Colombians—Americas 2:139
Guajiros—Americas 2:241
Paez—Americas 2:418
Vaupés—Americas 2:530

COMOROS
Comorians—Africa 1:134

CONGO, DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF THE

Azande—Africa 1:40
Bakongo—Africa 1:51

Congolese (Zairians)—Africa 1:144
Efe and Mbuti—Africa 1:171
Tutsi—Africa 1:562

Twa—Africa 1:568

CONGO, REPUBLIC OF
Aka—Africa 1:17
Bakongo—Africa 1:51
Congolese—Africa 1:139
Twa—Africa 1:568

COSTA RICA

Costa Ricans—Americas 2:149

COTE D'IVOIRE (IVORY COAST)
Dyula—Africa 1:167
Ivoirians—Africa 1:294
Malinke—Africa 1:375
Mossi—Africa 1:395

CROATIA
Croats—Europe 5:135

CUBA
Cubans—Americas 2:170

CYPRUS
Greek Cypriots—Asia & Oceania 3:276

CZECH REPUBLIC
Czechs—Europe 5:143

DENMARK

Danes—Europe 5:147
Frisians—Europe 5:196

DJIBOUT
Djiboutians—Africa 1:162

DOMINICA

Dominicans (Dominica)—Americas 2:190

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

Dominicans (Dominican Republic)—Americas 2:195

EAST TIMOR
Timorese—Asia & Oceania 4:977

ECUADOR

Ecuadorans—Americas 2:203
Jivaro—Americas 2:323
Quechua—Americas 2:462

EGYPT

Bedu—Asia & Oceania 3:122
Coptic Christians—Africa 1:149
Egyptians—Africa 1:177

EL SALVADOR

Maya—Americas 2:355
Salvadorans—Americas 2:481

EQUATORIAL GUINEA
Equatorial Guineans—Africa 1:198

ERITREA
Tigray—Africa 1:536
Eritreans—Africa 1:203

ESTONIA
Estonians—Europe 5:163

ETHIOPIA

Ambhara—Africa 1:30
Ethiopians—Africa 1:210
Fulani—Africa 1:222
Nuer—Africa 1:431
Oromos—Africa 1:449
Tigray—Africa 1:536

FlJI

Banias—Asia & Oceania 3:108
Fijians—Asia & Oceania 3:245
Indo-Fijians—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:369

FINLAND

Finns—Europe 5:182
Sami—Europe 5:430

FRANCE

Armenians—Europe 5:50
Basques—Europe 5:65
Bretons—Europe 5:87
French—Europe 5:191

FRENCH GUIANA

French Guianans—Americas 2:222

GABON
Gabonese—Africa 1:227

GAMBIA, THE

Gambians—Africa 1:233
Malinke—Africa 1:375
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GEORGIA

Abkhazians—Europe 5:15
Adjarians—Europe 5:19
Armenians—Europe 5:50
Georgians—Europe 5:205
Karachai—Europe 5:250
Ossetians—Europe 5:361

People of Dagestan—Europe 5:367
Peoples of the Caucasus—Europe 5:373

GERMANY

Frisians—Europe 5:196
Germans—Europe 5:214
Kurds—Asia & Oceania 3:518

GHANA
Dyula—Africa 1:167
Ewe—Africa 1:217
Ghanaians—Africa 1:240
Jola—Africa 1:299

GREECE

Albanians—Europe 5:23
Greeks—Europe 5:221
Vlachs—Europe 5:514

GRENADA

Grenadians—Americas 2:237

GUAM

Micronesians—Asia ¢~ Oceania 4:647

GUATEMALA

Garifuna—Americas 2:226
Guatemalans—Americas 2:250
Maya—Americas 2:355

GUINEA

Fulani—Africa 1:222
Guineans—Africa 1:257
Malinke—Africa 1:375

GUINEA BISSAU
Malinke—Africa 1:375

GUYANA

Guyanans—Americas 2:255
Hindus of Guyana—Americas 2:276

HAITI

Haitians—Americas 2:262

HONDURAS

Garifuna—Americas 2:226
Hondurans—Americas 2:282
Maya—Americas 2:355
Miskito—Americas 2:373
Sumu—Americas 2:497
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HUNGARY

Hungarians—Europe 5:225
Slovenes—Europe 5:459
Vlachs—Europe 5:514

ICELAND

Icelanders—Europe 5:229

INDIA

Ahirs—Asia & Oceania 3:24
Andamanese—Asia & Oceania 3:40
Andhras—Asia & Oceania 3:44
Anglo-Indians—Asia & Oceania 3:54
Assamese—Asia & Oceania 3:62
Banias—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:108
Bengalis—Asia & Oceania 3:127
Bhils—Asia & Oceania 3:131
Bhutia—Asia & Oceania 3:142
Brahmans—Asia & Oceania 3:146
Buddhists—Asia & Oceania 3:163
Chakmas—Asia & Oceania 3:185
Chamars—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:197
Chin—Asia & Oceania 3:202
Goans—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:265
Gonds—Asia & Oceania 3:270
Gujaratis—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:284
Hindus—Asia & Oceania 3:319
Jains—Asia & Oceania 3:404
Jats—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:418

Jews of Cochin—Asia & Oceania 3:431
Kachins—Asia & Oceania 3:442
Kashmiris—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:472
Khasi—Asia & Oceania 3:491
Kolis—Asia & Oceania 3:502
Kols—Asia & Oceania 3:506
Konds—Asia & Oceania 3:510
Lingayats—Asia & Oceania 4:567
Marathas—Asia & Oceania 4:627
Minas—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:659
Mundas—Asia & Oceania 4:688
Muslims—Asia & Oceania 4:693
Naga—Asia & Oceania 4:699
Nicobarese—Asia & Oceania 4:742
Oraons—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:760
Oriya—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:766
Punjabis—Asia & Oceania 4:807
Rajasthanis—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:818
Rajputs—Asia & Oceania 4:825
Roma—Europe 5:394

Santals—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:848
Shans—Asia & Oceania 4:866
Sikhs—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:877
Syrian Christians—Asia & Oceania 4:916
Tamils—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:946
Tibetans—Asia & Oceania 4:964
Todas—Asia & Oceania 4:981
People of India—Asia & Oceania 3:360

INDONESIA

Acehnese—Asia & Oceania 3:11
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Ambonese—Asia & Oceania 3:35
Asmat—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:58
Bajau—Asia & Oceania 3:86
Balinese—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:90
Banjarese—Asia & Oceania 3:112
Batak—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:117
Bugis—Asia & Oceania 3:169
Dani—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:221
Indonesians—Asia & Oceania 3:371
Javanese—Asia & Oceania 3:423
Madurese—Asia & Oceania 4:575
Makassarese—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:169
Malays—Asia & Oceania 4:580
Mandarese—Asia & Oceania 3:169
Manggarai—Asia & Oceania 4:606
Minahasans—Asia & Oceania 4:650
Minangkabau—Asia & Oceania 4:654
Ngaju Dayak—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:733
Niasans—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:738
Sa’dan Toraja—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:840
Sasak—Asia & Oceania 4:854
Sumbanese—Asia & Oceania 4:903
Sumbawans—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:908
Sundanese—Asia & Oceania 4:911

IRAN
Azerbaijanis—Asia & Oceania 3:70
Baluchi—Asia & Oceania 3:97
Brahui—Asia & Oceania 3:151
Iranians—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:382
Kurds—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:518
Turkmens—Asia & Oceania 4:998

IRAQ
Bedu—Asia & Oceania 3:122
Iraqis—Asia & Oceania 3:390
Kurds—Asia & Oceania 3:518
Ma’dan—Asia & Oceania 4:571
Yazidis—Asia & Oceania 4:1043

IRELAND
Irish—Europe 5:234

ISRAEL

Bedu—Asia & Oceania 3:122
Circassians—Europe 5:130
Druze—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:232
Israelis—Asia & Oceania 3:397
Palestinians—Asia & Oceania 4:777

Traditional-Orthodox Jews—Asia & Oceania 4:990

ITALY

Italians—Europe 5:238
Slovenes—Europe 5:459
Tyrolese—Europe 5:495

IVORY COAST SEE COTE D’IVOIRE

JAMAICA

Jamaicans—Americas 2:314
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JAPAN

Ainu—Asia & Oceania 3:27
Japanese—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:409

JORDAN

Bedu—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:122
Circassians—Europe 5:130
Druze—Asia & Oceania 3:232
Jordanians—Asia & Oceania 3:436

KAZAKHSTAN

Karakalpaks—Asia & Oceania 3:460
Kazaks—Asia & Oceania 3:482

KENYA
Embu—Africa 1:185
Gikuyu—Africa 1:248
Gusii—Africa 1:267
Kalenjin—Africa 1:304
Keiyo—Africa 1:316
Kenyans—Africa 1:321
Luhya—Africa 1:337
Luo—Africa 1:342
Maasai—Africa 1:350
Oromos—Africa 1:449
Swahili—Africa 1:519

KIRIBATI

Micronesians—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:647

KOREA, REPUBLIC OF
South Koreans—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:893

KOSOVO
Kosovars—Europe 5:265

KUWAIT

Bedu—Asia & Oceania 3:122
Kuwaitis—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:523

KYRGYZSTAN

Kazakh Chinese—Asia & Oceania 3:479

Kyrgyz —Asia & Oceania 4:543

LAOS

Hmong—Asia & Oceania 3:327
Kammu—Asia & Oceania 3:455
Lao—Asia & Oceania 4:548
Miao—Asia & Oceania 4:642
Shans—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:866

LATVIA
Latvians—Europe 5:270

LEBANON

Bedu—Asia & Oceania 3:122
Druze—Asia & Oceania 3:232
Kurds—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:518
Maronites—Asia & Oceania 4:632
Lebanese—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:553

XV
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XVi

LESOTHO
Sotho—Africa 1:506

LIBERIA
Malinke—Africa 1:375

LIBYA

Berbers—Africa 1:78
Libyans—Africa 1:329
Tuaregs—Africa 1:548

LIECHTENSTEIN
Liechtensteiners—Europe 5:276

LITHUANIA
Lithuanians—Europe 5:280

LUXEMBOURG
Luxembourgers—Europe 5:287

MACEDONIA

Albanians—Europe 5:23
Macedonians—Europe 5:291
Vlachs—Europe 5:514

MADAGASCAR
Malagasy—Africa 1:355

MALAWI
Chewa—Africa 1:123

MALAYSIA

Banias—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:108
Hakka—Asia & Oceania 3:297

Iban—Asia & Oceania 3:340
Kadazan—Asia & Oceania 3:446
Kelabit—Asia & Oceania 3:487

Malaysian Chinese—Asia & Oceania 4:585
Malaysian Indians—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:590
Malaysian Malays—Asia & Oceania 4:595
Orang Asli—Asia & Oceania 4:756
Penan—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:799

MALDIVES
Maldivians—Africa 1:364

MALI

Bamana—Africa 1:56
Dyula—Africa 1:167
Fulani—Africa 1:222
Malians—Africa 1:371
Malinke—Africa 1:375
Songhay—Africa 1:501
Tuaregs—Africa 1:548

MALTA
Maltese—Europe 5:298

Country Index

MARSHALL ISLANDS

Micronesians—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:647

MAURITANIA

Berbers—Africa 1:78
Mauritanians—Africa 1:382

MEXICO

Maya—Americas 2:355
Mexicans—Americas 2:367

MICRONESIA

Micronesians—Asia ¢~ Oceania 4:647

MOLDOVA

Moldovans—Europe 5:312
Vlachs—Europe 5:514

MONACO
Monégasques—Europe 5:318

MONGOLIA
Ewenki—Asia & Oceania 3:241
Kalmyks—Europe 5:243
Mongols in China—Asia & Oceania 4:664
Tuvans—Europe 5:489

MONTENEGRO

Albanians—Europe 5:23
Montenegrins—Europe 5:324

MOROCCO

Berbers—Africa 1:78
Moroccans—Africa 1:388

MOZAMBIQUE
Chewa—Africa 1:123
Mozambicans—Africa 1:404
Swahili—Africa 1:519

MYANMAR

Buddhists—Asia & Oceania 3:163
Burman—Asia & Oceania 3:174
Chakmas—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:185
Chin—Asia & Oceania 3:202
Kachins—Asia & Oceania 3:442
Karens—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:467
Miao—Asia & Oceania 4:642
Mons—Asia & Oceania 4:669
Rakhines—Asia & Oceania 4:832
Rohingyas—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:836
Shans—Asia & Oceania 4:866

NAMIBIA
Namibians—Africa 1:409
San—Africa 1:463

NAURU

Micronesians—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:647
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NEPAL

Brahmans—Asia & Oceania 3:146
Buddhists—Asia & Oceania 3:163
Gurungs—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:291
Hindus—Asia & Oceania 3:319
Lepchas—Asia & Oceania 4:559
Muslims—Asia & Oceania 4:693
Nepalis—Asia & Oceania 4:714
Newars—Asia & Oceania 4:729
Sherpas—Asia & Oceania 4:871

NETHERLANDS

Frisians—Europe 5:196
Netherlanders—Europe 5:346

NEW CALDONIA
New Caledonians—Asia & Oceania 4:721

NEW ZEALAND
Maori—Asia & Oceania 4:619
New Zealanders—Asia ¢» Oceania 4:724
Polynesians—Asia & Oceania 4:803
Roma—Europe 5:394

NICARAGUA
Garifuna—Americas 2:226
Miskito—Americas 2:373
Nicaraguans—Americas 2:402
Sumu—Americas 2:497

NIGER
Fulani—Africa 1:222
Hausa—Africa 1:272
Nigeriens—Africa 1:425
Songhay—Africa 1:501
Tuaregs—Africa 1:548

NIGERIA

Fulani—Africa 1:222
Hausa—Africa 1:272
Igbo—Africa 1:282
ljo—Africa 1:289
Nigerians—Africa 1:420
Yoruba—Africa 1:593

NORWAY

Norwegians—Europe 5:358
Sami—Europe 5:430

OMAN
Baluchi—Asia & Oceania 3:97
Bedu—Asia & Oceania 3:122
Omanis—Asia & Oceania 4:750

PAKISTAN

Baluchi—Asia & Oceania 3:97
Brahui—Asia & Oceania 3:151
Hindus—Asia & Oceania 3:319
Jats—Asia & Oceania 3:418
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Kashmiris—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:472
Muslims—Asia & Oceania 4:693
Pakistanis—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:770
Parsis—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:789
Pashtun—Asia & Oceania 4:795
Punjabis—Asia & Oceania 4:807
Sindhis—Asia & Oceania 4:882

PANAMA

Cuna—Americas 2:175
Panamanians—Americas 2:432

PAPUA NEW GUINEA

Iatmul—Asia & Oceania 3:336
Melanesians—Asia & Oceania 4:635
Melpa—Asia & Oceania 4:639
Motu—Asia & Oceania 4:679

PARAGUAY

Guaranis—Americas 2:245
Mennonites of Paraguay—Americas 2:360
Paraguayans—Americas 2:437

PERU

Amahuacas—Americas 2:25
Ashaninka—Americas 2:70
Aymara—Americas 2:79
Jivaro—Americas 2:323
Matsigenka—Americas 2:349
Peruvians—Americas 2:447
Quechua—Americas 2:462

PHILIPPINES

Filipinos—Asia & Oceania 3:249
Hiligaynon—Asia & Oceania 3:315
Ifugao—Asia & Oceania 3:345
Ilocanos—Asia & Oceania 3:351
Ilongot—Asia & Oceania 3:355
Kalinga—Asia & Oceania 3:450
Mangyan—Asia & Oceania 4:610
Manuvu'—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:615
Maranao—Asia & Oceania 4:623
Moro—Asia & Oceania 4:673
Negrito—Asia & Oceania 4:710
Tagbanua—Asia & Oceania 4:926
Tausug—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:957
T’boli—Asia & Oceania 4:962

POLAND

Poles—Europe 5:384
Roma—Europe 5:394

PORTUGAL
Portuguese—Europe 5:390

PUERTO RICO

Puerto Ricans—Americas 2:458

QATAR
Qataris—Asia & Oceania 4:813
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ROMANIA

Roma—Europe 5:394
Romanians—Europe 5:404
Vlachs—Europe 5:514

RUSSIA

Altays—Europe 5:37
Bashkirs—Europe 5:61
Buriats—Europe 5:96
Chechens—Europe 5:111
Chukchi—Europe 5:118
Chuvash—Europe 5:123
Circassians—Europe 5:130
Dolgany—Europe 5:152
Evenki—Europe 5:170
Evens—Europe 5:176
Inuit—Americas 2:296
Kalmyks—Europe 5:243
Karachai—Europe 5:250
Karakalpaks—Asia & Oceania 3:460
Khakass—Europe 5:255
Koriak—Europe 5:259
Maris—Europe 5:308
Mordvins—Europe 5:330
Nanais—Europe 5:334
Nentsy—Europe 5:341
Nivkhs—Europe 5:351
Ossetians—Europe 5:361

People of Dagestan—Europe 5:367
Peoples of the Caucasus—Europe 5:373
Russians—Europe 5:413
Sakha—Europe 5:424
Sami—Europe 5:430
Tatars—Europe 5:483
Turkmens—Asia & Oceania 4:998
Tuvans—Europe 5:489
Udmurts—Europe 5:501

RWANDA

Hutu—Africa 1:277
Rwandans—Africa 1:456
Tutsi—Africa 1:562
Twa—Africa 1:568

ST. KITTS AND NEVIS

Kittitians and Nevisians—Americas 2:331

ST. LUCIA

St. Lucians—Americas 2:470

ST. VINCENT AND THE GRENADINES

Garifuna—Americas 2:226
St. Vincentians—Americas 2:475

SAMOA

Samoans—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:844

SAN MARINO

Sammarinese—Europe 5:435
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SAO TOME
Sao Toméans—Africa 1:469

SAUDI ARABIA

Bedu—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:122
Saudis—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:859

SENEGAL

Fulani—Africa 1:222
Malinke—Africa 1:375
Senegalese—Africa 1:473
Wolof—Africa 1:582

SERBIA

Albanians—Europe 5:23
Kosovars—Europe 5:265
Serbs—Europe 5:443
Vlachs—Europe 5:514

SEYCHELLES
Seychellois—Africa 1:479

SIERRA LEONE

Creoles of Sierra Leone—Africa 1:154
Malinke—Africa 1:375

SINGAPORE

Banias—Asia & Oceania 3:108
Hakka—Asia & Oceania 3:297

SLOVAKIA
Slovaks—Europe 5:452

SLOVENIA
Slovenes—Europe 5:459

SOLOMON ISLANDS
Melanesians—Asia & Oceania 4:635

SOMALIA

Oromos—Africa 1:449
Somalis—Africa 1:495
Swahili—Africa 1:519

SOUTH AFRICA

Afrikaners—Africa 1:12

Colored People of South Africa—Africa 1:129
The English in South Africa—Africa 1:193
Karretijie People—Africa 1:310
Ndebele—Africa 1:415

Roma—Europe 5:394

San—Africa 1:463

Sotho—Africa 1:506

Xhosa—Africa 1:587

Zulu—Africa 1:612

SPAIN

Andalusians—Europe 5:42
Basques—Europe 5:65
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Castilians—Europe 5:102
Catalans—Europe 5:106
Galicians—Europe 5:200
Roma—Europe 5:394
Spaniards—Europe 5:467

SRI LANKA
Buddhists—Asia & Oceania 3:163
Hindus—Asia & Oceania 3:319
Muslims—Asia & Oceania 4:693
Sinhalese—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:888
Sri Lankans—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:898
Tamils—Asia & Oceania 4:946
Veddas—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:1020

SUDAN

Azande—Africa 1:40
Dinka—Africa 1:158
Fulani—Africa 1:222
Nuer—Africa 1:431
Shilluk—Africa 1:490
Sudanese—Africa 1:512

SURINAME

Surinamese—Americas 2:501

SWAZILAND
Swazis—Africa 1:525

SWEDEN

Sami—Europe 5:430
Swedes—Europe 5:472

SWITZERLAND
Swiss—Europe 5:477

SYRIA

‘Alawis—Asia & Oceania 3:32
Bedu—Asia & Oceania 3:122
Circassians—Europe 5:130

Druze—Asia & Oceania 3:232
Kurds—Asia & Oceania 3:518
Syrians—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:920

Syrian Christians—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:916
Yazidis—Asia & Oceania 4:1043

TAHITI
Tahitians—Asia & Oceania 4:930

TAIWAN

Gaoshan—Asia & Oceania 3:260

Hakka—Asia & Oceania 3:297

Han—Asia & Oceania 3:302

Taiwan Indigenous Peoples—Asia & Oceania 4:934

TAJIKISTAN

Pamiri—Asia ¢ Oceania 4:785
Tajiks—Asia & Oceania 4:940
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TANZANIA
Chagga—Africa 1:117
Luo—Africa 1:342
Maasai—Africa 1:350
Nyamwezi—Africa 1:439
Shambaa—Africa 1:485
Swahili—Africa 1:519
Tanzanians—Africa 1:530

THAILAND

Hmong—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:327
Kachins—Asia & Oceania 3:442
Karens—Asia ¢ Oceania 3:467
Lao—Asia & Oceania 4:548
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PREFACE

The Worldmark Encyclopedia of Cultures and Daily Life, Second
Edition, contains over 500 articles exploring the ways of life of
peoples of the world. Arranged in five volumes by geographic
regions—Africa, Americas, Asia & Oceania (two volumes), and
Europe—the volumes of this encyclopedia parallel the organi-
zation of its sister set, the Worldmark Encyclopedia of the Na-
tions. Whereas the primary purpose of Nations is to provide
information on the world’s nation states, this encyclopedia
focuses on the traditions, living conditions, and personalities
of many of the world’s culture groups. Entries emphasize how
people live today, rather than how they lived in the past.

Defining groups for inclusion was not an easy task. Cultural
identity can be shaped by such factors as geography, nationali-
ty, ethnicity, race, language, and religion. Many people, in fact,
legitimately belong in two or more classifications, each as valid
as the other. For example, the citizens of the United States all
share traits that make them distinctly American. However, few
would deny the need for separate articles on Native Americans
or African Americans. Even the category Native American de-
nies the individuality of separate tribes like the Navajo and Pai-
ute. Consequently, this encyclopedia contains an article on the
Americans as well as separate articles on the Native Americans
and the Navajo. Closely related articles such as these are cross-
referenced to each other to help provide a more complete pic-
ture of the group being profiled. Included in this encyclopedia
are articles on groups as large as the Han of China, with over
one billion members, and as small as the Jews of Cochin, with
only a few dozen members. Unfortunately, although the vast
majority of the world’s peoples are represented in this encyclo-
pedia, time and space constraints prevented many important
groups from being included in the first edition. Twenty-three
new groups have been added to this second edition, and the
editors look forward to including many more culture groups in
future editions of this work.

New entries include in Americas: Sudanese Americans
(“Lost Boys™); in Africa: Afar, Berbers, Ewe, Guineas of Guinea
Bissau, Jola, Maldivians, San (Bushmen), Sao Tomeans, and
Twa; in Asia and Oceania: Brunei, Coptic Christians, Kash-
miris, Moro, Rajasthanis, and Timorese; and in Europe: Alsa-
tians, Kosovars, Maltese, Montenegrins, Serbs, Tyrolese, and
Vlachs.

Over 175 contributors and reviewers participated in the cre-
ation of this encyclopedia. Drawn from universities, consul-
ates, and the press, their in-depth knowledge and first-hand
experience of the profiled groups added significantly to the
content of the articles. A complete listing of the contributors
and reviewers together with their affiliations appears in the
front of each volume.

ORGANIZATION

Each volume begins with an introduction that traces the cul-
tural developments of the region from prehistoric times to the
present. Following the introduction are articles devoted to the
peoples of the region. Within each volume the articles are ar-
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ranged alphabetically. A comprehensive table cross referenc-
ing the articles by country follows the table of contents to each
volume.

The individual articles are of two types. The vast majority
follow a standard 20-heading outline explained in more detail
below. This structure allows for easy comparison of the articles
and enhances the accessibility of the information. A smaller
number do not follow the 20-heading format, but rather pres-
ent simply an overview of the group. This structure is used
when the primary purpose of an article is to supplement a fully
rubriced article appearing elsewhere in the set.

Whenever appropriate, articles begin with the pronuncia-
tion of the group’s name, a listing of alternate names by which
the group is known, the group’s location in the world, its pop-
ulation, the languages spoken, the religions practiced, and a
listing of related articles in the five volumes of this encyclo-
pedia. Most articles are illustrated with a map showing the
primary location of the group and photographs of the people
being profiled. The twenty standard headings by which most
articles are organized are presented below.

INTRODUCTION: A description of the group’s historical
origins provides a useful background for understanding its
contemporary affairs. Information relating to migration helps
explain how the group arrived at its present location. Political
conditions and governmental structure(s) that typically affect
members of the profiled ethnic group are also discussed.

LOCATION AND HOMELAND: The population size of
the group is listed. This information may include official cen-
sus data from various countries and/or estimates. Information
on the size of a group’s population located outside the tradi-
tional homeland may also be included, especially for certain
groups with large diaspora populations. A description of the
homeland includes information on location, topography, and
climate.

LANGUAGE: Each article lists the name(s) of the primary
language(s) spoken by members. Descriptions of linguistic ori-
gins, grammar, and similarities to other languages may also be
included. Examples of common words, phrases, and proverbs
are listed for many of the profiled groups, and some include
examples of common personal names and forms of address.

FOLKLORE: Common themes, settings, and characters in
the profiled group’s traditional oral and/or literary mythology
are highlighted. Many entries include a short excerpt or syn-
opsis of one of the group’s most noteworthy myths, fables, or
legends. Some entries describe the accomplishments of famous
heroes and heroines or other prominent historical figures.

RELIGION: The origins of traditional religious beliefs are
profiled. Contemporary religious beliefs, customs, and prac-
tices are also discussed. Some groups may be closely associat-
ed with one particular faith (especially if religious and ethnic
identification are interlinked), while others may have members
of diverse faiths.
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MAJOR HOLIDAYS: Celebrations and commemorations
typically recognized by the group’s members are described.
These holidays commonly fall into two categories: secular and
religious. Secular holidays often include an independence day
and/or other days of observance recognizing important dates
in history that affected the group as a whole. Religious holidays
are typically the same as those honored by other peoples of the
same faith. Some secular and religious holidays are linked to
the lunar cycle or to the change of seasons. Some articles de-
scribe unique customs practiced by members of the group on
certain holidays.

RITES OF PASSAGE: Formal and informal episodic events
that mark an individual’s procession through the stages of life
are profiled. These events typically involve rituals, ceremonies,
observances, and procedures associated with birth, childhood,
the coming of age, adulthood, and death. The impact of twen-
ty-first century communications and global media on customs
are addressed here.

INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS: Information on greet-
ings, body language, gestures, visiting customs, and dating
practices is included. The extent of formality to which mem-
bers of a certain ethnic group treat others is also addressed, as
some groups may adhere to customs governing interpersonal
relationships more/less strictly than others.

LIVING CONDITIONS: General health conditions typical
of the group’s members are cited. Such information includes
life expectancy, the prevalence of various diseases, and access
to medical care. Information on urbanization, housing, and
access to utilities is also included. Transportation methods
typically utilized by the group’s members are also discussed.

FAMILY LIFE: The size and composition of the family unit
is profiled. Gender roles common to the group are also dis-
cussed, including the division of rights and responsibilities
relegated to male and female group members. The roles that
children, adults, and the elderly have within the group as a
whole may also be addressed.

CLOTHING: Many entries include descriptive information
(size, shape, color, fabric, etc.) regarding traditional clothing
(or a national costume), and indicate the frequency of its use
in contemporary life. A description of clothing typically worn
in the present is also provided, especially if traditional cloth-
ing is no longer the usual form of dress. Distinctions between
formal, informal, and work clothes are made in many articles,
along with clothing differences between men, women, and
children.

FOOD: Descriptions of items commonly consumed by
members of the group are listed. The frequency and occasion
for meals is also described, as are any unique customs regard-
ing eating and drinking, special utensils and furniture, and the
role of food and beverages in ritual ceremonies. Many entries
include a sample recipe for a favorite dish.

EDUCATION: The structure of formal education in the
country or countries of residence is discussed, including in-
formation on primary, secondary, and higher education. For
some groups, the role of informal education is also highlight-
ed. Some articles may include information regarding the rel-
evance and importance of education among the group as a
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whole, along with parental expectations for children. In addi-
tion, literacy levels are described where appropriate.

CULTURAL HERITAGE: Since many groups express their
sense of identity through art, music, literature, and dance, a
description of prominent styles is included. Some articles also
cite the contributions of famous individual artists, writers, and
musicians.

WORK: The type of labor that typically engages members
of the profiled group is discussed. For some groups, the formal
wage economy is the primary source of earnings, but for other
groups, informal agriculture or trade may be the usual way to
earn a living. Working conditions are also highlighted.

SPORTS: Popular sports that children and adults play are
listed, as are typical spectator sports. Some articles include a
description and/or rules to a unique type of sport or game.

ENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION: Listed activities
that people enjoy in their spare time may include carrying out
either structured pastimes (such as public musical and dance
performances) or informal get-togethers (such as meeting for
conversation). The role of popular culture, movies, theater, and
television in everyday life is also discussed.

FOLK ARTS, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES: Entries describe
arts and crafts commonly fabricated according to traditional
methods, materials, and style. Such objects may often have a
functional utility for everyday tasks.

SOCIAL PROBLEMS: Internal and external issues that con-
front members of the profiled group are described. Such con-
cerns often deal with fundamental problems like war, famine,
disease, and poverty. A lack of human rights, civil rights, and
political freedom may also adversely affect a group as a whole.
Other problems may include crime, unemployment, substance
abuse, and domestic violence.

GENDER ISSUES: New to this edition is a section focusing
on women’s issues including cultural attitudes, discrimination,
status, health, sexual issues, education, and work and employ-
ment. Some discussion on the group’s attitudes toward homo-
sexuality may be included in this section, where relevant.

BIBLIOGRAPHY: References cited include works used to
compile the article, as well as benchmark publications often
recognized as authoritative by scholars. Citations for materials
published in foreign languages are frequently listed when there
are few existing sources available in English.

A glossary of terms and a comprehensive index appears at the
end of each volume.
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INTRODUCTION

by

James L. Newman

Counts vary, but a conservative one for Africa would enumer-
ate at least 1500 distinct ethnolinguistic groups, by which is
meant peoples who speak recognizably different languages and
identify themselves as having their own special cultural histor-
ical traditions. Since current evidence suggests humanity took
its first steps in Africa, an account of how this diversity came
to be could begin over four million years ago. Space, however,
prohibits such a long temporal journey, and thus our starting
point will be between 10,000 and 5000 years ago when the first
glimmers of today’s languages can be detected. Despite their
large numbers, all the indigenous languages can be placed
within four classifications that are termed Khoisan, Nilosaha-
ran, Afroasiatic, and Niger Congo. Each arose within a partic-
ular regional setting, and over time went through branchings
and re-branchings, often in association with migrations, that
altered population distributions in substantial ways. Fueling
these migrations were changes in food economies, the devel-
opment of new technologies, especially iron-making, opportu-
nities for trade, and sometimes religious affiliation.

Joining diversity and fluidity as hallmarks of Africa’s peo-
ples is complexity. Most have arisen from multiple influences,
the forces and intensities of which have varied with time and
place. And while some identities have hundreds of years of his-
tory to them, others have come about more recently. European
colonialism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was es-
pecially important to identity formation, and the colonial era
was when many of these identities crystallized. Administra-
tors of colonies needed boundaries and they drew them, usu-
ally according to what they called tribes, which were thought
to be entities rooted in some unchanging past. About this the
colonialists were clearly mistaken. Nevertheless the boundar-
ies that were drawn and the names that were employed became
realities that continue to define the peoples of Africa to this
day. We, therefore, cannot avoid using them in our portrayal.
In a few instances, errors often involving names with deroga-
tory connotations that were given to a group by others, have
been corrected. In those instances where the changes made are
generally agreed upon, the old name is noted in parentheses.

KHOISAN

The Khoisan languages are best known for their clicks, which
are implosively as opposed to explosively formed conso-
nant sounds. The prototype of this language appears to have
originated somewhere south of the Zambezi River, and then
branched into others that spread throughout the region as well
as into the savanna lands of eastern Africa, perhaps to as far
north as the Tana River in Kenya. The peoples speaking Khois-
an languages gathered, hunted, and fished for their sustenance,
and fashioned tools out of stone, wood, and bone. They lived
in bands that moved seasonally in response to changes in food
availability and were comprised of 30-50 individuals.
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Around 2000 years ago, groups residing near the Zambezi
River in the vicinity of today’s border between Zambia and
Zimbabwe acquired sheep and goats and with them they mi-
grated southward. Some eventually settled the rich grazing
lands between the Vaal and Orange Rivers in South Africa,
while others chose the equally productive lands in and around
the Cape of Good Hope peninsula. Still others occupied the
less fertile Karoo bush lands. Organized into loosely knit kin-
ship alliances, these herders would become known as Khoik-
hoi (formerly Hottentot), while those who continued as hunters
and gatherers are now referred to as San (Bushmen).

Both Khoikhoi and San were soon challenged by others
with superior technologies. In the first centuries AD, Iron Age
Bantu-speaking farmers began arriving from the north, claim-
ing most of the better agricultural lands of the Transvaal and
Natal. Then in the 1650s, Europeans took up residence at the
Cape, from where they expanded inland, staking out huge land
claims to support the pastoral economy they had developed.
Displacement, conquest, and disease all took their tolls on the
Khoisan peoples, and today only a few groups in southern Af-
rica, such as the well known !kung San of Botswana, survive
as distinct cultures. In eastern Africa, the Sandawe and Hadza
of Tanzania attest to the once widespread Khoisan presence
there.

NILOSAHARAN

Ten thousand years ago, the climate of northern Africa was
much wetter than it is today and the area we now call the Sa-
hara Desert contained numerous large lakes and river valleys.
The rich and varied aquatic resources these provided supported
growing populations, that included the ancestors of Nilosaha-
ran speakers. During the course of the next several thousand
years, their economies were enriched by the addition of live-
stock, especially cattle, and then shortly thereafter the culti-
vation of sorghums and millets. This allowed them to expand
southward into the savannas bordering the equatorial rainfor-
est, the region of Central Sudanic language family formation.
Nilosaharans also occupied the grasslands and marshlands
surrounding the White Nile River valley of the southern Su-
dan, where the Nilotic peoples, including the Nuer and Dinka,
came into being. Cattle had high economic and cultural value,
and competition between groups for grazing grounds and wa-
ter led some groups to move southward and into the savannas
of eastern Africa. The migrations began as early as 500 Bc and
continued into the nineteenth century, giving rise to, among
others, the Samburu, Masaai, Karamajong, and Luo, and add-
ing to the composite that would become the Tutsi.

Other Nilosaharan migrations produced today’s Nubians
of the Nile Valley between Aswan and Khartoum. These mi-
grations took place in several stages during the first centuries
AD, with earlier residents being either absorbed or displaced.
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Another series of Nilosaharan migrations led to the formation
of the Kanuri peoples of the Lake Chad region, who founded
the state of Kanem-Bornu about Ap 1000. Using profits derived
from trans-Saharan trade, the state remained a regional power
for more than 800 years

Within and around the Sahara, however, the Nilosaharans
lost ground. From the east came Afroasiatic-speaking peoples,
while those of Niger Congo affiliation encroached from the
west. Notable survivors include the Songhai along the bend
of the Niger River, who formed the core of the extensive 16th
century state of the same name, and the Tibbu of the Tibesti
Mountains in Chad.

AFROASIATIC

The Afroasiatic languages most likely originated in northeast-
ern Africa somewhere between the Red Sea and Nile River.
From there they have spread across a roughly crescent-shaped
area extending from Kenya northward, and then westward to
Morocco. One of the languages was Ancient Egyptian as seen
in the hieroglyphics left behind by Pharonic Egypt. Already a
highly populated area during Stone Age times, densities along
the banks of the Nile River north of Aswan rose rapidly after
the adoption of agricultural methods of food production some
7000 years ago. These were introduced from sources in the ad-
jacent Levant, and included wheat and barley, as well as cattle,
sheep, goats, and pigs. About 2000 years later, the many ag-
ricultural villages that dotted the landscape were politically
united under the First Dynasty, beginning a span of Pharonic
rule, culture, and technological achievements that would last
nearly 3000 years.

South of Egypt was Nubia, an enigmatic land about which
far less is known. It clearly absorbed many influences from the
north and was raided regularly by Egyptians for its gold and
other precious commodities. This sometimes produced con-
siderable dislocation, including the nearly complete abandon-
ment of sections of land from time to time. A high point was
reached early in the second millennium Bc with the founding
of the Kingdom of Kush centered on the Dongola region of the
Nile between the third and fourth cataracts. Who the founders
were is unclear. The surviving inscriptions are in Egyptian, but
it is unlikely that this was the everyday language of the people.
Given the location, though, some branch of Afroasiatic seems
most probable.

Farther south still, Ethiopia became home to the Cushitic
languages. A central branch emerged in the highlands among
grain cultivators who domesticated teff (a cereal grass) and
finger millet (eleusine). Between 4000 and 3500 years ago,
Semitic speaking immigrants from south Arabia started set-
tling among them. One result was the introduction of Judaism,
which came to distinguish people who today call themselves
Beta Israel (Falasha). A broader cultural synthesis also took
place and produced the peoples who founded the kingdom of
Aksum. These were the ancestors of the Tigrinya, who, during
the first half of the first millennium A, built one of the world’s
great powers. They did so by controlling the eastern end of a
lucrative Indian Ocean trade in precious commodities that
included gold, ivory, and, so it seems, the biblically famous
frankincense and myrrh. At its height, Aksum’s territorial
control extended from the confluence of the White and Blue
Niles across the Red Sea to south Arabia. In the fourth century
AD, the Monophysite version of Christianity became Aksum’s
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official religion, thus making Ethiopia one of the world’s old-
est and longest enduring Christian strongholds. The kingdom
began to decline in the sixth century, but it left a tradition that
had spread throughout the highlands and would be revived by
succeeding dynasties, the last being that formed in the nine-
teenth century under Ambhara rule.

Other branches of Cushitic developed in the lowlands
among herding peoples such as the Beja, Somali, and Oromo.
Beginning in the eighth century, they took Islam as their pre-
dominant religion, setting in motion a regional contest be-
tween the two universal faiths that has persisted to this day.

The area west from the Egyptian Nile to the Atlantic coast
became home to a multitude of Berber-speaking groups. They
were initially grain farmers and herders of sheep and goats
who found the fertile valleys and slopes of the Atlas Moun-
tains a conducive environment. Others, however, developed
economies more dependent on cattle and camels, the latter of
which allowed them to extend into desert oases, often at the
expense of pre-existing Nilosaharan communities. The most
expansionary were the Tuareg, who established themselves in
the Ahaggar Mountains and Air Highlands. From these bases,
they controlled many trans-Saharan trade routes and also reg-
ularly raided settled communities south of the desert for slaves
and other goods.

The impetus of Afroasiatic expansion carried some groups
beyond the desert and into northern Nigeria. These would
form into the Chadic peoples, with the Hausa attaining pre-
dominance. They lived in nucleated villages, with the most
successful growing into fortified towns that exercised control
over the surrounding countryside in a feudal-like arrangement
of lords and their dependents. The largest towns were Gobir,
Katsina, Zaria, and Kano, which by the thirteenth century had
become major centers of both intra- and interregional trade.
Each had its own area of influence and remained independent
of the others. Hausa specialties were trade and skilled craft
work, especially in leather, metals, and textiles. Many Hausa
migrated beyond their homeland, seeking opportunities to
practice their skills.

Arabic belongs to the Semitic family of Afroasiatic, and its
speakers first entered Africa in large numbers with the Islamic
armies that conquered the northern coastal region of the conti-
nent in the seventh century. Attacks were focused on the major
cities, such as Alexandria, Cyrene, and Carthage, that had be-
come largely Christian during Roman and Byzantine times. By
this time, both empires were crumbling and the Islamic armies
met little organized resistance. The soldiers were followed by
holy men who went inland making converts among the Ber-
bers. Later, other Muslim Arabs entered as nomads (Bedouin),
with the major migrations occurring between the ninth and
eleventh centuries. These appear to have been prompted by
worsening drought conditions that had hit the Arabian pen-
insula. Considered by civil officials as a destabilizing factor
to local economies, the nomads were forced to keep moving
westward. As they did so, the Berbers lost ground, except in
the mountains, where they remained dominant. In the low-
lands of Morocco, an Arab/Berbers synthesis took place, cre-
ating the Maures. From here they moved southward to as far
as the Senegal River valley. Also losing ground were followers
of Christianity, who all but disappeared from northern Africa.
The Monophysite Copts of Egypt were the exception. Though
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Arabic-speaking, they resisted Islam and have continued as an
important minority even to this day.

The creation of northern Africa as a region of Arab peoples
dates from these events. In point of fact, however, the numbers
of immigrant Arabs were never that great relative to Egyp-
tians, Berbers, and others. Instead, many people consciously
changed their identities. Arabic had become the language of
political and economic opportunity and not to speak it would
put one at a disadvantage. Similarly, adopting Islam was benefi-
cial. It often was synonymous with being Arab and also linked
a person to a wider and usually ascendant world of culture and
commerce. The advantages continue attracting new adherents
to Islam to this very day.

NIGER CONGO

The Niger Congo languages currently are more numerous
and cover a larger area than all others combined. They have
achieved this status as a result of migrations and subsequent
divergences from a nuclear area north of the savanna/rain for-
est boundary in what is now Nigeria and Cameroon. A west-
ward expansion took these peoples to the upper reaches of the
Niger and Senegal rivers, where they developed agricultural
systems based on fonio (a grass) and African rice. Here they
seem to have encountered Nilosaharan communities, who
they eventually displaced, except for the Songhai. They were
proto-Mande speakers who in the late centuries BC created a
series of small trading-based states based upon occupational
specialties in farming, fishing, and livestock herding. The best
known site is that of Jenne-jeno located within the agricultur-
ally rich inland delta of the Niger River. It was part of a larger
regional trading network that included manufactured items in
stone, iron, and copper.

Jenne-jeno and others centers like it were the direct fore-
runners of a series of kingdoms and empires that would flour-
ish within the region. The first that we know of was Ghana.
Founded by speakers of the Soninke branch of Mande, it was
already well established when described by a Muslim visitor
near the end of the eighth century. Ghana grew to prominence
by controlling trade in salt and gold. The salt came from mines
in the western Sahara and was in demand throughout the salt-
poor savanna and forest regions of western Africa. Gold, on the
other hand, came from an area along the upper Senegal River
known as Bambuk. It was traded across the Sahara following
routes that had existed since Carthaginian and Roman times
and was used by the Ghanaian royalty as symbols of their sta-
tus. Accompanying gold across the Sahara were slaves, the de-
mand for which rose following the Arab conquest of northern
Africa. Used primarily as domestics and soldiers, they were
valued both here and throughout southwestern Asia.

Ghana’s successor was Mali. Founded by another Mande
people, the Malinke, Mali reached its apogee during the mid-
dle of the fourteenth century. Prior to this Mali’s leaders had
become Muslims, and they made centers such as Timbuktu
and Djenne famous throughout the Islamic world for their
mosques, holy men, and scholars. From these and other towns,
merchants traveled throughout western Africa. Many settled
permanently beyond Mali’s borders, creating in the process
groups that would be known as Wangara, Dyula, Marka, and
Yarre.

An expansionary state, at its height Mali stretched from the
headwaters of the Senegal and Niger rivers, eastward to be-
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yond the bend of the Niger, and northward into the Sahara. As
a result of this great size, it incorporated many non-Malinke,
which toward the end of the fourteenth century resulted in the
eruption of serious factionalism. Unable to control these forc-
es, Mali lost provinces one by one, until it finally disappeared
in the sixteenth century. Taking its place as the preeminent re-
gional power was Songhai, mentioned earlier. Its wealth and
Islamic fame were even greater than Mali’s, but it too was soon
plagued by internal factionalism. Then in the 1590s, Songhai
was invaded by forces of the Sultan of Morocco, who was seek-
ing to control the sources of gold supplying the trans-Saharan
trade. The Songhai armies were routed, despite their superior
numbers. Songhai arrows and spears were no match for the
Moroccan’s harquebuses (early type of firearm) and muskets.
With the army gone as protection, the Songhai state collapsed.

There was no immediate successor to Songhai. Instead, this
portion of Africa would now be characterized by smaller, more
ethnically homogeneous polities. One was Takrur, which de-
veloped along the lower and middle reaches of the Senegal
River valley. It was founded by Tukolor-speakers of the Atlan-
tic branch of Niger Congo sometime during the latter half of
the first millennium AD, when it also became the first polity
south of the Sahara to embrace Islam as the state religion. This
served as a powerful force to preserving its unity, as did ethnic
homogeneity resulting from a lack of imperial ambitions.

From Tukulor origins sprang the Fulbe or Fulani. They had
adopted a cattle-oriented way of life, probably as a result of
contacts with Berber-speaking nomads who had reached the
area of the Senegal River valley sometime prior to Ap 1000.
Initially a part of Takrur, the Fulbe began moving out in
search of grazing lands to support their growing herds. One
route took them into the Fouta Djallon highlands, where they
settled among resident Dyalonke farmers, providing livestock
products in exchange for grazing rights and agricultural pro-
duce. Another route taken was along the Niger River, which
brought them into the orbits of Mali and Songhai. Here they
also established exchange relationships with farmers, a pat-
tern that would be repeated many times over as they contin-
ued moving eastward, eventually reaching Hausaland. While
on their moves, some Fulbe took up residence in towns and
adopted Islam. They then converted the herders and the Hausa
as well, it seems. The two would form a powerful alliance and
help spread Islam throughout the savanna zone of western Af-
rica during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Other important local polities that had formed early on and
became locally important after the fall of Songhai were those
of the Mossi, Mampruli, Dagomba, Woloff, and Serer. Each has
served as a source of continuing ethnic identity.

Another area of Niger Congo consolidation and expansion
took place in the savanna/rain forests borderlands near the
confluence of the Niger and Benue rivers. Between 5000 and
4000 years ago, the people living here began to grow yams and
oil palm to supplement gathering, hunting, and fishing. Popu-
lation growth followed, leading to the formation of the Kwa and
Benue Congo languages. Members of the Kwa family moved
westward, eventually reaching the Bandama River, where a
boundary with Mande speakers was formed. Once again un-
der the impetus of trade, certain areas emerged as population
centers. Several were close to the original Kwa hearth in Nige-
ria. One is represented by the archeological site of Igbo-Ukwu,
located near the present city of Onitsha. It shows a relatively
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large population having existed by the ninth century Ap, plus
artifacts that came from as far away as the Mediterranean.
From all accounts, this was the homeland of the Igbo (Ibo)
peoples, who, over the course of the next centuries, would col-
onize much of the area of what is now southeastern Nigeria.

The present-day Yoruba trace their ancestry to Ife, a town-
like settlement also dated to the late first millennium Ap. It ap-
parently developed at a highly strategic location that allowed
Yoruba population numbers to grow and support the found-
ing of other towns both to its north and south. That the Yo-
ruba were highly prosperous during these times is evidenced
by the large number of towns that served as centers for local
kingdoms and by the quality products that were manufactured
from ivory, bronze, copper, iron, and leather.

Roughly contemporaneous with Igbo-Ukwu and Ife was
Benin, founded by Edo-speaking peoples. Unlike, the others,
however, it grew to dominate surrounding settlements, creat-
ing a wider Benin state by early in the fifteenth century. With
trade routes that reached the Hausa city states and even Song-
hai, Benin achieved a regional military and economic domi-
nance that continued for several centuries to come.

Farther west, a fourth Kwa cluster developed in north cen-
tral Ghana. By the eleventh century there is evidence of the
existence of a substantial farming population that is thought
to be associated with the origins of the Akan family of Kwa.
They were connected by trade in gold and kola nuts to Ghana
and Mali and this led them to expand southward into the rain
forest seeking sources. By the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies a number of small, localized states had formed, but they
were soon superseded in importance by Asante. Centered on
Kumasi, the Asante developed a powerful kingdom whose ex-
pansion triggered the relocation of smaller groups throughout
the region.

From the sixteenth through early nineteenth centuries,
population developments throughout western Africa were in-
fluenced in many ways by the transatlantic slave trade. It be-
gan modestly enough with the Portuguese bartering for slaves
along the Senegambia coast with the resident Woloff, Serer, and
Malinke. A favorite holding point was Gorée Island. The Por-
tuguese also traded with Akan merchants, using the fort they
had built at Elmina for the storage of gold as a base of opera-
tion. The Portuguese attempted to interest Benin in supplying
slaves, but its rulers showed little interest, preferring instead to
keep captives for their own labor supply needs.

Demand began to accelerate toward the end of the sixteenth
century, when the Dutch, French, British and others entered
to supply the new plantation-based economies of the Carib-
bean and Brazil. It continued to grow during the seventeenth
century and then reached its peak in the eighteenth century
when on average 40,000 slaves were removed per year. A de-
cline in the value of slaves due to a shift away from plantations
in the Caribbean and rising abolitionist sentiments, particu-
larly in Great Britain, caused the numbers to begin falling in
the first decades of the nineteenth century and by mid-century
the trade in slaves from western Africa was all but over.

Disagreements about the total number of Africans taken
across the Atlantic as slaves continue to exist. It was certainly
more than ten and maybe closer to fifteen million, with more
than half having been obtained from sources in western Af-
rica. The area that experienced the biggest loss by far ran from
what is now the coast of Benin to Calbar, east of the Niger
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River delta. A secondary area was the Gold Coast. Somewhat
less debatable are impacts of the slave trade. Overall, during
its existence, population growth seems to have stagnated, but
this hides a pattern of winners and losers. The winners, at least
in population numbers and regional influence, were the bet-
ter organized and militarily more powerful polities. Among
these were the Igbo, Yoruba, and Asante. Rising to prominence
largely as a result of slave-trading activities was the Fon state
of Dahomey, which by the end of the eighteenth century con-
tended with the Yoruba state of Oyo for regional dominance

The losers were smaller communities, some of which com-
pletely disappeared as distinct entities. A particularly hard-
hit area was the so-called “middle belt” that lay between the
coastal powers and those in the interior such as the Hausa and
Mossi. Even today, the area is characterized by comparatively
low population densities.

Politics and economics were other spheres to feel the slave
trade’s impacts. More authoritarian regimes emerged, backed
by the guns and armies they now possessed, and agriculture
and manufacturing both declined. They did so because of dis-
locations that those being raided experienced and because the
profits from selling slaves proved far greater than those that
could be earned in any other way.

Developments within Benue Congo would have even more
far ranging repercussions. These were mostly due to Bantu
migrations, which carried its speakers east and south to re-
side in virtually half of the continent. Their migrations began
about 5000 years ago from the vicinity of the Cross River val-
ley. Skilled as fisher folk and hunters, they had begun cultivat-
ing yams and other crops, and this combination of activities
seems to have stimulated population growth and a need for
new lands. Some groups moved east through the moist wood-
lands that bordered the northern margins of the equatorial
rain forest. By 3000 years ago, vanguards had reached the rich
agricultural lands between lakes Albert and Edward and Vic-
toria. Here a new Bantu population nucleus formed that would
serve as a source for numerous and highly complex migrations.
Some led elsewhere in eastern Africa, while others took Bantu
speakers to South Africa in the first centuries AD.

Apparently, what kept the Bantu moving east was a concur-
rent expansion of another Niger Congo linguistic group, the
Ubangians. They started off with a food economy similar to
the one practiced by Bantu, but enriched it with grains and
livestock gained from contacts with Central Sudanic groups
living to their north. The early Ubangians consolidated their
position north of the equator and later branched into such
modern groups as the Zande, Mangbetu, and Nzakara.

Meanwhile, other Bantu migrants had taken more southerly
routes that led into the equatorial rainforest. Following river
valleys, they established villages wherever the right combina-
tion of fertile soils for their crops, rich fishing grounds, and
hunting opportunities could be found. This brought them into
contacts with pygmoid gatherer/hunters who had entered the
forests thousands of years earlier. The contacts, for the most
part, do not seem to have been hostile ones. Instead, coopera-
tive relationships were established in which the pygmoids sup-
plied the villagers with products from the forest in exchange
for agricultural commodities and manufactured goods. So
close did these contacts become that whatever languages the
pygmoids spoke were replaced by those spoken by the villag-
ers with whom they associated. In time, the growth of Bantu
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numbers resulted in a decline in forest lands available to the
pygmoids and today only a few groups such as the Mbuti and
Twi remain as distinctive populations.

An important key to Bantu success was their use of iron
tools. With them in hand, they could clear and cultivate more
land and fashion superior arrow points and spearheads. Two
sources for their adoption of iron making technologies can be
identified. One is Taruga near the margins of the Jos Plateau in
Nigeria. Furnaces and slag deposits have been dated to between
700-400 Bc and the technologies of iron making seem to have
spread from here in all directions, including to the Bantu. The
second is in Buhaya in the interlacustrine region, with dates
that are only a couple of hundred years later. No direct links to
Taruga have been established, so developments are thought to
have been independent.

Once through the rainforest, the routes followed by Bantu
migrants headed in many directions and interconnected with
those coming from eastern Africa. Eventually particular ar-
eas emerged as centers of population concentration. One was
in the interlacustrine region, where agricultural productivity
was greatly enhanced by the adoption of plantains and banan-
as. These had been domesticated in southeast Asia and reached
the Bantu here from still unknown sources some 2000 years
ago. Populations grew and by 600 to 700 years ago kingdoms
had begun to form, the most prominent becoming those of
Bunyoro, Buganda, Nkore, Rwanda, and Burundi. In the lat-
ter two, a cattle-based aristocracy developed from a synthe-
sis of migrant Nilotic herders and Bantu. They would become
known as Tutsi, while the vast majority of the people took on
the identity of Hutu.

Other Bantu clusters in eastern Africa emerged in the high-
lands, especially around Mt. Kenya, producing the closely re-
lated Kikuyu-Meru-Embu peoples. Mt. Kilimanjaro became
home to the Chaga, the Usambara Mountains to the Shambaa,
while the uplands north of Lake Malawi were settled by the
Nyakyusa. Later migrations into less fertile lowlands would
produce such peoples as the Hehe, Gogo, Turu, and Nyamwezi.
From the rift valley of Kenya to central Tanzania, contacts be-
tween Bantu and Nilotes were common. These contacts some-
times erupted into conflict, but for the most part, relations
were peaceful and based on exchanges of livestock products for
grains and other produce of Bantu fields.

Beyond eastern Africa, Bantu migrations also led them first
to the most productive agricultural lands. This explains their
early presence on the Transvaal, where numerous Sotho-Tswa-
na groups developed, and along the coast and hills of Natal,
which is where the Nguni settled. The polities among both re-
mained small and basically self sufficient until the end of the
eighteenth century when the Nguni Zulu began to expand.
Their impi, or army, developed new means of warfare that al-
lowed them to expand at the expense of neighboring groups
during the first half of the next century. Destruction and dislo-
cations often followed Zulu victories, producing what became
known as the mfecane (scattering). Some groups completely
disappeared from history, while in other instances, new ones,
such as the Mfengu and Basotho, formed from the survivors.

Good quality agricultural land also accounts for the initial
prosperity of the Shona of Zimbabwe. Their rise to regional
prominence, however, had more to do with trade, particular-
ly in gold. The ability to monopolize it led to the formation of
the city state of Great Zimbabwe, which prospered from the
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twelfth to the fifteenth centuries. Thick stone walls were built
to house a nobility that shipped the gold to Arab and Swahi-
li merchants at the ports of Sofala and Kilwa in exchange for
luxury items such as silks, carpets, and porcelain wares. When
Great Zimbabwe lost its trade centrality to other Shona states,
notably Mutapa and Batua, it went into decline and was even-
tually abandoned.

Another people who took advantage of the combination of
productive agriculture and trade were the Kongo who resided
along the banks of the lower Congo River. The kingdom they
formed was already a regional power when visited by the Por-
tuguese near the end of the fifteenth century. Commercial re-
lations were established and the two nations even exchanged
diplomatic personnel. Ivory and beeswax were traded at the
outset, but early in the next century the Kongo had turned to
selling slaves. Initially, this enhanced their position, but soon
led to internal and external competition that resulted in the
kingdom’s demise in the seventeenth century.

The slave trade would continue to impact central Africa un-
til after the middle of the nineteenth century. It fueled both the
transatlantic trade, which from here supplied mainly Brazil,
and a growing domestic demand for slaves by those powerful
enough to secure them, such as the Ovimbundu, Lunda, Chok-
we, and Lozi. By the nineteenth century it was closely tied to
the ivory trade, which not only reached the Atlantic coast, but
the Indian Ocean one as well. The disruptions caused by the
slave trade were far greater than those experienced in West Af-
rica and produced considerable population loss among those
preyed upon. Among the hardest hit were Ubangians whose
isolation kept them secluded until the middle of the nine-
teenth century when they were the targets of slavers coming
from Khartoum.

OTHERS

There are other African peoples who derive either completely
or partially from non-indigenous sources. Among those who
became regionally prominent are Afrikaners, Coloureds, Swa-
hili, Creoles, and Americo-Liberians.

Afrikaner (language Afrikaans) origins are traceable to the
employees sent out by the Dutch East India Company in 1652
to establish a supply station at Cape Town for ships on their
ways to and from southeast Asia. Small numbers of Dutch and
other Europeans, mostly French Huguenots, continued to ar-
rive for the next several decades, but by the turn of the century,
immigration had pretty much come to an end. Those who took
up farming were called Boers, and as land became increasingly
scarce around Cape Town, they began moving inland, at the
expense, as noted, of Khoikhoi and San. Continuing expansion
led them finally to contacts with Xhosa early in the eighteenth
century, initiating a series of border wars that would continue
for more than 100 years.

Meanwhile, the British had superseded the Dutch at the
Cape. Seeking to escape what they perceived as alien and hos-
tile rule, thousands of Afrikaners began leaving in the early
1830s in what became known as The Great Trek. Joined by oth-
ers who had wearied of constant strife with the Xhosa, they
headed north across the Orange River and into the Transvaal.
Here they found ideal grazing lands for their herds, much of
which had been depopulated as a result of the mfecane.

The so-called Coloured people of South Africa also have
their origins in policies initiated by the Dutch East India Com-
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pany. To augment the labor force at Cape Town, it imported
some slaves from elsewhere in Africa and then turned to sourc-
es on the Indian sub-continent and the islands of Indonesia.
Sexual liaisons among them produced mixed children, as did
those between Europeans and slaves, Europeans and Khoikhoi,
and slaves and Khoikhoi. Some formed new groupings, such as
the Rehoboth and Griqua, and most became self-consciously
Afrikaner in culture, speaking Afrikaans, following the Dutch
Reformed religion, and taking Afrikaner names. Eventually,
all of these peoples of mixed backgrounds would be grouped
together as Coloureds.

Swahili is a Bantu language, the origin of which can be
traced to people who lived in small villages centered on the
lower Tana River of Kenya during the first centuries AD. Some
of these villages began to trade with merchants from the Ara-
bian peninsula, who had for centuries beforehand taken ad-
vantage of the seasonal monsoons to sail between there and
the Persian Gulf. The most successful grew into towns that
between the ninth and twelfth centuries had produced a class
of mercantile rulers who fashioned an urban culture to distin-
guish them from others. Included were Islam and a new lan-
guage that would soon become known as Swahili. The name
comes from Arabic, which had begun adding vocabulary to
the language, and translates as “people of the coast.”

Towns such as Pate, Lamu, Malindi, Mombasa, and Rhap-
ta flourished from the twelfth through fifteenth centuries, but
then went into decline as a result of Portuguese interventions
and unstable conditions in their hinterlands that disrupted
trading activities. They were revived when the Sultan of Oman
decided to relocate his capital to Zanzibar in 1832 in order to
better control the sources of ivory and slaves that had become
so important to Oman’s prosperity. The now substantial Arab
presence led to considerable cultural borrowing by the Swahili
that included claims of direct descent from the Prophet Mu-
hammed, the incorporation of many more Arabic words, the
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use of Arabic script, and styles of dress and building. From
their coastal locations, Swahili now traveled inland for the first
time, establishing small communities at key commercial loca-
tions and with them went their language as a commercial lin-
gua franca.

The Creoles of Sierra Leone are the result of population re-
locations that took place at the site of Freetown. The first wave
landed in 1787. They were black loyalists who had fled to Eng-
land at the time of the American War of Independence. Fol-
lowing were other refugees, such as Maroons (escaped slaves)
from Jamaica, but the largest contribution came from slaves
who had been freed from ships captured by the British. (The
British had made slavery illegal throughout the empire in 1833
and established an anti-slavery squadron to patrol the coast of
West Africa.) This new population from many diverse back-
grounds created its own language called Krio and took on a
strong British-based culture. They specialized in trade and
from Freetown moved along the coast to wherever they could
find profitable opportunities to exploit.

A second people who owe their existence to anti-slav-
ery sentiments and activities are the Americo-Liberians.
With support from an organization known as the Ameri-
can Colonization Society, a small number of freed Amer-
ican slaves was landed at Cape Mesurado in 1822, and
they called their new settlement Monrovia. It grew slowly
but surely and in 1839, Monrovia along with several other
settlements that had formed, united to create the Com-
monwealth of Liberia, which secured its political inde-
pendence in 1848. The Americo-Liberians modeled their
constitution after that of the United States and developed
a very strongly Americanized culture under the influence
of Baptist missionaries.
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AFAR

ALTERNATE NAMES: Danakil or Adal (older sources)

LOCATION: The Afar Triangle or Horn of Africa (Ethiopia,
Eritrea, Djibouti, Somalia)

POPULATION: Between 3 to 5 million (accurate census figures
do not exist)

LANGUAGE: Afar (Qafar Af)

RELIGION: Sunni Muslims, Traditional Animism, few
Christians333

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Djiboutians; Eritreans; Ethiopians;
Oromos; Somalis

TINTRODUCTION

The Afar are an ethnic group who reside principally in the
the Horn of Africa in the countries of Ethiopia, Eritrea, and
Djibouti. The name Afar means “The Best” or “First” in the
Afar language. Northern Afars are sometimes referred to by
the Arabs as the Danakil, which refers to Danakil Desert near
the Red Sea in Ethiopia and Eritrea, Southern Afars are some-
times called the Adel or Adal, a reference to the historic Adal
Sultanate, which existed until the mid-1500s in the region oc-
cupied today by southern Ethiopia and Djibouti. Afars regard
the name Danakil as negative and preferred it not be used to
describe them.

Little is known for certain about the origins of the Afar.
According to traditional accounts, there are two divisions of
the Afar: Asayahamara (The Red Ones) and Adoyahmara (The
White Ones). It may be that the Asayahamara are descended
from a group that originally invaded from the Ethiopian high-
lands and who imposed their rule on the Adoyahmara.

The Afar make up about a third of the population of Dji-
bouti and are a recognized ethnic group in Ethiopia. The Afar
language (Cushitic) is spoken in the Afar region of Ethiopia,
eastern Eritrea, and Djibouti. Since the Afar were traditionally
nomadic herders, Afar-speakers may be further south.

The language and culture of the Afar are related to those of
the Somalis and Oromos, although the Afar are a distinct eth-
nic group. The Afar continue to preserve and practice their tra-
ditional culture and beliefs. They have retained many ancient
animistic practices.

The Afars’ skin tone is generally dark brown and their facial
features are similar to those of the Somalis and Oromos, al-
though generally members of both of those groups have dark-
er skin. The Afar are probably related to the ancient Egyptian
race.

Little has been confirmed about the history of the Afar peo-
ple. J. S. Trimingham, author of Islam in Ethiopia, offered this
explanation: “Little is known about the the Afar because of
their aversion to strangers. They didn’t let outsiders in, so out-
siders didn’t learn much about them.”

The ancestors of the Afar seem to have settled in farmland
in the Ethiopian highlands some time before Ap 1000 and
primarily raised livestock. Shortly after they began a gradual
transition to a more nomadic lifestyle and moved to the area
they currently occupy. Since then they have been involved in
many conflicts with bordering tribes and peoples.

Arab writer Ibn S2’id writing in the 13th century, men-
tioned the Afar. This is the earliest known reference to the
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group. The Afar are also mentioned occasionally in Ethiopian
history. Records include mention of Afar assisting 14th-cen-
tury Ethiopian emperor Amda Seyon in a campaign. Afar are
also described as assisting Emperor Baeda Maryam more than
100 years later in the 15th century.

The Afar themselves claim to be descended from Arabs,
through a mythic Yemeni ancestor. This myth of origin seems
unlikely, since the two groups do not share a common race,
language, or culture.

The Afar language, however, and their traditional religious
practice of animism points to a common history with neigh-
boring peoples in the Horn of Africa. No written Afar records
exist from previous eras.

Historically, the territory occupied by the Afar was orga-
nized into sultanates, semi-independent regions ruled by sul-
tans. In each sultanate, the group’s unique culture and customs
thrived. Traditionally each sultanate was made up of several
villages.

The Afar maintained a loose confederation of four sultan-
ates. The sultans did not gain their position through heredity,
but were appointed by the people.

Each Afar sultan was the religious and political leader of
his clan. The Afar generally do not become involved in central
political governments. They are not interested in pursuing op-
portunities presented to them by outsiders, although in recent
years they have been cautiously open to offers of aid in such
areas as medical care and to programs to improve the safety of
drinking water. Throughout history, the Afar have strongly re-
sisted domination by others, and this tradition continues into
the 21st century.

The Afar have been active in Muslim-led military cam-
paigns against the Christians who inhabited the highland re-
gions of Ethiopia. In the 16th century, Afars fought in support
of Ahmad Gran, the emir of Harar, who was attempting to es-
tablish a Muslim empire in Abyssinia (modern-day Ethiopia).

In the 19th century, the Afar also fought with the Muslim
forces of the Adal kingdom, which stretched across what is
now northeastern Ethipia, Djibouti, and Somalia. The Mus-
lims were battling with the Amhara.

The Afar were also active in the Arab slave trade, serving
as guides to Arab slave traders. A major slave route to Ara-
bia crossed Afar territory. Afars continued to participate in
the lucrative slave trade until 1928 (or later according to some
accounts).

Since the mid-1800s and especially in the 20th and 2Ist
centuries, interaction with external political and economic
systems has caused the breakdown of the sultanates and the
traditional values they represented.

The leadership of the Afar National Regional State in Ethi-
opia has faced many challenges as the traditional customs
and culture of the Afar come under the influence of Western
groups and other African cultures. During the early years of
European colonization in Africa, the Afar coastal regions (part
of present-day Eritrea) witnessed several battles. The Afars
demonstrated tenacity and bravery in resisting the advance-
ments of foreign forces.

The presence of foreign forces in the coastal regions of their
territory threatened the sovereignty of the entire Afar nation.
However, the Afars were no match for the Europeans equipped
with high technology weapons. Despite persistent resistance
from Afar fighters, Europeans succeeded in occupying the
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coastal territory. As a result of the European presence, the Afar
people were divided. The modern-day nations of Djibouti and
Ethiopia (and later Eritrea) resulted.

In 1967, the territory colonized by the French changed its
name from “French Somaliland” to the “French Territory of
the Afars and Issas.” In 1977, it became the independent nation
of Djibouti.

In 1975 after an Afar sultan led an unsuccessful attempt
to restore sovereignty, the Afar Liberation Front (ALF) was
born in Ethiopia. In Djibouti, a similar movement simmered
throughout the 1980s, eventually culminating in an Afar in-
surgency in 1991.

Groups of modern-day Afar may be seen camped just out-
side Djibouti, the capital and largest city in Djibouti. The Afar
may travel to Djibouti to engage in trade or to seek medical
care.

In Djibouti, where they account for almost half the popula-
tion, the Afar remain under Somali domination and suffer in
the ongoing struggle between Somalia and Ethiopia over the
coastal territories.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

The Afar live in a region often referred to as the “Afar Triangle.”
A large part of this triangular area is made up of the Danakil
Desert, one of the earth’s hottest, driest, and most inhospitable
spots. The terrain is characterized by desert flatlands. There is
little vegetation and limited wildlife. The Araf are among the
only people who have survived life in this difficult terrain.

The Danakil Desert is a deep depression, reaching a depth
of nearly 400 feet (120 meters) below sea level. One of the low-
est elevations on earth, daytime temperatures may reach 50°c
(145°F) in the sun. Much of the desert territory is made up of
salt flats, cut by deep cracks from the sun’s heat.

There are isolated mountain groups, interrupted by valleys
where the thorny acacia, also known as the thorntree, grow.
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The desert region is occasionally dotted with green oases
of doum palm trees. The large oval yellow fruit of the doum
palm tastes similar to gingerbread, giving the tree its common
name, gingerbread tree. The fruit may reach two to three feet
in length.

There are between 3 and 5 million Afar spread across the
three countries: Ethiopia, Djibouti, and Eritrea.

3LANGUAGE

The Afar language belongs to an Eastern Cushite group. Lin-
guists generally identify four distinct dialects of Afar: North-
ern, Central, Aussa, and Baadu. Arabic is widely used with
neighbors and trading partners.

The Afar language (Qafar Af), like Somali and Oromo, uses
the Roman alphabet. The Afar language follows the subject-
verb structure. While there is little written history, the Afar
language is rich in oral traditions. There are many Afar prov-
erbs, narratives, songs, and riddles. In addition, the Afar have
a very comprehensive plant and animal nomenclature system.

“*FOLKLORE

Afar culture is oral in tradition. Afar oral literature reveals a
high esteem for military prowess, with a whole repertoire of
war chants. Today, Afar songs tend to extol the virtues of the
camel. The Afar have a myth of origin that describes Arab an-
cestors traced to ancient Yemen.

Afars also think their color designations (Asayahamara or
Red Ones and Adoyahmara or White Ones) came from the red-
dish soil of inland deserts and the white saline coastal areas.

Many Afar proverbs relate to their hot, arid environment.
for example, a proverb for the salt flats worker is “As rain falls
from morning clouds, so should a man cut salt early in the
day.”

SRELIGION

The Afar began to convert to Islam in the 10th century after
contact with Arabs. Afars adhere to the Sunni branch of Is-
lam, but also follow many traditional animistic practices and
concepts. The unique style of Islam they practice incorporates
pre-Islamic beliefs, such as belief in the sky-father god, Wak.
They also believe that the spirits of the dead possess power to
influence the living. In addition, some Afars believe that cer-
tain trees have sacred powers.

Rituals that persist from ancient Afar animism include
anointing one’s body with butter or ghee (clarified butter) and
the annual celebration of Rabena, a holiday to honor the dead.

In general, religious and community activities are governed
by Shariah (Islamic law) as put forth in the Muslim holy book,
the Quran. The Afars observe special days for sacrificing ani-
mals and for rainmaking ceremonies.

A small percentage of the Afar practice Orthodoxy. Chris-
tian mission sources report that Afar Christians are now en-
gaged in producing radio broadcasts in the Afar language. The
radio broadcasts use a storytelling format to recount the tales
of the Old Testament.

In recent years, Christian agencies have been active in vari-
ous economic, medical, educational, or cultural assistance
work among the Afar.
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® MAJOR HOLIDAYS
The Afar observe the Muslim holy days.

7RITES OF PASSAGE

Marriage is an important rite to the Afar. A first cousin is pre-
ferred as a spouse. In terms of geneology and marriage, the
lines are patrilocal, that is, they follow the father’s clan rather
than matrilocal, that is, following the mother’s clan. Divorce
rates are high.

Rituals involving the genitals are practiced for both boys and
controversially girls. The Afar practice infibrilation, the sew-
ing together of the female vulva, in an effort to ensure virgin-
ity. Boys are circumcised upon coming of age and are judged
for their ability to endure the pain of this procedure. Following
circumcision, a boy may select the bride of his choice, although
he is strongly encouraged to select a first cousin.

.  INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

The Afar have traditionally kept to themselves, maintaining an
isolated but mobile society.

Among the Afar, when a host offers a guest a drink of milk
and the guest accepts, a bond is formed. The tradition of the
bond requires that the host protect the guest if trouble arises
and for avenging his death if he is killed.

The Afar people are known for their fierceness and fearless-
ness. They are hostile toward anyone who crossed their lands
without permission. Because of the nomadic lifestyle of the
Afar, any who visits Afar territory will find himself trespasing
on tribal or family territory. Roads and pathways are not re-
garded as public walkways, since the Afar regard the territory
as their own property.

Travelers may carry an official warrant from the government
designed to allow travel through Afar territory. The warrant
is not always honored by the Afar, however. Tradition dictates
that the Afar are responsible for anything that happens on
their land. Thus, they are unenthusiastic about unknown visi-
tors. Travelers must seek permission for the Afar leaders before
traveling through their territory. If permission is granted, Afar
hospitality will be extended to the traveler.

The Afar maintain self-segregation from neighboring peo-
ples. They are suspicious and antagonistic to their neighbors,
especially the Somalis and other people of Ethiopia.

While the Afar are suspicious of humans who invade their
land, they feel protective of all wildlife. The Afar respect and
preserve their physical environment and try not to harm the
meager plant and animal life sharing their hostile territory.
The Afar may be largely responsible for the protection of the
edangered African wild ass (Equus africanus), which has be-
come extinct elsewhere in Africa.

LIVING CONDITIONS

The Afar lead a nomadic lifestyle, moving from highland to
lowlands depending on the flood seasons. They carry their
tent-style houses with them, packed on the backs of camels.
The dome-shaped tents are made from palm ribs covered with
palm mats. The tents provide shelter at night and a respite from
the blistering sun during the day. The tents are erected, usually
by the women, usually near water spots.

The Afar people in this area are usually found to be mal-
nourished. Since there are few natural sources of water for the
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Afar people, water must be tanked in. Water is an expensive
necessity for the Afar and scarcity of water often leads to con-
flicts. It is not uncommon for the Afar to be anemic or afflicted
with malaria. Each community has a small group of men as-
signed to guard their herds and water. The guards are not re-
luctant to use violence to protect these precious resources.

EAMILY LIFE

The Afar people generally live in groups isolated from main-
stream society. The clan, a group of extended families, is the
most important political and social unit of Afar culture.
Descent is patrilineal. The Afar believe that men inher-
it strength of character from their fathers, but their physical
characteristics from their mothers. Spirituality is also inher-
ited from the mother. Afar men typically marry just one wife.
Traditionally girls were eligible for marriage at age 10.

M CLOTHING

The Afar culture includes unique items of clothing. Men and
women generally wear the same article of clothing, the sana-
fil, which is a length of fabric wrapped around and tied at the
waist. The woman’s sanafil was traditionally dyed brown, but
modern Afar women have adopted multicolored sanafils. The
man’s sanafil was traditionally undyed, and that preference
persists to the modern day.

Married women traditionally wear a black headscarf called
a shash. Afar men are also known for wearing the jile, a long,
double-edged curved dagger, at their waists.

2F00D

The diet of the Afar consists of fish, meat, and sour milk. They
also enjoy a porridge made from wheat flour and heavy round
pancakes made of wheat topped with red pepper and ghee
(clarified butter). Milk is so important to the Afar that it is also
used as a social offering, given to visitors to establish a proper
guest-host relationship.

Reflecting Muslim practice, food must be handled with the
right hand. The left hand is used for impure purposes. Using
the left hand for food, to accept a present, or for shaking hands
is considered a serious affront.

The Afar enjoy a a type of palm wine made from the doum
palm.

BEDUCATION

Literacy levels are low among the Afar people. Education in the
Afar language is still inaccessible to the majority of the rural
population in the Horn of Africa. There are some schools in
the more densely settled areas and in communities along the
main roads. However, courses are taught in Ambharic, an offi-
cial language in Ethiopia. Afar families are more likely to send
boys away to study than girls.

What schools do exist are overcrowded, poorly equipped,
and understaffed. For children of Afar, the school year and the
location of the schools does not match well with the migrato-
ry cycles of the nomadic families. Since boys and young men
are likely to be among those who must travel to ten the family
herds of goats and sheep, it is nearly impossible for Afar chil-
dren to participate in traditional schooling.

Literacy campaigns have been undertaken by international
organizations. In addition, the Afar cultural and political lead-
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A man packing salt in Mekele in the remote Ethiopian region of
Afar. (Jose Condon/AFP/Getty Images)

ers in Ethiopia have focused their efforts on improving educa-
tional opportunities, access to healthcare, and transportation.
Reflecting their fiercely independent tradition, the Afar believe
that they will be able to solve their own problems if these tools
are in place.

¥ CULTURAL HERITAGE

The Afar have a traditional type of dance, called jenile, which
is associated with their ancient religion.

> WORK

The Afar nomads have a unique culture. They tend their live-
stock, primarily sheep and goats. Sheep are raised for Islamic
holiday meals and celebrations. The Afar herd their animals to
find water and land for grazing. Camels are used as pack ani-
mals, but the Afar do not ride them To maintain this nomadic
lifestyle, labor is divided along gender lines.

Women are responsible for setting up the burra (or camp).
The burra includes two or more tents. Women manage the day-
to-day running of the family’s life, and when it is time to move,
women repack the household goods on camel’s backs for trans-
portation. Women also milk the goats and make butter or ghee
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(clarified butter). Music-making also falls to the women of the
tribe.

Many Afar work at Lake Assal in the Danakil Desert min-
ing salt. They trade the valuable salt with the Yemenis across
the Red Sea, or with Ethiopians for grain. At one time, salt
was cut into blocks and wrapped in palm leaves for transport.
Modern miners shovel salt into large plastic bags. The Afar
sell the salt that they dig from the desert, along with milk and
animal hides, at markets in Senbete, Ethiopia, among other
marketplaces.

The Afar living near the Red Sea are more settled. They en-
gage in fishing and trading for a living. Governments in Ethio-
pia and Djibouti have urged the Afar to establish permanent
settlements, but the Afar persist in sustaining their nomadic
lifestyle. The Afar have not responded positively to the efforts
of the Ethiopian government to encourage them to resettle in
areas where irrigation systems support the enterprise of cotton
farming. Only a small minority of Afars has migrated to urban
areas.

In the early 20th century, the development of railroads made
it possible for the Afar to transport their goods—meat, butter,
milk, and hides—to new markets. This brought more Afar into
contact with other ethnic groups and the urban economies of
the region.

6 SPORTS

A traditional game among the Afar is kwosso. Kwosso is played
by two teams. Each team tries to keep a ball made of rolled
goatskin away from their opponents.

Few Afars engage in Western-style games or sports activi-
ties. The majority of them are nomadic pastoralists and so
have little leisure time.

Among the few who enjoy sports, however, soccer is the
most popular.

VENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Entertainment media, such as television and radio broadcasts,
are accessible to the small number of educated Ahar living in
urban areas. The majority of Afar do not participate in recre-
ational activities in the Western sense.

"BFOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

The Afar traditionally engage in various kinds of skills such as
wood and metal working, weaving, pottery, and tanning.

They weave fabric to be made into traditional clothing, in-
cluding the man’s sanafil, a white cloth wrapped at the waist
and tied at the right hip. The woman’s sanafil is wrapped the
same way, but the fabric is dyed brown. Fabric is also woven
for the optional shash, a black cloth that married women may
choose to wear on their heads.

The Afar do some metalworking to produce tools and in-
struments, such as the jile, a curved, double-edged dagger.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

The Afar are a pastoral people with a fearless reputation. Cop-
ing with the modern development of the installation of irri-
gation systems in the lowlands is one of the many challenges
facing the Afar. The national governments, especially in Ethio-
pia, are attempting to displace the nomadic communities by
encouraging them to establish permanent settlements and

Volume 1: Africa



Afar 11

cultivate cotton, made possible by the supply of water for
irrigation.

The basic necessities of life which include water, health ser-
vices, education, and means of communication are largely
inaccessible to the Afar people. Their nomadic lifestyle that
requires them to travel long distances in search for water and
pasture puts the lives of the Afar and their herds at the risk of
perishing in the Danakil.

In addition, persistent border conflicts between Ethiopia
and Eritrea, coupled with drought conditions, compound the
problems faced by the Afar. The ongoing conflict has displaced
some Afars and have made cross-border animal trading less
reliable. Many Afar are malnourished and do not receive ad-
equate medical care.

The Afar region of Ethiopia is one of the areas where the
people are to a very large extent illiterate. This exacerbates the
Afar’s difficulty in dealing with natural catastrophes, malnu-
trition, war, and the HIV/AIDS epidemic.

20 GENDER ISSUES

The Afar are a predominantly patrilineal community. There are
deep-rooted traditions that have a negative impact on women’s
lives. The Afar customs pertaining to marriage, paternity, and
dress are skewed in favor of men.

Afar believe men inherit traits such as strength of character
from their fathers, but physical characteristics like height from
the mother.

The division of labor is largely unequal, with women as-
signed more manual work than their male counterparts.

Afar families are more likely to send boys to school than
girls. The fact that educational materials are lacking in the Afar
language makes it even more difficult for the average person to
gain access to vital information in his/her own language. Ac-
cording to the United Nations (UN), illiteracy severely affects
Afar women more than men.

The Afar practice infibrilation, a type of female circumci-
sion, to control the virginity and sexuality of women.

Other challenges faced by Afar women include poverty,
homelessness, and lack of fresh water, disease (HIV/AIDS and
others), food shortages, refugee camps requiring resettlement,
political instability, and neglect.

21 BIBLIOGRAPHY

Ahrens, ]. D. Situation of Displaced People in Afar Region. Ad-
dis Ababa: UN-EUE Publications, 1999.

APDA. Programme and Region Update on APDA Project Activ-
ities and General Overview of the Regional Situation. Addis
Ababa: Assaita, 2000.

Browning, V. & J. M. Little. My Life among the Afar Nomads of
Africa. Sidney: Pan Macmillan, 2008.

Bryden, M. Outline of a Proposed Strategy for UNICEF Engage-
ment in Ethiopia’s Afar Region. Addis Ababa: UNDP-EUE
Publications, 1996.

———. Report on Mission to Zone 2 Afar National Regional
State. Addis Ababa: UNDP-EUE Publications, 1996.

Ethiopian Mapping Authority. National Atlas of Ethiopia. Ad-
dis Ababa: Government Publications, 1988.

Farah, A. Y. A General Introduction to Obscure Society: The Pas-
toral Economy of the Ethiopian Afar Herdsmen in Disarray.
Addis Ababa: Save the Children Fund Publications, 1992.

Volume 1: Africa

Getachew, K. N. Among the Pastoral Afar in Ethiopia: Tradi-
tion, Continuity and Socio-Economic Change. Addis Ababa:
OSSREA, 2001.

Guinand, Y. F. Afar Region—Awash River Floods. Addis Ababa:
UN-EUE Publications, 1999.

———. UN Inter-Agency Fact-Finding Mission to Afar and
South Welo on Ethiopian Nationals Returning from Eritrea.
Addis Ababa: UN-EUE Publications, 1998.

Hayward, R. J. and E. M. Parker. An Afar-English-French Dic-
tionary. London: School of Oriental and African Studies,
1985.

Insoll, Timothy. The Archaelology of Islam in Africa. New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2003.

Kiflemariam, A., et al. Awash River Floods: Afar Regional Sur-
vey. Addis Ababa: UNDP-EUE Publications, 1996.

Lewis, I. M. Peoples of the Earth (Vol.2). London: Danbury
Press Grolier Enterprises, 1973.

Olson, J. S. The Peoples of Africa: An Ethno-Historical Diction-
ary. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996.

Phillips, D. J. Peoples on the Move. Pasadena: William Carey
Library, 2001.

Trimingham, J. S. Islam in Ethiopia. New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1952.

United Nations. Preliminary List of Major Contributions for
the Displaced in Tigray and Afar Regions. Addis Ababa: UN
Publications, 1998.

United Nations Development Program Emergencies Unit for
Ethiopia. Humanitarian Needs of War Displaced People in
Northern and North-Eastern Ethiopia. Addis Ababa: UNDP
Publications, 1998.

Weekes, R. V. Muslim Peoples. Westport, CT: Greenwood
Press, 1984.

Werner, Louis. “Djibouti: A Future in Arabic.” Saudi Aramco
World, March-April 2001, pp. 13-23.

—by M. Njoroge

WORLDMARK ENCYCLOPEDIA OF CULTURES AND DAILY LIFE



12 Afrikaners

AFRIKANERS

PRONUNCIATION: ahf-rih-KAHN-ers
ALTERNATE NAMES: Boers

LOCATION: Republic of South Africa
POPULATION: About 3,500,000
LANGUAGE: Afrikaans

RELIGION: Protestantism

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 5: Netherlanders

TINTRODUCTION

During the 17th century, Dutch colonists (to become known as
Boers) settled at the southern point of the African continent.
Over the next 200 years, British, French, and German settlers
joined indigenous Africans and imported Malays to produce
a unique genetic blend. In time settlers moved inland, devel-
oping their own language, Afrikaans (first as a spoken dialect
and later in written form), cultural identity, and worldview.
Thus, emerged the Afrikaners.

Over the next 300 years, the Afrikaners battled indigenous
African peoples, established independent republics in the in-
terior, and fought the British in two wars known as the An-
glo-Boer Wars (the second is now known as the South African
War). All territories were finally united on 31 May 1910 in the
Union of South Africa. At this time there was a clear divi-
sion between the Afrikaners (who belonged to Afrikaner po-
litical parties, spoke Afrikaans, supported Afrikaner cultural
and linguistic endeavors, and belonged to one of the Dutch
Reformed Churches) and British-oriented, English-speaking
South Africans. In 1948 the Afrikaner-based National Party
came to power and, under a strong Calvinistic religious phi-
losophy and racist social policy, started to implement the sys-
tem of apartheid, which separated the peoples of South Africa
along color lines. To their credit, there were many Afrikaner
academics, church spokespersons, and business leaders among
those who finally pressured the politicians to do away with
apartheid and to introduce a new South Africa. As a result, po-
litical prisoners (including Nelson Mandela) were released and
majority rule was established.

The Afrikaners are a numerical, ethnic, and political mi-
nority living in South Africa. Increasingly “Afrikaner” is being
defined along linguistic-cultural lines, resulting in the inclu-
sion of persons other than whites only. This discussion aims
at representing traditional Afrikaner culture and thus assumes
a historical setting prior to the transition to a new democracy
represented by majority rule.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

The Afrikaners are concentrated in the Republic of South
Africa, located at the southern tip of the African continent.
Geographically this includes the region between 22° to 35°,
and 15° to 33°E. This means that a large part of the country
experiences summer rains. The southern tip, however, falls in
the winter rainfall zone. The country is divided into a narrow
coastal zone below 450 m (1,500 ft) in altitude, while the larg-
est part is on a plateau with an altitude of more than 900 m
(3,000 ft). The country actually consists of four plateaus: the
coastal zone, averaging 150 m (500 ft) above sea level; the Little
Karoo, averaging 450 m (1,500 ft); the Great Karoo, averaging
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760 m (2,500 ft); and the High Veld, which averages 1,200 m
(4,000 ft) and rises to 1,800 m (6,000 ft) in the northeast. Tem-
peratures are remarkably uniform due to the increased altitude
as one moves north. Johannesburg, the largest city, has an an-
nual mean temperature of 15.6°c (60°F), and this varies only
slightly by altitude and latitude (e.g., coastal Durban is about
6°c or 10°r warmer but is also marked by coastal winds). Rain-
fall (which is so critical for farming and ranching) decreases
as one moves from east to west, and while South Africa enjoys
a sparse average rainfall of 44.5 cm (17.5 in), this represents a
relatively well-watered eastern coastal zone and a western veld
tapering into the Kalahari desert (75% of the country receives
less than 63.5 cm or 25 in of rain per year). The highest rainfall
is in the mountain region of the southern winter rainfall zone,
which receives up to 508 cm (200 in) per year.

For more than four decades the white Afrikaners (as a nu-
merical minority) governed the country. Originally concen-
trated in rural areas, they have since been involved in a major
process of urbanization and have become distributed over
most of the country. Population figures show Afrikaans as the
home language of approximately 3.5 million whites, 400,000
Coloreds, and 15,000 persons of Asian extraction. The coun-
try’s total population is 47.4 million (2006 estimates).

3LANGUAGE

Afrikaans, the language spoken by Afrikaners, evolved as a
dialect spoken by pioneers on the frontier during the 18th and
19th centuries. The root stock was 17th-century Dutch, but as
various linguistic groups settled in the new colonies of those
days, they contributed to the emerging language. These includ-
ed French, German, and English speakers. The Dutch colonial
authorities brought slaves from their holdings in southeast
Asia, especially Malays, and in time these people contributed
to the linguistic (also the cultural, religious, and genetic) mix
that was emerging. Early contact had also occurred between
settlers and the indigenous Khoekhoen (herders) and San or
Bushmen (hunter-gatherers), from whom vocabulary (and cul-
tural) elements were incorporated. On the frontiers more inti-
mate contact developed with the Bantu-speaking peoples, and
once again linguistic and cultural transfers took place. The new
spoken language, Afrikaans, first appeared in print during the
early 19th century and since then has produced material in a
wealth of literary and scientific forms. Among the unique fea-
tures of the language is the double negative: Hy wil nie speel nie
(literally, “He does not want to play not”).

Personal names derive, in most cases, from a European
tradition, usually given a Germanic (Afrikaans) form. It is
the custom for married couples to name their first son after
the husband’s father and their first daughter after the wife’s
mother.

“*FOLKLORE

Early Afrikaner beliefs and traditions come from two ma-
jor sources: those derived from their European ancestry, and
those acquired locally due to intimate contact with indigenous
peoples (Khoekhoen, San, and Bantu-speaking) and eastern
immigrants (Malay and Indian). This includes childhood be-
liefs in mythical figures like tikoloshe, a diminutive urchin. As
is true among many peoples, heroes and myths became inter-
twined as oral traditions were recounted or selected aspects re-
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corded. As is also quite common, heroes frequently are from
the political or religious realm.

Much of Afrikaner tradition recounts the exploits of pio-
neer leaders who with faith and fortitude “tamed” the in-
terior of South Africa, wrestling the land from wild animals
and warring native tribes. Thus, school children grew up
with the names of Charl Celliers, Andries Potgieter, Piet Re-
tief, and Gert Maritz. Much of the national folklore revolved
around Oom (Uncle) Paul Kruger (the erstwhile president of
the Afrikaner republic), for instance, recounting his experi-
ences when he visited Queen Victoria. In the immediate past,
sports heroes have emerged, particularly in the field of rugby
where great physical prowess, fleetness of foot, and an accurate
kicking boot have created modern heroes—often of mythical
proportions.

>RELIGION

The religion of the Afrikaner derives from Protestantism as
practiced by the 17th-century Reformed Church of Holland.
However, in 1685 when the French government repealed the
Edict of Nantes (which guaranteed religious freedom in a heav-
ily Roman Catholic-dominated France), Protestants fled, some
going to Switzerland and others to Holland. These French Hu-
guenots then emigrated from Holland to the Cape in 1688 to
assure their religious freedom, and they added a special anti-
Papist strain of Protestantism to the Afrikaner religion. They
also brought a rich tradition of viniculture. After the British
took over administration of the Cape in 1806, they brought
English-speaking (especially Scottish Presbyterian) ministers
to South Africa. Under the influence of the Swiss reformer
John Calvin (and others) regarding church and state, the status
of women, purity of the race, and related doctrines, a rather
unique blend of Protestantism emerged in South Africa ex-
pressed by the three varieties of the Dutch Reformed Church.

® MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Days and dates of special significance to Afrikaners are those
that are associated with their religion and their national his-
tory. Many of these are no longer recognized in the new con-
stitutional dispensation, while new holidays have been added
to recognize the cultures of other ethnic groups.

Historically, religious holidays in South Africa have been
tied to the Christian calendar. Christmas and Good Friday
are still recognized as public holidays. Ascension Day (40 days
after Easter) was once recognized as a public holiday, but was
removed from the list by the Public Holidays Act of 1994. In
the same act, the secular holiday of Family Day was created to
replace Easter Monday and the Day of Goodwill, on December
26, replaced Boxing Day. December 16 was once celebrated as
the Day of the Covenant, commemorating the day when Afri-
kaner pioneers beat back an attack of Zulu warriors in 1838.
Since 1994, December 16 has been celebrated as the Day of
Reconciliation. Other public holidays in contemporary South
Africa include New Year’s Day (January 1), Human Rights Day
(March 21), Freedom Day (April 27), Worker’s Day (1 May),
Youth Day (June 16), National Women’s Day (August 9), and
Heritage Day (September 24).

Partly due to the Calvinistic overtones in Afrikaner society,
Sundays were days of rest. Stores were closed, movie theaters
were locked, organized sports were not permitted, and very
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little activity took place. People were expected to attend church
services. None of this applies any longer.

"RITES OF PASSAGE

Birthdays are almost universally celebrated, usually with a
party accompanied by the giving of gifts. It is expected that
all infants should be baptized. Afrikaner children grow up at-
tending Sunday school, where Biblical texts have to be mem-
orized and simple religious instruction occurs. When young
people are about 16 years old, they study catechism, learning
the tenets of the Reformation and the Biblical basis of Calvin-
istic Protestantism. This allows for confirmation as a church
member and First Communion. In many families this age also
permits individual dating. To this day, the twenty-first birth-
day is a major celebration in which a son or daughter might
ceremonially receive a key.

Adults celebrate birthdays, frequently with a braai—the
equivalent of the American barbecue, where meat is roasted on
hot coals and other dishes are prepared. Death is marked at the
family level by mourning and the wearing of black dresses by
women, and black ties or a black arm band by men. However,
these latter practices are becoming less common. The Dutch
Reformed Churches celebrate the passing of the old year and
the coming of the New Year with a midnight service on 31 De-
cember. The front pew is draped in black or purple to remem-
ber those who have passed away during that year, and their
names are read aloud.
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Days and dates of special significance to Afrikaners are those that are associated with their religion and their national history. Many of
these are no longer recognized in the new constitutional dispensation, while new holidays have been added to recognize the cultures of other
ethnic groups in South Africa. The Afrikaners shown here at Voortrekker Monument are celebrating the Day of the Covenant, which com-
memorates the day when Afrikaner pioneers beat back an attack of Zulu warriors on December 16, 1838. (Jason Laure)

.  INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

When meeting people it is customary to greet each person, in-
cluding children, with a handshake. Friends and relatives of
both genders greet each other with a kiss on the lips (this prac-
tice does not generally apply to males greeting males), accom-
panied by a standard question, “How are you?” Taking leave
involves the same actions and the standard “Totsiens” (“Till we
see [each other] again”). Afrikaners used to practice informal
gender separation in that men would visit with men, would
move aside after a meal to smoke and talk together, or would
discuss national affairs with each other. Women were sup-
posed to stay with women and talk about “womanly” affairs,
such as homemaking, the servants, and the children. More re-
cently, as women have become better educated and moved into
the professions, and as men have lost some of the macho im-
age, a more equitable relationship has developed.

LIVING CONDITIONS

South Africa, under Afrikaner administration, was an anom-
aly as had been true in many colonial and neocolonial situ-
ations. Whites lived in First World luxury, represented by
housing, swimming pools, schools, hospitals, and clinics,
while the same was only incidentally true for individual mem-
bers of politically unrepresented groups. Afrikaners there-
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fore were almost universally in a favored situation with civil
service and other jobs, dependable salaries, automobiles, and
electricity in their homes. Thus, they joined the consumer race
to acquire the accoutrements of comfort and luxury, includ-
ing televisions, videos, and computers. Because of a well-devel-
oped infrastructure, airplanes, trains and buses could deliver
passengers to their destinations, while telephones served as a
link for friends and people in business. There are a significant
number of indigent Afrikaners.

EAMILY LIFE

The traditional Afrikaner family involved a young man court-
ing his girlfriend and then formally requesting permission
from her parents (especially her father) to become engaged. For
three Sundays prior to the wedding, the couples’ names were
read in church and, if there were no objections (e.g., that one
was already married or for some other legal or moral reason),
the marriage was performed in church, followed by a reception.
Historically, on the frontier and among farming families, Afri-
kaner families were large because children represented wealth
and support. There also was a literal interpretation of the Bib-
lical injunction to “go forth and be fruitful.” Some Afrikaner
politicians advocated a policy of large families to counter the
number of non-whites and to assure the position of whites in
South Africa. Today, Afrikaner families average two or three
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children per family. Essentially the Afrikaner family is an ex-
ample of the Germanic patriarchal extended family, but un-
der conditions of urbanization and modernization they have
moved toward the individual nuclear family unit occupying a
single family home or apartment. Dogs and cats are favored as
pets, while the former are also bred to protect home and prop-
erty. The status of women has improved over the years and to-
day is approaching equity as regards opportunity and salary.

T CLOTHING

The everyday clothing of Afrikaners is no different from that
of any modern Western urbanite. Reaching back to frontier
days when women wore long dresses and bonnets, this dress
has been retained for formal folk dancing called volkspele. It
is a pleasing sight, though becoming less common, to see the
women in their multicolored long dresses and colored bonnets
swirling around, accompanied by their male partners, who are
also uniformly dressed in shirts, vests, and pants.

2F00D

The everyday meal of the Afrikaner is characterized by an em-
phasis on meat, starch, and cooked vegetables, and the near
absence of green or fresh salads. This is particularly true of the
Sunday midday meal, where it is customary to have more than
one kind of meat, rice, and potatoes, at least two cooked vegeta-
bles, and dessert. The breakfast staple is some kind of porridge.
In the interior, Afrikaners learned from the native peoples to
make a gruel called stywe pap or putu pap (“stiff porridge” or
“putu porridge”). It is common to have this porridge for break-
fast with milk and sugar and also to eat it with meat or boere-
wors (“boer sausage,” made of beef and pork) at a barbecue.
Braaivleis (“roasted meat”) is traditional and very common,
like the barbecue. Some years ago one would only find mutton,
usually ribs and chops, at a braai, but today all kinds of meat
are cooked, and a prawn braai is particularly enjoyed.

Traditional foods frequently have Eastern origins, empha-
sizing the mixed cultural traditions. One of these is sosaties
(marinated meat much like shish kebab), frequently included
in a braai. Another is bobotie, which contains ground meat
with a curry spice flavor. Deriving from the same southeast
Asian origins is a twisted doughnut that is fried in hot oil and
then submerged in cold sweet syrup. This koeksister (“cruller”)
is a popular delicacy. Venison has always formed part of Af-
rikaner dishes, as grazing animals could be hunted or culled
from national parks. Fish has become very popular for those
living close to the ocean, and dishes containing snoek (a type
of fish native to the South African Cape region) are famous.
Two food items that trace back to pioneer days are very com-
mon among Afrikaners: beskuit and biltong. The first is trans-
lated as “rusks” in English and comes in different varieties but
essentially is a biscuit that has been oven-dried. It is usually
dunked and enjoyed with coffee. Biltong consists of strips of
dried meat, from beef or venison (and also from ostrich), which
are treated with salt, pepper, and spices prior to drying. Dried
fruits, either in individual pieces or in the form of a ground
paste, are delicacies.

EDUCATION

Children go to school at age 6 and are obliged to stay in school
through age 16. Most of the Afrikaans medium schools require
a school uniform: girls wear the same color dress or skirt and
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blouse, while boys wear the same color shirt and pants. During
most of the year boys wear shorts with long stockings. Each
school has its own colors, and girls and boys wear blazers that
display the crest of the school. Among whites (thus including
Afrikaners), school attendance and literacy are nearly univer-
sal. It is common for Afrikaans students who have completed
high school by successfully passing the national matriculation
examination to go to one of the four primarily Afrikaans me-
dium universities, or to a “technicon,” which is more techni-
cally oriented. Since the Constitution of the Union of South
Africa (1910) recognized Afrikaans and English as official lan-
guages, students have been bilingual, and many have attended
one of the four English medium universities. In contemporary
democratic South Africa there are now 11 official languages,
recognizing each of the major ethnic groups. English, howev-
er, has established itself as the common language of commerce
and of politics.

Y CULTURAL HERITAGE

A great deal of the Afrikaners’” heritage is derived from and
reinforced by European cultural traditions. Thus, the great
number and diversity of the performing arts, musical compo-
sitions, literary creations, and expressions in ballet and dance
all follow the Western European model. Obviously, South Af-
rican themes have been included in many of these, as is true of
the visual arts.

5 WORK

Most Afrikaners are formally employed. Coming from a rural
tradition, they moved haltingly into urban forms of employ-
ment, first into civil service and education, and then into min-
ing, industry, and business. Today they are firmly established
in the urban industrial world. Among whites in the rural ar-
eas, Afrikaners predominate. Afrikaners are characterized by
a Calvinistic work ethic that requires hard, industrious work.
Children are raised with statements like, “Idleness is Satan’s
pillow,” implying that idleness is the parent of vice.

6 SPORTS

Afrikaners are active sports participants. TV was not permit-
ted in South Africa until the 1960s, then for a number of years
it was only shown at night. The emphasis was on playing sports.
Afrikaner children play a variety of games in an informal
manner. Organized sports start early as boys go out for rugby,
cricket, or “athletics” (which means track-and-field). Girls play
netball (similar to basketball), field hockey, and participate in
athletics. Sports like golf, swimming, soccer and tennis also
feature. It is common to see a group of boys on an open field
with a tennis or rubber ball playing single wicket cricket, or
tossing a ball in a variation of touch football. Girls are more
likely to be at home and to participate only in school or club
sports. Intramural and league competitions are well developed
in many sports, allowing students to battle for the honor of
their class or their school. A dwindling number of people, par-
ticularly the older generation, engage in a competition called
jukskei, which traces back to pioneer days. In the game, carved
pieces of wood, resembling the yoke pin used on draft animals,
are tossed in an attempt to knock over a stake. The game is
similar to the American game of horseshoes.

Spectators flock to venues where high school, college, club,
provincial, or national teams compete in all of these sports.
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Traditionally Afrikaners excelled more in rugby and athlet-
ics but increasingly they have made their mark in other sports,
producing world and Olympic champions.

7ENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Popular culture used to be alien and was frowned on by the
elders. Thus, young people entertained themselves in folk
dances, church-sponsored youth activities, and the bioscope
(movies). It is now common for a group of young people to rent
videos, gather at a bar or a dance, or go to a disco. Increas-
ingly too, it has become acceptable to mix socially, and even
intimately, with English-speaking persons and even members
of other communities. There is a variety of theaters, lectures,
and other expressions of the performing arts that are widely
attended.

"FOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

In the days of frontier living, and later on farms and ranches,
there existed a clear sexual division of labor. Certain things
were in the man’s realm, while the woman dominated domes-
tic activities. These divisions are still sometimes carried over
to the present. Women are known for quilting, crocheting, and
knitting; and a beautiful doily with a circle of shells or beads
covers every jug of milk. In rural areas it is common for wom-
en to make soap, bottled jellies, jams, and preserves, and do all
the baking of breads, beskuit, and cakes. Men used to be adept
at woodworking, delicate leatherworking, and the making of
chairs with seats of interwoven strips of leather.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Modern Afrikaners bear a heavy, and in some cases unfair,
cultural burden. That burden was created by their ancestors
who accepted and reinterpreted a Calvinist Protestantism,
developed a racist-based philosophy that led to the policy of
apartheid, and in the process became the pariahs of the world.
Not all Afrikaners agreed with the policy of their government,
not all Afrikaners were racists, and not all Afrikaners accepted
the social or political conditions. Yet, being Afrikaners, they
are uniformly labeled. Afrikaners had been in a very favor-
able situation, and for some this created concern and guilt. In
contemporary South Africa, also referred to as the “Rainbow
Nation,” a great number of legal and other actions are being
implemented to correct earlier wrongs in the fields of civil
rights, economic conditions, housing, etc. Today, Afrikaners
are effectively facing the challenge to create a niche for them-
selves and to become a vital part of South African society.

South Africa’s transition to democracy in 1994 brought
equal rights and new opportunities to the disadvantaged sec-
tors of the population. Unfortunately, it also sparked a dra-
matic increase in the rate of crime and violence—an inevitable
by-product of poverty and high unemployment in the context
of a new political system where social expectations are unre-
alistically high. Burglaries, muggings, car-jackings, rapes, and
murders have all increased since the late 1990s. Afrikaners are
as much the victims of this crime rate as any other sector of the
population. High levels of crime have led to demands for tough
action by the government as well as a return to capital punish-
ment, which is banned in South Africa. One result has been a
growing rate of emigration. Another has been the growth of
private security-related services and the development of gated
communities.
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HIV/AIDS is a major problem in South Africa, with the
adult prevalence rate at 21.5% (2003 est). The number of people
living with HIV/AIDS stood at about 5.3 million in 2003, with
370 000 related deaths that year. The Afrikaners however, com-
prise one of the communities least affected by the pandemic.

20 GENDER ISSUES

The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (Act 108 of
1996) guarantees many individual rights. Chapter 2[9(3)] spe-
cifically indicates that “The State may not unfairly discriminate
directly or indirectly against anyone on one or more grounds,
including race, gender ... etc.” In 2003, the Department of Ed-
ucation launched the Girls Education Movement (GEM) as one
of the government’s key gender focus programs, implemented
in partnership with the United Nations Children’s Fund. This
program aims to ensure that girls will have access education
and that their retention and achievement rates will increase.
It is founded on three pillars, namely career mentorship, skills
development, and advocacy.

As opposed to many communities in South Africa, par-
ticularly in the rural, patriarchal communities, Afrikaners in
the country are much further along the road of gender parity.
Much like other industrialized nations, Afrikaner women in
South Africa are increasingly career-oriented and fill promi-
nent positions in virtually every sector of society.
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AKA

PRONUNCIATION: AH-kah

ALTERNATE NAMES: Pygmies; tropical forest foragers; Biaka;
Bayaka; Bambenzele

LOCATION: Tropical forests of southern Central African
Republic and northern Congo

POPULATION: 30,000

LANGUAGE: Diaka

RELIGION: Indigenous beliefs

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol 1: Central Africans; Congolese; Efe and
Mbuti

TINTRODUCTION

In the U.S,, the Aka are better known as “pygmies.” The term
pygmy refers to a person of short stature (usually under 1.5 me-
ters [4 ft 9 in]) who hunts and gathers and has a strong iden-
tity with the tropical forest. It is generally a derogatory term
that emphasizes their physical characteristics. Among Cen-
tral African farmers, the term carries a connotation of beings
closer to animals than to “civilization” (i.e., people who farm),
so anthropologists currently use the term tropical forest forag-
er instead. By comparison, in the United States there are the
Hopi, Navajo, Lakota, Cheyenne and many other indigenous
peoples, but when referring to them as a group, they prefer to
be called “Native Americans” rather than “redskins.” In Cen-
tral Africa, the Aka, Baka, Efe, Mbuti, and other indigenous
forest hunter-gatherers have generally been referred to by out-
siders as “pygmies.” Researchers suggest replacing the term
with “tropical forest foragers” until such time that these forest
people become politically organized and decide for themselves
what they would like to be called as a group.

Why are the Aka short? Medical exams of children and
adults indicate that their health is generally better than that
of most peoples in the developing world, so their small stat-
ure is not due to lack of food. Aka children’s growth is slightly
slower than U.S. children’s growth (as is the growth of most
children in the developing world), but the biggest difference
occurs when Aka children reach 14 years of age. Aka do not
experience the dramatic growth spurt during the teenage years
that is common in most human populations. This diminished
adolescent growth is due to a lack of receptors for a particular
growth hormone (IGF-I). It is also true that most mammals
living in tropical forests are shorter than their savanna rela-
tives (e.g., forest elephants are smaller than savanna elephants),
which suggests that smaller size may be adaptive to the humid
tropical forest.

The Aka are just one of at least 10 ethnically and linguis-
tically distinct groups of tropical forest foragers (“pygmies”)
who occupy the tropical forests throughout Central Africa.
Tropical forest foragers have been living in the tropical forests
for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. Consequently, the Aka
are referred to as the “first citizens” of the Central African Re-
public and Congo (much like Native Americans in the United
States).

The farming peoples of Central Africa moved into the tropi-
cal forest area about 2,000 years ago and slowly established
regular trading relationships with tropical forest foragers.
Farmers needed game meat, honey and other forest products,
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and forest foragers liked the cultivated foods of farmers. To-
day, Aka-farmer relations are very complex, and they attend
each other’s funerals, births, and marriages as well as hav-
ing regular economic exchanges. The farmers see themselves
as superior to Aka and talk about “their” Aka. Even though
Aka-farmer trading relationships may have lasted for trading
generations, Aka can (and do) leave any time they feel a “pa-
tron” is not treating them well.

The Aka generally live in areas that do not have roads, but
this does not mean they do not know what is going on in the
world or that they have not been influenced by colonialism. At
the turn of the century, the French colonizers of the Central
African Republic and Congo wanted ivory, rubber, and ante-
lope skins, and it was often the Aka who provided these items
through their village trading partners. The European desire
for antelope skins increased the frequency of net hunting, and
the desire for ivory increased the status position of tuma, great
elephant hunters who could communicate with the supernatu-
ral forest spirits. Because ivory trade is now banned in Central
Africa, the position of tuma is not as important as it was 40
years ago.

There are few Aka status positions. There is no chief in the
sense of a person commanding ultimate authority, yet there is
the kombeti, who is generally more influential in subsistence
and camp movement discussions. The nganga is the traditional
healer and provides a wide range of services to the commu-
nity—such as divination on hunts, curing of witchcraft, and
herbal healing. The tuma is the great hunter who has often
killed several elephants on his own. He leads spear hunts and
important hunting and seasonal rituals, and organizes the
training of young boys in the men’s secret society. The status
positions are usually held by males.

The Aka are fiercely egalitarian and independent. No indi-
vidual has the right to coerce or order another individual to
perform an activity against his/her will. Aka have a number
of informal non-institutional methods for maintaining their
egalitarianism. For instance, they practice prestige avoidance;
one does not draw attention to his or her activities. There are
certainly exceptional hunters, dancers, and drummers, but in-
dividuals do not brag to others about their abilities.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

About 30,000 Aka live in the tropical forests of southern Cen-
tral African Republic and northern Congo, generally between
1° and 4°n latitude. Their east and western limits are the Ou-
bangui River in the east and the Sangha River, respectively.

Most Aka live in remote areas of the tropical forest where
the population density is less than one person per square mile.
Aka women average six live births during their lifetime. About
20% of Aka children do not live to their first birthday, and
many die before they reach age 15. Infectious and parasitic dis-
eases are the most common causes of death. Approximately
half of the population is under age 15, and there are approxi-
mately equal numbers of males and females.

3LANGUAGE

There are approximately 15 ethnic groups that speak 15 lan-
guages and live in association with the approximately 30,000
Aka in the Equatorial region. The Aka language is a distinct
Bantu language and classified in the C-10 Bantu language
group. It belongs to the Benue-Congo group of the Niger Con-
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go. In addition to their own language the Aka speak the lan-
guages of their neighbors.

The Aka speak a Bantu language called diaka, which is
characterized by three tones. The language often sounds mu-
sical, and different tones can dramatically change the mean-
ing of a word (e.g., mbongo can mean “cup,” “a type of bee”, or
“panther”). Most Aka speak at least two other languages—the
Bantu or Oubanguian language of their village trading part-
ners and some Sango, the national language in the Central Af-
rican Republic.

Aka are given personal names a week or so after birth. Per-
sonal names have meanings attached to them—for example,
Bimba (“flea”), Madjembe (“intestinal worms”), Ngunda Oti
(“without hospitality”). In the last case, a boy’s mother gave
him the name because, at the time of his birth, the boy’s fa-
ther’s family did not provide her with much food. Sometimes
Aka simply like the sounds of new words and use them as
names. For example, Aka now use the following as person-
al names: Boutros Boutros Ghali, Konvocation (convocation
from missionaries), and Bonannee (from “happy new year” in
French). Personal names often change as one gets older, or a
person may be known by several different names. Names are
informal, similar to nicknames in the United States. If some-
one has a particular physical characteristic, or personality trait
(e.g., a person with big ears, a quiet person, someone who is
always sick, or a good rat trapper), people start to call the per-
son by that name. There are no last names, but both men and
women inherit a clan name from their fathers. Clan names re-
fer to particular plants or animals that have supernatural abili-
ties, and people who belong to a particular clan cannot eat that
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plant or animal. Trails in the forest are associated with par-
ticular clans, and after marriage a couple eventually lives with
members of the husband’s clan.

In addition to personal and clan names, a person can also be
called by a kinship term. In the United States, we are familiar
with the kinship terms mother, father, brother, sister, and so on.
Aka kinship terms are quite different in that almost everyone
in the same generation has the same kinship term. For exam-
ple, if you were Aka, you would call your natural father, your
father’s older brother, and the husband of your mother’s sister
by the same term—tao. You would refer to your brothers and
sisters and all of your first cousins by the same term—kadi. You
could refer to your grandparents and all your great aunts and
great uncles by the same term—*koko. If you had children and
your brothers and sisters had children, you would use the same
kinship term for all of them—mona. So when an Aka parent is
asked, “Who are your children?” he or she recites the long list
of people who in the United States would be considered nieces
and nephews. Aka would feel right at home with the African-
American who uses the term bro to refer to any man in the
same generation.

“*FOLKLORE

Aka say that long ago they lived in villages and farmed, but
one day a woman heard bees in the sky and a group of peo-
ple decided to go into the forest to see where they were going.
They found the bees’ hive, loved the honey and, finding plenty
of food in the forest, decided to stay. This is how Aka describe
the origin of their life in the forest. In 2003 the oral tradi-
tions of the Aka were proclaimed one of the “Masterpieces of
the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity” by the Unit-
ed Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO).

SRELIGION

Aka religious beliefs are best characterized by their regional
and individual variation rather than by a standardized pat-
tern. The Aka occupy a large territory, and religious beliefs
vary by area. Some Aka believe in bembe, a creator of all liv-
ing things, but those who believe in bembe indicate that he/
she retired soon after creation. Djengi is the most consistently
mentioned, powerful, and generally benevolent forest spirit.
Djengi has supernatural abilities, but in many ways he/she is
not much different from Aka. Djengi, a spirit, can be thought
of as another member of the camp whom one sees and shares
with on a regular basis. Djengi shares resources with people,
people visit and socialize with djengi, and there is a general
trust in (if not love for) Djengi. Djengi comes into the camp in
the form of a raffia mask and encourages people to have a par-
ty and celebrate in the forest spirit. Djengi asks for cigarettes,
water, and other items while in camp and likes it when people
dance and sing well. Djengi is a spectacular dancer, especially
when the Aka are singing well. Communication with djengi
takes place through a traditional healer or tuma who has the
ability to translate the supernatural language.

Most Aka camps have a traditional healer (nganga). Ngan-
gas cure all forms of illness (e.g., malaria, worms, bad luck,
attack by witchcraft); see into the future to help one make deci-
sions about travel, marriage, or friendships; and can see game
animals deep in the forest while on the net hunt. The majority
of ngangas are part-time and hunt and gather most of the day.
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Ngangas acquire their knowledge through training and initia-
tion. During initiation, the insides of their eyelids are cut, and
medicine is placed in the cuts to help the ngangas see those
things most others cannot.

Aka also believe that family members do not entirely leave
this earth after they die. An ancestor’s spirit (edjo) stays around,
visits with the family, and often wants things. (One woman
said that the edjo of her father knocked her down while she
was walking through the forest.) Many Aka believe in witch-
craft (gundu), especially to explain unexpected adult deaths.
Witches send poison darts (ndoki) into the body of a victim,
and the person eventually dies from the poison unless the
nganga can extract the dart, usually by sucking it out. If some-
one is accused of witchcraft, he/she may have to take a drink
made from special roots. The root is believed to have super-
natural power so that if a person is guilty, he/she will go into
convulsions and possibly die (the root contains strychnine).

Many Aka rituals are linked to hunting and gathering, and
Aka engage in a number of individual and group hunting ritu-
als to ensure a successful hunt. To assist hunting efficiency, the
net can be ritually washed of bad spirits (kose) or a variety of
medicines (bouanga) can be placed on them to increase good
luck. The number and types of rituals increase as hunting suc-
cess decreases.

Many Aka have been contacted by missionaries, but it is dif-
ficult for missionaries to convert Aka to Christianity because
the Aka move around often, and it is not possible to drive a car
to most of their camps. Missionaries generally tell the Aka to
stop dancing to djengi, and they are generally the only group
that is trying to provide formal education and Western health
care to Aka.

® MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Aka do not use a numerical calendar, so they do not have spe-
cific dates that are celebrated each year, but there are holidays
in the sense that there are days off to relax and party. Such hol-
idays occur after good hunts or when large game animals, such
as elephant or wild pig, have been captured. Holidays also oc-
cur during the honey, caterpillar, and termite seasons.

7RITES OF PASSAGE

Aka do not have much in the way of group ritual activities. At
birth, parents place protective cords made from forest vines
around a baby’s neck, wrists, and ankles to provide protection
from bad spirits and help connect the newborn to the forest. At
five or six years of age, boys are circumcised in a very informal
manner. A man who is good at this comes into camp early in
the morning, and the boy often runs into the forest. Everyone
laughs, eventually the boy comes back, his father holds him,
and the whole thing is over in five minutes. Aka are not teased
if they cry and there is plenty of social and emotional support.

During the teenage years, boys and girls get their top four
incisors pointed. This is done when the teenager feels ready
and is conducted in a very informal atmosphere. Aka believe
that pointed teeth make one look handsome or more beautiful.
Some Aka, primarily teenage girls, get the bottom four incisors
pointed as well. Teenagers bring in new fads from other areas.
Current fads include coloring teeth with a purple dye from a
forest vine, piercing the nasal septum with a small twig (girls
only), and shaving stripes into one’s eyebrows.
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The only large, group-level ritual occurs at death. Relatives
travel long distances and sing and dance for days. Camp sizes
more than triple during funeral ceremonies. Teenagers go to as
many funerals as possible because they are fun, and it is an op-
portunity to develop relationships with teenagers from other
areas.

8 INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

There are no formal greetings among the Aka, and people do
not say good-bye, in part, because they are likely to see each
other again. Aka are very warm and hospitable.

Relationships between men and women are egalitarian:
men and women both contribute to the household diet, a hus-
band or wife can initiate divorce, and violence against wom-
en is very rare. Women have their own dances and songs in
which they ridicule men. Spouses can and do ridicule each
other with rather crude joking, including uncomplimentary
remarks about the size and shape of a partner’s genitals, but for
the most part the partner does not pay much attention to such
ridicule.

Relations between young and old are also egalitarian in that
there is minimal deference towards the elderly. Aka elders are
expected to hunt and gather as long as they can, and grandpar-
ent-grandchild relations are playful and relaxed.

The Aka are fiercely egalitarian and independent. No indi-
vidual has the right to coerce or order another individual to
perform an activity against his/her will. Even when parents
give instructions to their children to collect water or firewood,
there are no sanctions if they do not do so. Aka have a num-
ber of informal methods for maintaining their egalitarianism.
First, they practice prestige avoidance; one does not draw at-
tention to his or her abilities. There are exceptional hunters,
dancers, and drummers, but individuals do not brag to others
about their abilities. If a man kills an elephant, he says some-
one else did all the work and talks about the small size of the
elephant. Second, Aka practice rough joking with those who
start to accumulate, do not share, or who act egotistically. For
instance, if a teenager eats most of the honey before returning
to camp, others will joke about the size and shape of his geni-
tals. And third, Aka practice “demand sharing.” This means
that whatever one has will be given up if requested. If I like the
shirt you are wearing, I ask for it and you say you really did
not need it. This way most material items circulate around the
camp. This is one reason Aka have been slow to take up farm-
ing. An Aka who spends three to four months farming must
give everything away at harvest time when all the relatives
come to visit and request food.

Sharing, cooperation, and autonomy are but a few others
of the Aka core values. The community cooperates daily in
the net hunt (described in the section on Work), food hunted
is shared with members of the camp, and decision-making is
the reserved prerogative of the individual; if one is not content
with living conditions, one moves to another camp, which is
easy and acceptable.

LIVING CONDITIONS

The Aka are extremely poor in terms of Western socioeconom-
ic status and material wealth. They seldom have money and do
not attend formal schools because they would be teased by the
villagers and do not have money to buy books. They do not ob-
tain Western medical care because they do not have money to
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purchase medicines, and clinic doctors usually discriminate
against them.

Aka camps consist of 25-35 people living in five to seven
dome-shaped houses. Houses are close to each other and all of
them occupy an area the size of a large living room. Houses are
three feet high so one cannot stand up in a house. Each family
has their own house and everyone in that house sleeps together
in the same bed. The house is big enough for one bed and a
campfire for warmth during the night. The two or three ado-
lescent boys in the camp share one house (the bachelor pad)
while teenage girls each make their own small house. Houses
are made by women, with the exception of the bachelor pads
(which are often poorly constructed and leak water all the
time), and are constructed from saplings and large leaves. The
beds are made from logs, animal skins or leaves.

Aka move their camps about eight times a year and there
are daily changes in camp composition as visitors (e.g., rela-
tives, friends, traders) come and go, and members leave to join
other camps.

Water sources are generally not contaminated because the
Aka do not live in one place very long. Aka do not brush their
teeth or use streams for washing. It rains frequently, so Aka
simply wash off as they walk through the forest.

EAMILY LIFE

The family (husband, wife, and children) is extremely impor-
tant as this is the unit of production and reproduction: The
family works as an economic unit on the net hunt and in a va-
riety of other subsistence activities (e.g., collecting caterpillars
and mushrooms). Additionally, the conjugal family is where
most cultural skills are transmitted and acquired. The camp
(lango) consists of 1 to 15 nuclear families, but averages around
25 to 35 individuals. Aka children grow up in an environment
of trust, love, and indulgence. Infants are held throughout the
day (even while sleeping), nursed on demand (four times an
hour), and caregivers attend immediately to any fuss or cry.
Although Aka are very indulgent and intimate with their in-
fants, they are not a child-focused society. Parents seldom stop
activities to pay undivided attention to their children.

Although the mother is the primary caregiver, Aka fathers
provide more care to young children than fathers in any other
society. Numerous others also help out with infant care. While
in camp, infants are held by their mothers less than 40% of the
time. Rather, they are transferred to other caregivers an aver-
age of seven times per hour, and they have seven different care-
givers holding them during a single day.

Aka childhood lacks negative forces and violence. Seldom
does one hear a parent tell a child not to touch or do some-
thing. If a child hits another child, the parent will simply move
the child to another area. Corporal punishment for a child who
misbehaves seldom occurs. In fact, if a parent hits a child, it is
reason enough for the other parent to ask for divorce.

Generally, it is difficult for parents to get their older children
to do much. When older children (7-11 years old) are asked to
collect water or firewood, they often simply ignore their par-
ents’ requests. Parents may sometimes shout at their children
but, more often than not, they simply go and get what they
need themselves. During the teenage years, same-sex friends
seem to be inseparable—they go everywhere together. Girls
collect water, nuts, or fruit together, and boys take trips to the
village or go on small game hunts together (hunting mice with
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small nets is a favorite pastime for boys.) Teenagers often travel
to visit relatives and explore territories other than their own,
so they may be absent from the camp for long periods.

The teenage years are a time of social and sexual explora-
tion and teenagers are key members of the camp. They provide
new and fresh energy to the camp. For example, they bring in
new dances from other camps and are often the first to start
dancing at night (the adults join in later). They are many times
the ones to initiate changes in Aka culture (e.g., nose-pierc-
ing, breaking of relationships with villagers). In many ways,
Aka parents seem similar to U.S. parents: they complain that
teenagers are smoking more and having sex earlier than in the
past.

First marriages occur between 17 and 21 years of age. Once
aman moves his traps and spear into the house of a woman the
two are considered married; there is no formal marriage cere-
mony. The husband must stay at the camp of his wife for two
years or so, or until the first child is born and walking well.
After this, “bride service,” the family moves to the camp of the
father’s brothers. About 25% of marriages end in divorce, the
majority of these being first marriages. Divorce takes place by
one partner simply moving out of the house. If divorce occurs,
children go with the parent they prefer.

T CLOTHING

The temperature never drops below 21°c (70°F) during the day.
Men and women wear loincloths made of commercial fabric
obtained in trade with villagers. When Aka visit the village,
they put on any Western or “villager” clothes they might have.
Men wear T-shirts and shorts, and women wear a cloth that
they wrap around their waist.

k00D

The Aka know more about the tropical forest than do most
botanists and zoologists. The Aka know hundreds of forest
plants and animals, but they subsist primarily on some 60 plant
species, 20 insect species, honey from 8 species of bees, and
around 30 species of game. The Aka collect roots and leaves,
nuts, and fruits. They collect mushrooms, termites, crickets,
grubs, and caterpillars. The Aka hunt large game (primarily
hog and elephant) with spears, antelope with nets, monkeys
with crossbows, and rat, mongoose, and porcupine with a vari-
ety of small snare and net traps.

Although there is enormous diversity in the Aka diet, their
favorite game animal by far is porcupine. Forest porcupines
have fat throughout their bodies, and so are very tasty. Honey
is another favorite food (the “candy” of the forest) and people
spend large parts of the day looking for just a handful of hon-
ey. Aka do not hesitate to cut down an entire mahogany tree in
order to get a pound of honey from its top.

Aka obtain metal pots, pans, and cooking utensils by trad-
ing game meat and other forest products with farmers. Aka do
not use plates and utensils to eat. Everyone in a family eats out
of two or three shared bowls of food, and they use their hands
to eat. A typical meal consists of a bowl with boiled game meat
in nut sauce and a bowl of some carbohydrate, usually manioc
obtained through trade with farmers. The piece of manioc is
picked up with one’s fingers and dipped into the meat sauce.

Because the Aka live near the equator, the sun comes up at
6 am and sets at 6 pm throughout the year. Most people get up
at sunrise and prepare a hot meal of leftovers from the previ-
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ous evening meal. Aka then snack throughout the day as they
hunt and gather. If they find fruits or nuts, they eat some im-
mediately and save some for back at camp. The largest meal oc-
curs after families have returned from hunting, gathering, and
trading—usually at about 7 pm.

B EDUCATION

Aka do not usually attend formal schools, but they begin learn-
ing about hunting and gathering when they are infants. Par-
ents teach their 8-to-12-month-old infants how to use small,
pointed digging sticks, throw small spears, use miniature axes
with sharp metal blades, and carry small baskets. One- and
two-year-olds use knives, axes, and digging sticks. They build
play houses and imitate the dances and songs of adult life. By
three or four years of age, children can cook themselves a meal
on a fire; by age 10, Aka children can live alone in the forest if
necessary. By age 10, they can identify hundreds of plants and
animals and know all the important subsistence skills, with
the exception of elephant hunting. Aka do not read or write,
but they are very interested in acquiring these sKkills.

Catholic missionaries have started schools for Aka in a few
locations, so some Aka speak French.

Y CULTURAL HERITAGE

The Aka have a reputation as being the best dancers in the
Central African Republic and Congo. They are frequently in-
vited to the capital city by the president to dance at national
festivals. Aka music is unique; it has yodeling, hocketing, and
polyphonic harmonies and is often heard on the national radio
station.

> WORK

The Aka are one of the last groups of people on earth to spend
most of their days hunting and gathering. The tropical forest
is not known for its abundance of wild edible foods, but if one
has extensive knowledge of the forest it can be a land of plenty.
Aka actually work fewer hours per week than do middle-class
Americans, although Aka do not clearly distinguish work ver-
sus playtime: they regularly play and joke during net hunts and
other subsistence activities.

Net hunting is the most important hunting technique, and
it is unique among hunting techniques in that it involves the
whole family—men, women, and children—and focuses on
making noise rather than stalking and being quiet. Each fam-
ily has a net that measures about 45 meters (150 feet) long and
2.2 meters (4 feet) high. The hunt takes place at night and be-
gins by connecting all the families’ nets together so they make
a semi-circle or circle around an area about half the size of a
football field. Men go to the center of the nets, women stay next
to the net, and children go wherever they want. Once a sound
is given to start the hunt, the men yell, scream, and pound logs
on the ground to make as much noise as possible in order to
wake up and scare the antelopes (most of which are noctur-
nal). If an animal is scared into the net, the nearest woman
tackles it, grabs it behind its hind legs, and smashes its head
against a nearby tree. If it is a large antelope, other women will
assist in tackling and killing it. Game animals are shared with
everyone in camp.

Over the course of a year, the Aka spend about 50% of their
time hunting, 30% in gathering, and 20% in village work for
tarmers. The relative importance of hunting and gathering ac-

Volume 1: Africa

21

tivities fluctuates from season to season. For example, the Aka
spend up to 90% of their time net hunting during the dry sea-
son (January to May), but during part of the rainy season (Au-
gust to September) 60% of their time is spent collecting food,
especially caterpillars. August is caterpillar season, and cater-
pillars are eaten at every meal. They can be roasted, boiled, or
fried and taste like french fries. Much of the vegetable food in
the Aka diet is obtained by trading game meat to farmers for
manioc, corn, or other village foods.

6 SPORTS

Forest people do not play sports in the Western sense. They
do, however, learn basic skills through mock hunts and other
games. Children play games similar to sports that teach them
about group dynamics and personal achievement. Elders teach
children the strategies and techniques of hunting by pretend-
ing to be animals and showing children how to drive them into
a piece of old net. The adults also play a game (more ritual than
sport) resembling our tug-of-war. The purpose is to remind the
community that cooperation can solve conflicts between the
sexes. The tug-of-war begins with all the men on one side and
the women on the other. If the women begin to prevail, one
of them leaves to help out the men and assumes a deep male
voice to ridicule manhood. As the men begin to win, one of
them joins the women and mocks them in high-pitched tones.
The battle continues in this way until the participants have
switched sides and have had an opportunity to both help and
ridicule the opposition. Then both sides collapse, laughing over
the point that neither side gains in beating the other.

VENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Aka do not have televisions, radios, or books. They do not have
electricity, so after it gets dark they sit around fires to socialize,
gossip, tell stories (often about gorillas or chimps having affairs
with humans) and dance and sing. Dances usually occur about
twice a week, but they are held every night during caterpillar
season or when hunting is especially good.

"BFOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Aka do not have paper and pencils so their art often takes the
form of body modifications—painting, scarification, haircuts,
and so on. The dark juice from a fruit is used to draw designs
on the face and the body that represent the sounds and sights of
the forest. Scarification often takes place before a dance. Teen-
agers get together and cut various designs into their bodies, of-
ten around the navel. Aka use razor blades traded from villagers
to cut their hair and shave their heads into some very original
designs—triangles, lightning bolts, caterpillars, and so on.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Today the Aka continue to be affected by the world economy
in several ways. In Bokoka, for instance, the Aka move into the
village for part of the dry season, at the expense of missing the
best net hunting of the year, to help the farmers with their cof-
fee plantations. The coffee, destined for the European market,
is the primary means by which villagers acquire money. Some
Aka help villagers hunt elephant for ivory, while other Aka
work for lumber companies in the region.

European logging companies are building roads and mills
to extract mahogany and other hardwood trees (most caterpil-
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lars come from these trees). Europeans and Africans are going
deeper into the forest to dig for gold and diamonds. And West-
ern conservation groups are trying to establish national parks
and reserves to save tropical forests, but this means that Aka
often lose their lands.

The farmers who are the Aka’s trading partners are trying to
grow more and more cash crops (e.g., coffee) to buy commer-
cial goods (e.g., radios, VCRs), and so they try to get “their”
Aka to work in the fields with little or no remuneration. Con-
sequently, traditional trading relations are breaking down and
Aka now say that villagers turn into chimpanzees when they
die. There is little question that both African farmers and Eu-
ropean investors exploit Aka. Aka are quiet and self-assured,
and they often respond to outside pressures by fleeing deeper
into the forest. Aka are not politically organized, nor do they
have the literacy skills to try and mitigate these threats to their
existence.

Alcoholism and drugs are not major problems for the Aka,
except in logging towns where some Aka are paid for locating
hardwoods. Aka, used to immediate consumption of collected
or captured foods, do not store for the future. When they are
paid for their labor, they spend all their money within a day or
two, often on alcohol or cannabis.

Aka do not currently have AIDS, but they know about it
from all the deaths among villagers. In the past, Aka seldom
had sexual relations with villagers; now they say that if they
sleep with a villager, they will die from AIDS. Their hunter-
gatherer lifestyle exposes them to blood of jungle fauna, thus
they have among the highest rates of seropositivity for Ebola
virus in the world.

2 GENDER ISSUES

Aka male-female relations are extremely egalitarian by cross-
cultural standards. Both males and females are regular con-
tributors to the diet. Aka husbands and wives are together
often and cooperate in a wide variety of subsistence tasks such
as to net hunt, collect caterpillars, termites, honey, fruit, and
sometimes fish. But wives are less likely to participate in cross-
bow hunting for monkeys and trap-line hunting for medium
size game, and never participate in spear hunts for wild pig
and elephants. It is also clear that Aka men and women like to
be with members of the same sex at least as much as being with
their spouses. Men enjoy hunting game together, and women
enjoy collecting nuts and fruit away from the men.

The political power and social prestige of Aka women is pro-
nounced, but is not as structurally salient as that of Aka men.
Aka men hold all the named positions of status—kombeti,
tuma, and nganga—but as mentioned already, these men hold
no absolute power. They influence people through their hos-
pitality, persuasiveness, humor, and knowledge, not by their
position. Aka women challenge men’s authority on a regular
basis and are influential actors in all kinds of decision-making.
Women participate in decisions about camp movement, extra-
marital affairs, bad luck on the hunt, and sorcery accusations.

Autonomy within the context of group interdependence is
a vital feature of Aka gender relations. Husbands and wives
cooperate in a wide range of activities, but there is respect for
each other’s feelings and peculiarities. Husbands cannot force
their wives to come on the hunt, and the wives cannot force
their husbands to look for honey. Spouses can and do ridicule
each other with rather crude joking (e.g., uncomplimentary re-
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marks about the size and shape of their partner’s genitals), but
for the most part the partner does not pay much attention to
the ridicule. If the couple does not get along, divorce is a mat-
ter of one partner simply moving out of the house. While men
and women have clearly defined subsistence and social roles,
one is not ridiculed for trying a role usually assigned to the
other gender. Women carry the nets, spears, and crossbows of
the men and men carry the baskets and digging sticks of the
women. This sex role flexibility is seen in the different types of
net hunt. On most net hunts, men go to the center of the nets
and chase the game into the nets while women stand nearby
to jump on and kill the captured game. But for social or envi-
ronmental reasons (getting tired of doing one type of net hunt
or trying to capture especially large game) the roles are some-
times reversed, and women go to the center of the nets while
men stay next to the net.

Physical violence in general is infrequent and violence
against women is especially rare. The lack of violence enhanc-
es female autonomy and encourages husband-wife coopera-
tion and trust. Husband-wife conflicts do of course occur but
they are usually resolved through talking, rough joking, leav-
ing camp for awhile, or mediated assistance from other camp
members.

It is essential to understand Aka gender relations, particu-
larly husband-wife relations, if one is to understand the Aka fa-
ther-infant relationship. A 2005 UNESCO report named Aka
men as the “Best Dads in the World.” Aka fathers have their in-
fant within arms’ reach 47% of the time. Husband and wife are
together often, know each other exceptionally well, and cooper-
ate on a regular basis in a diversity of tasks. Men and women
have distinct tasks, but there are few underlying beliefs that one
sex is naturally inclined to perform certain tasks. The capabili-
ties of men and women are very similar, and therefore tasks can
be reversed easily. Male and female experiences and socializa-
tion are different, but men and women know the tasks of the
opposite sex. Women are also valued and respected members
of the group. Aka men, however, though are similar to men
cross-culturally in that men predominate in the named status
positions, only men hunt large game, and polygyny is relatively
common. In summary, Aka male-female relations have com-
monalties with male-female relations cross-culturally, but the
Aka are probably as egalitarian as human societies get.
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ALGERIANS

PRONUNCIATION: al-JIR-ee-uhns

LOCATION: Western North Africa (the Maghrib)
POPULATION: 33,333,216

LANGUAGE: Arabic; Berber; French

RELIGION: Islam (Sunni Muslim)

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Tuaregs

TINTRODUCTION

Algeria is one of several countries forming the Maghrib, a re-
gion in the western part of North Africa that borders the Med-
iterranean Sea. (Maghrib is the Arabic word referring to the
direction of the sunset.) Algeria’s history has been turbulent,
involving repeated conquests and a particularly bitter resis-
tance to modern European colonialism. This history has left
its mark on contemporary Algeria, which from 1992 to 1998
experienced a violent civil war between the military junta run-
ning the country and a coalition of Islamist opposition parties
known as the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS). Ferocious fight-
ing killed between 100,000 and 300,000 people—the exact fig-
ures are in dispute and likely will never be known. The conflict
erupted following a December 1991 election in which the FIS
won by a landslide; the government quickly annulled the re-
sults, spurring outrage.

Algeria’s known history can be traced as far back as 30,000
BC. Cave paintings found at Tassili-n-Ajjer and elsewhere in
Algeria, dated to between 8000 Bc and 4000 BC, show how
ancient hunters shared a savannah region with giant buftalo,
elephants, rhinoceroses, and hippopotamuses. Neolithic civi-
lization, which is characterized by animal domestication and
agriculture, developed in the area between 6000 Bc and 2000
BC. Today, this area is primarily desert.

The various peoples who eventually settled in the area came
to be called Berbers. Roman, Greek, Byzantine, and Arab con-
querors all attempted to defeat or assimilate the Berbers into
their cultures, with varying degrees of success. Phoenician
traders arrived in the area around 900 BC and established
the city of Carthage in approximately 800 BC in what is today
neighboring Tunisia. From there, the Phoenicians established
towns along the coast and in the area that would become Al-
geria. The Berbers were either enslaved by the Phoenicians or
forced to pay tribute. By the 4th century Bc, the Berbers formed
the largest part of the Phoenician slave army and began to re-
volt as the power of Carthage weakened. In time, several Ber-
ber kingdoms were created that vied for power until the arrival
of the Romans in AD 24.

The Roman conquest was disastrous for the Berbers. Tribes
were forced to become settled or leave the area. For this reason,
the Berbers resisted Roman rule. The Romans began their oc-
cupation by controlling the coastal lands and cultivating the
area. It is estimated that North Africa produced 1 million tons
of cereal each year for the Roman Empire, in addition to fruits,
figs, grapes, beans, and olive oil.

Along with the Roman presence, Judaism and Christianity
began to influence the Berbers. Many Jews who had been ex-
pelled from Palestine by the Romans settled in the area, and
some Berber tribes converted to Judaism. Christianity arrived
in the 2nd century Ap and was especially attractive to slaves.
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By the end of the 4th century Ap, much of the settled areas had
become Christian along with some Berber tribes.

In AD 429, the German king Gaiseric, backed by 80,000
Vandals (a German tribe), invaded North Africa from Spain,
eventually weakening Roman control. With the decline of Ro-
man power, Berber tribes began to return to their old lands.
Meanwhile, the Byzantine emperor Justinian sent his army to
North Africa in AD 533 and within a year conquered the Ger-
man forces, although the Byzantines never established as firm
a hold on the area as the Romans had.

The most influential conquest in the area was the invasion
of Arab Muslims between AD 642 and AD 669. Nomadic Ber-
bers quickly converted to Islam en masse and joined the Arab
forces. Christian Berber tribes in Algeria converted to Islam,
and in AD 711, the Muslims established firmer control in the
region.

The ruling Arab view of Islam at the time was that Islam
was primarily a religion for Arabs, and therefore non-Arab
converts were treated as second-class citizens. Political senti-
ment developed among Muslims on the Arabian Peninsula,
however, that rejected the Arabism of the ruling Umayyad dy-
nasty in favor of strict equality for all Muslims. Followers of
this movement, called Kharijites, spread to North Africa, and
many Berbers became attracted to their message of Islamic
equality and strict piety. They eventually rebelled against the
Arab caliphate’s control of the area and established a number
of independent kingdoms.

In Ap 750, the Abbasids, successors to the Umayyad dy-
nasty, spread their rule to the area and appointed Ibrahim ibn
al-Aghlab as governor in al-Qayrawan, in Tunisia. By the end
of the 9th century Ap, Ismaili Muslims (Shi‘a Muslims who
followed a more esoteric and mystical interpretation of Islam)
converted the Kutama Berber tribes from Algeria and led them
against the established rulers. In Ap 909, the Ismaili forces es-
tablished the Fatimid dynasty in North Africa.

The Fatimids were more interested in the lands to the east
and left Algeria and neighboring Tunisia to Berber rule. How-
ever, considering the diverse loyalties of the different tribes,
conflict became inevitable. In the 11th century, the Fatim-
ids sent Arab bedouins to North Africa to assist their forces
against other Berbers. Eventually, the influx of Arabs promot-
ed the arabization of the entire area.

Nevertheless, independent kingdoms did manage to estab-
lish themselves in the area. The greatest of these were the Al-
moravids, the Almohads, the Hafsids, and the Zayanids. These
kingdoms were all led by Muslim leaders who greatly encour-
aged learning and the arts.

Meanwhile, the Catholics of Spain were set on reclaiming
southern Spain from the Muslims. Spain had become a cos-
mopolitan and pluralistic center of learning under Muslim
rule. The Spanish conquest in 1492, however, fundamentally
changed the character of the area. The new rulers forced all
Muslims and Jews to convert to Christianity. Many fled to
North Africa, and a sizable community of Jews settled in Alge-
ria, Tunisia, and Morocco.

Between 1560 and 1620, Algeria became a base for priva-
teers, or pirates. Because Muslim vessels were not allowed to
enter European ports, Muslim pirates began raiding Europe-
an ships. The most famous of these pirates was Khayr ad-Din,
known to Europeans as Barbarossa, or Red Beard. Thanks in
part to Khayr ad-Din, the Muslim Ottoman Empire (based in
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what is today Turkey) managed to spread its rule over North
Africa and form a buffer against European expansion.

Many European states paid tribute to the rulers in Algeria
in order to ensure the safety of their ships. Once the United
States became independent of England, its ships were no lon-
ger protected by British payments and were subsequently at-
tacked. In 1797, the United States signed a treaty with rulers
in Algiers, Algeria’s capital, paying tribute in exchange for safe
passage.

By 1815, however, the European states were in a temporary
state of peace and decided to combine forces against the North
African states. Spain, the Netherlands, Prussia, Denmark,
Russia, and Naples declared war against Morocco, Algiers, Tu-
nis, and Tripoli. The United States also joined the battle, which
eventually ended the practice of privateering.

In 1827, politics in France prompted the French to establish
a blockade against Algiers that would persist for three years.
The French monarch, Charles X, was politically weak and
thought that strong action against Algiers would strengthen
his popularity at home. In 1830, he decided to invade Algeria
on a self-proclaimed “civilizing mission.” In June of that year,
34,000 French soldiers invaded Algiers and, after a three-week
battle, took the city. French troops raped women, looted the
treasury, desecrated mosques, and destroyed cemeteries. Their
actions set the tone for the next century of French rule.

By 1834, a new liberal government had been established in
Paris. Although the government was initially opposed to the
occupation of Algeria, it annexed the country and its 3 million
Muslim inhabitants as a colony for the sake of national pres-

WORLDMARK ENCYCLOPEDIA OF CULTURES AND DAILY LIFE

tige. All occupied areas were seized from their inhabitants and
sold at extremely low prices to poor immigrants from France
and other European countries. The colonists were called colons
or pied noirs (black feet). Many were prisoners from France
who had been exiled to Algeria.

France still had many battles to fight, however. ‘Abd al-Qa-
dir, a 25-year-old Muslim, united the tribes throughout Alge-
ria to resist the French occupation. By 1839, he controlled more
than two-thirds of Algeria, creating a government, collecting
taxes, supporting education, and promoting the economy. The
French sent 108,000 soldiers—one-third of the French army—
to defeat 'Abd al-Qadir’s forces. They starved the Muslim pop-
ulation by destroying their crops, orchards, and herds. ‘Abd
al-Qadir was finally forced to surrender in 1847.

In 1871, another insurrection against the French broke out
as a result of French economic policies, which had led Muslim
areas to famine. Between 1868 and 1871, 20% of the Muslim
population of the city of Constantine alone died of starvation.
As a result of the revolt, France confiscated even more land.

By the time of World War I (1914-1918), a new class of Eu-
ropean nationalists had emerged among the Algerian Mus-
lims. Almost 200,000 Algerians fought for France during
the war, and many now wanted full rights as French citizens.
Some, however, wanted national independence for Algeria.
The French denied both. Muslims were forbidden to become
citizens in most cases unless they renounced Islam, and France
considered Algeria an integral part of its nation.

During World War II (1939-1945), the Muslim opposition
to France nevertheless joined the Free French forces in oppos-
ing the German Nazi invasion. Following the defeat of France
by Adolf Hitler’s forces, the local French government in Alge-
ria joined the Nazi troops. At one point, they ordered that all
Jews in Algeria be shipped to concentration camps in Europe.
The Jews in Algiers hid in Muslim homes.

Upon the defeat of the French and German Nazi forces,
the Algerians—along with Tunisians and Moroccans—asked
France and the United States for independence as a reward for
their support throughout the war. Their request was refused,
and many of the same French leaders who had supported Hit-
ler were reinstated in Algeria.

These events led to the Algerian War of Independence in
1954, in which Algerian Muslim nationalist parties launched
a series of bombings on French military positions around the
country. In August 1955, the Algerians attacked French civil-
ians for the first time, killing 123 people in an attack in the
city of Phillippeville. The French army responded by massa-
cring as many as 12,000 Muslims. Between 1957 and 1960, the
French—in what today would be called “ethnic cleansing”—
forcibly removed more than 2 million Algerians from their
villages to concentration camps in the plains, where tens of
thousands died.

Nearly a million people—one-tenth of the Algerian popula-
tion at the time—were killed between 1956 and 1962. It was
one of the worst genocides in modern history. France even-
tually decided that the price of occupation was too high, and
French president Charles De Gaulle negotiated a French with-
drawal from Algeria. On 1 July 1962, Algerians voted nearly
unanimously for independence, and Algeria was declared an
independent country on 5 July 1962—exactly 132 years after
the French invasion.
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After independence, Algeria became a one-party socialist
state ruled by the National Liberation Front, which had led the
War of Independence. Many European companies were na-
tionalized. French law was maintained on many civil issues,
although Islamic traditions were also given representation in
the law of the land. Algeria announced a strict policy of non-
alignment, allying with neither the Soviet Union nor the Unit-
ed States.

The stagnation of oil prices on the world market negatively
affected all Middle Eastern and North African states, includ-
ing Algeria, which relies on oil for the majority of its revenues.
Riots erupted in 1988 to protest the price of food, very high
unemployment, and corruption among government officials.
The riots were put down with bloody force, and hundreds were
killed.

In response, the government rewrote the constitution to
allow new parties to form and to liberalize the economy. The
most popular of the new parties was the Islamic Salvation
Front (FIS), which preached a return to traditional Islamic val-
ues and strict morality in public service. Its message had great
appeal for the millions of unemployed Algerian young people.
In the 1990 local elections, the FIS made substantial gains in
all the major cities. In the first round of national elections in
December 1991, the FIS also won large-scale victories despite
the fact that the government had arrested its leaders. Fearing
an FIS victory, the army took over, canceled elections, and sent
10,000 FIS activists to concentration camps in the desert; many
were simply killed.

In response, civil war erupted. The exact number of dead in
perhaps the most vicious civil war in North Africa will like-
ly be never known. Estimates range from 100,000 to 300,000.
Many of these deaths resulted from unprovoked raids by ma-
rauding militias attacking villages, often hacking their victims
to death with hatchets.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

Algeria has a population of almost 34 million, 60%-70% of
whom are under the age of 30. Some 100,000 Algerians live in
France, mainly for economic reasons but also because of deep
historical ties. Many of these Algerians lead marginalized lives
outside the mainstream of French culture, although they are
third- or fourth-generation French residents. In 2006, French
president Nicolas Sarkozy, for example, wondered aloud why
there are no “French” players on the French national foot-
ball team. The team’s most famous player, Zinedine Zidane,
was born in the French town of Marseille but is of Algerian
descent.

Algeria is located in North Africa on the Mediterranean
Sea. It is situated to the west of Libya and Tunisia and east of
Morocco. The north is relatively fertile and mountainous. The
south includes part of the Sahara desert. In all, more than four-
fifths of the country is desert.

3 LANGUAGE

Arabic is the national language of Algeria. Before the Arab
conquests, Berber was the chief spoken language. Today, Ber-
ber is still spoken in very rural areas.

Arabic, a highly evolved Semitic language that is related
to Hebrew and Aramaic, is spoken by the majority of people
in Algeria. Written Arabic has two forms: the first is classical
Arabic, which is derived from the Quran. Modern Standard
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Arabic is the language of the written media throughout the
Arab-speaking world. Algerians also speak many dialects of
Arabic. The Algerian dialect includes many slang terms from
French. The dialect also includes many Berber words, includ-
ing the names for plants and areas.

The literacy rate among Algerians over 15 years of age is
70%—79% for men and 60% for women. French is widely spo-
ken, English less so. As in all Arabic countries, the Algerians
take great pride in the Arabic language, as they believe it is the
language in which Allah narrated the Quran to the Prophet
Muhammad.

Some of the more common Arabic words used in Algeria
(as in most Arabic) are religious in nature. When pledging to
do something, an Algerian Muslim says, Insha’ Allah (If God
wills it). Prior to any action, a Muslim should say, Bismillah (in
the name of God).

Common Algerian female names are Nafisa, 'Aysha, and
Farida. Common male names are 'Abd al-Haq, Hamid, and
‘Abd al-Latif.

*FOLKLORE

Algeria has many legends based on the exploits of Muslim lead-
ers who resisted the Crusaders or the French colonizers. These
leaders often come from highly religious backgrounds and are
considered well learned. They are called marabouts, or holy
men, and they are believed to have baraka, a blessing or divine
grace that allows them to perform miracles. Their burial sites
are often destinations of pilgrimage, and some have become
saints in the popular mind. Many people visit their graves to
ask for intercession.

Most folklore in Muslim countries tells stories of impor-
tant figures in religious history. One such story, which is com-
memorated annually throughout the Islamic world, tells of
al-Isra’ wa al-Mi'raj. According to legend, on the 26th day of
the Islamic month of Rajab, the Prophet Muhammad traveled
at night from Mecca, Saudi Arabia (then Hijaz) to Jerusalem.
From Jerusalem, he rode his wondrous horse, al-Burak, on a
nocturnal visit to heaven.

5RELIGION

The overwhelming majority of Algerians are Muslims. The
practice of Islam, however, varies from individual to individu-
al. For example, the secular revolutionaries who fought against
France in the War of Independence called themselves mujahi-
deen, or “those who struggle in the cause of God.” Once victo-
rious, however, the Algerian revolutionaries created a secular
state. Most Algerians belong to the Sunni sect of Islam, which
was introduced by the conquering Arabs. There are still rem-
nants, however, of the Kharijite influence, which espouses a
stricter egalitarianism.

Islam teaches that God regularly sent guidance to humans
in the form of prophets and accepts the earlier Semitic proph-
ets, including Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. Muslims believe
that Muhammad was the last in a line of prophets who were
sent with the message that there is only one God. Muslims also
believe in heaven and hell, the Day of Judgment, and angels.
The Quran is the holy book of Muslims, and it teaches that in
order to get to heaven, men and women must believe in God,
do good works, and follow the dictates of Allah, as spelled out
in the five pillars of Islam: (1) Muslims must pray five times
a day; (2) Muslims must give alms, or zakat, to the poor; (3)
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A man overlooks the captial city of Algiers. (AP Images)

Muslims must fast during the month of Ramadan; (4) Muslims
must make the pilgrimage, or hajj, to Mecca; and (5) each Mus-
lim must recite the shahada—ashhadu an la illah ila Allah wa
ashhadu in Muhammadu rasul Allah—which means, “T wit-
ness that there is no god but Allah and that Muhammad is the
prophet of Allah.”

There are about 25,000 Roman Catholics in Algeria who
remained after the French evacuation. Although there were
about 140,000 Algerian Jews before the revolution, most moved
to France. Today, there are only 1,000 Jews in Algeria.

SMAJOR HOLIDAYS

Algeria commemorates both secular and Muslim religious hol-
idays. One major Muslim holiday is Eid al-Fitr, which comes at
the end of the month of fasting called Ramadan. During the
month, Muslims refrain from eating, drinking, or having sex
during the daytime in order to reflect on God and on the plight
of the unfortunate who do not have enough food. At the end
of the month, Muslims celebrate for three days. The other ma-
jor Muslim holiday is Eid al-Adha, which commemorates the
willingness of Abraham, as well as his son, to obey God’s com-
mand in all things, even as Abraham was ready to sacrifice his
son. This holiday falls on the last day of the hajj (pilgrimage to
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Mecca), and pilgrims are expected to sacrifice a goat or sheep
and to offer the meat to the poor.

Religious holidays are celebrated by going to the mosque for
group prayers and then coming home to large meals with the
family and visiting relatives. Muslims exchange gifts on reli-
gious holidays. Part of the feast is normally given to relatives
and to the poor.

Secular holidays include New Year’s Day (1 January); the
socialist Labor Day (1 May), which commemorates worker
solidarity around the world; and Independence Day (5 July).
Most businesses, banks, and government offices close on these
holidays.

7RITES OF PASSAGE

Children between the ages of 5 and 15 are required by law
to attend school. After that, they choose their preference for
secondary education from a general, technical, or vocational
track. Exams taken at the end of their studies decide wheth-
er students qualify for continuing education in a university, a
technical institute, or a vocational training center.

Major personal events that cause Algerian families to cel-
ebrate together include births, baby-naming ceremonies, male
circumcisions, and weddings. Weddings are very joyous affairs
and feature customs particular to the different regions of the
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country. In general, marriage celebrations last for several days;
the groom is responsible for the cost of the festivities. After
days of singing and eating, the bride is carried off to her groom,
and the union is followed by another week of celebrations.

.  INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

Algerians shake hands when greeting one another, and kiss-
ing on the cheek between two good friends of the same sex is
common. Religious men and women do not shake hands with
persons of the opposite sex.

Most socialization revolves around the family. Guests are
treated with great hospitality and are served pastries and
sweets. Visitors to Algeria frequently find themselves invited
to join strangers in tea shops and even in private homes.

Algerian men and women do very little private socializing
together. The sexes are separated at most gatherings. Dating
is not allowed, and marriages are therefore arranged by well-
meaning families or matchmakers.

LIVING CONDITIONS

Upon the evacuation of the French forces, Algeria’s health care
system suffered. Many hospitals were destroyed by the depart-
ing French. Because of poor education, there were only 300
doctors in all of Algeria at the end of the war.

Since independence, Algeria has made great improvements
in health care. After 1975, the government provided free na-
tional health care for everyone. In 1984, the government be-
gan shifting the focus of medical care to preventing disease.
Instead of building large hospitals, clinics and health centers
were built in many areas, and these provided free immuniza-
tions and health care. In 2007, Algeria spent 3.6% of its gross
domestic product (GDP) on health care. The government spent
$104 per capita on health care in 2004. In 2002, Algeria had
2002 physicians, equivalent to 1.13 per 1,000 persons; there
were 62,000 nurses, or 1.99 per 1000 persons.

Housing, on the other hand, has become a greater problem
than it was at the time of independence. Initially, as hundreds
of thousands of French left Algeria for France, many poor Al-
gerians were able to move into vacant properties. Other poor
Algerians began building shantytowns near the cities. Unfor-
tunately, the government did not pay much attention to the
need for housing. As Algeria’s population grew, the number
of homes remained relatively stagnant. Today, Algeria has an
acute housing shortage, and many families live together in the
same home.

Algerian houses and gardens are surrounded by high walls
for privacy. Inside, most homes have a central open area or pa-
tio, which is surrounded by the rooms of the house. Homes
have a receiving room, bedrooms, kitchen, bathroom, and, if
the family is wealthy, a second patio. The outside of the house
is usually whitewashed brick or stone.

In the 1980s, Algeria began been investing heavily in trans-
portation, though these investments were seriously derailed by
the years of vicious violence. In 2004, there were 108,302 km
of roadways, of which 70% were paved. There are approximate-
ly 4,000 km of railways. A rail line connects major cities and
links Algeria with Morocco and Tunisia. Algeria has eight in-
ternational airports, and its national airline, Air Algerie, links
major Algerian cities and serves foreign destinations. There is
frequent discussion of privatizing air travel in Algeria, but as
of 2008, there were no private domestic carriers.
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The Internet and mobile telephony are widely available in
Algeria. In 2006, there were 21 mobile phone subscribers, 2.8
million land lines, 25 AM radio stations, 1 FM radio station,
and 46 broadcast television stations. Algeria’s Internet domain
is .dz. In 2007, the country had 2,077 Internet hosts and 2.5
million regular Internet users.

WEAMILY LIFE

Before the French occupation, Algerian family life was very tra-
ditional. Algerians lived with their extended families in tightly
knit communities. A mother and father would live with their
children in one home. The grandparents of the father would
usually live with them. As male children married, they would
bring their wives into the family as well. If a daughter became
divorced or widowed, she, too, would live with the family.
Children were raised by the entire extended family, and people
in a town would pay close attention to the children of others in
case they needed anything. Marriages were conducted by ne-
gotiation between the families of a bride and groom.

With the destruction of so many towns and villages by the
French forces, extended family units broke down. Instead, Al-
gerians developed loyalties to people who shared their particu-
lar predicament. A group of families living in a concentration
camp, for example, developed loyalties to each other, similar
to the blood ties of earlier times. In cities, the nuclear fami-
ly started to predominate as more well-off Algerians began to
imitate the French colons. The creation of modern, capitalist
industry also turned most Algerians into hourly wage earners.
Men and women alike worked in order to provide a minimum
standard of living for their families.

In traditional Algerian society, women had generally been
segregated in public life. Their primary responsibilities were
raising children and taking care of home and husband. During
the War of Independence, all this changed. Women were often
involved in military battles, and some became commanders.
Housewives became involved in planning resistance activities
and hiding revolutionaries. The active participation of women
led to a greater feeling of self-worth and greater self-empow-
erment among women. Men, too, began to change their per-
spectives as they learned to appreciate the contributions that
women were making in all fields.

After independence, women were removed from the spot-
light but continued to hold on to many of the gains they had
earned during the war. As Algerian society has become more
conservative in the face of economic deterioration, women’s
battle to maintain rights already won has taken on a greater
urgency. In the last 10 years, women have become particularly
politicized, engaging in demonstrations and more vocally ex-
pressing their interests.

T CLOTHING

Two trends in clothing are currently visible in Algeria. Many
Algerians, especially in the cities, dress in Western-style cloth-
ing. Many others, however, dress in traditional attire. Village
men wear a burnous (a long hooded robe) and baggy pants,
and women wear a haik (a long piece of cloth draped over the
entire body and head). The hijab (a long, loose dress and hair
covering) is an Islamic garment worn by many women.
During the civil war, traditional Algerian dress became po-
liticized. The French banned women from wearing the hijab,
but the prohibition had little practical effect. Women contin-
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ued to dress traditionally, both as a sign of resistance to colo-
nialism and because many Muslim women believe that their
religion requires the modesty afforded by the hijab. Once inde-
pendence was achieved, many women continued to wear hijab
in public in order to gain greater public access. The hijab, it was
felt, allowed them to interact with society as humans, not spe-
cifically as women. Recently, armed groups from the govern-
ment and the opposition have begun assassinating women for
dressing either in Western dress or in hijab, as they are viewed
as expressing loyalty to either the military junta or to the Is-
lamist opposition parties.

2F00D

Couscous is Algeria’s national dish. It is steamed semolina
wheat formed into tiny granular particles that are combined
with other ingredients to make a main course. Couscous can
be accompanied by meat, such as lamb or chicken, and/or
mixed with a variety of vegetables. Algerians enjoy combining
meat and fruit, and this combination is often served with cous-
cous. The following is a Berber dish that combines all three
North African favorites.

Chicken Stuffed with Dried Fruit

3-1/2 pound chicken

5 tablespoons olive oil

1 onion, chopped

1/4 cup pine nuts or chopped almonds

1 cup mixed dried fruit (apricots, apples, pears, prunes,
and raisins), soaked, drained, and chopped

salt and pepper

Preheat oven to 325°F. Heat 2 tablespoons oil in a pan, and
cook the onion until pale gold. Stir in the nuts and cook
for 2 to 3 minutes. Add the dried fruits and seasoning. Let
cool. Stuft the chicken with the dried fruit mixture and
truss. In a large, heavy, flame-proof casserole, brown the
chicken in the remaining oil. Sprinkle with salt and pepper,
and lay the chicken on one side. Cover the dish and cook
in the oven for 1-1/2 hours, turning the chicken every
30 minutes. Leave chicken breast-side up for the last 30
minutes. Serve the chicken and stuffing with couscous.

(from North African Cooking: Exotic Delights from Morocco,
Tunisia, Algeria and Egypt, by Hilaire Walden)

Spices are used in abundance in Algerian cooking, especial-
ly cumin, coriander, and cinnamon. Couscous can be mixed
with honey, cinnamon, and almonds to make a pudding-like
dessert.

Pork and alcoholic beverages are forbidden by the Islamic
faith. Algeria does, however, produce wine, which it exports to
Europe.

BEDUCATION

Algeria has made great advances in education. At the time of
independence, fewer than 1 million children were enrolled
in school. The government sent many teachers to be trained
abroad and hired many teachers from other countries to help
make up the shortfall. Schools were built and enlarged. By
1975, 1.5 million children were in school, and by 2004, 12.5
million were enrolled. The seriousness with which the govern-
ment viewed education is evidenced by the country’s expendi-
tures in the area. In 2003, Algeria spent 40% of its budget on
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schooling. The results can be seen in improved literacy rates.
At the time of independence, only 10% of Algerians were liter-
ate. By 2007, fully 70% of the population had achieved literacy.

Y CULTURAL HERITAGE

Algerian literature stresses themes of nationalism, land, and
tradition—elements that are considered vital to the decoloni-
zation process that Algeria has undergone. Perhaps the most
famous French-language Algerian writer is Albert Camus, an
essayist, playwright, and novelist. In 1957, Camus won the No-
bel Prize in Literature. Another great Algerian French writer
was Frantz Fanon, author of The Wretched of the Earth (1961),
which is considered one of the great works of postcolonial lit-
erature. Algerian-produced films have gained acclaim world-
wide. The 1982 Cannes Film Festival award was won by an
Algerian, Mohammed Lakhdar-Hamina, for his film Desert
Wind, about the lives of Algerian women within traditional
society. By far the most famous Algerian film is the 1966 black-
and-white classic The Battle of Algiers, directed by the world-
renowned Algerian director Gillo Pontecorvo. It tells the story
of the Algerian War of Independence against the French and
features some of the actual guerrilla fighters in the film. It won
the Grand Prize at the Venice Film Festival and was nominat-
ed for three Academy Awards in the United States: best screen-
play, best director, and best foreign-language film.

> WORK

Since independence, Algeria has worked hard to industrialize
its economy. The costs of industrialization and social welfare
have been met by oil and natural gas production. In 2007, oil
and gas made up approximately 60% of Algeria’s budget rev-
enues, 30% of GDP, and 96% of export earnings. The country
has the eighth largest natural gas reserves in the world and
is the fourth largest gas exporter. Algerians have recently be-
gun mining and exporting nonfuel minerals such as mercury,
phosphate, and iron ore. Algeria’s GDP growth rate in 2006
was 4.6%, outpacing most of Europe and the United States. In
addition to these sources of employment, Algerian laborers
manufacture electronics, building materials, plastics, fertil-
izer, paper, clothing, leather goods, and food products. About
one-third of workers are employed in the industrial sector.
Although in the 1980s and 1990s, many Algerians worked in
the farm sector, in 2004, only 8.1% did. In all, 61% worked in
industry. Algerians who do not find work at home are often
successful at finding employment across the Mediterranean in
Europe. Algerian workers are commonplace in Europe, espe-
cially in France.

6 SPORTS

Algeria’s national sport is football, known as soccer in the
United States. Football is popular both as a spectator sport and
as a participation sport played by boys and men. In the city,
boys play outside housing developments. Algeria has a nation-
al team that participates in matches organized by the African
Football Confederation. In 2008, FIFA (International Federa-
tion of Association Football) ranked Algeria’s national team
17th among the teams in Africa and 78th in the world.
Algerians also enjoy horseback riding and swimming. Clubs
that specialize in water activities are found along the Mediter-
ranean coast.
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VENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Algeria’s newspapers are published in both Arabic and French,
and television shows are also produced in both languages.
There are three radio networks, and each broadcasts in a dif-
ferent Algerian language—Arabic, French, and Berber.

Although Algeria has movie theaters, there are not enough
for Algeria’s population. Swimming pools in most cities and
villages are very limited in number, and Western-style dance
halls are almost nonexistent. Algerians are beachgoers. Sum-
mer resorts along the Mediterranean coast are popular with
the middle class and are centers for swimming, water skiing,
and tennis.

BEFOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Algerian handicrafts include rugs, pottery, embroidery, jew-
elry, and brass. Handwoven baskets are sold at sugs (markets)
and used by customers to carry the goods they purchase.

" SOCIAL PROBLEMS

The greatest problems facing Algeria today stem from the bit-
terness engendered by the long, vicious civil war. In addition
to the hundreds of thousands of civilians massacred by both
sides, the infrastructure of the country suffered great dete-
rioration. The capital, Algiers, became an armed camp, with
certain districts controlled by the military and the remainder
run by the resistance. Both sides targeted civilians in order to
spread fear and hatred.

Life has slowly returned to normal, but in 2007, several Eu-
ropean tourists were kidnapped, some of whom died in captiv-
ity. Violence has returned to parts of Algeria since a lull in the
late 1990s; though crime rates are significantly reduced, the
trend is troubling for the country.

In 2007, the unemployment rate was 14%, and the percent-
age of the population living below the poverty rate was 25%.

The government is also faced with the question of what to
do with the refugees from the disputed Western Sahara. Ac-
cording to 2006 estimates, 90,000 were living in squalid con-
ditions in the southwestern part of the country. Additionally,
there are approximately half a million internally displaced per-
sons as a result of continued internal violence.

20 GENDER ISSUES

Human trafficking is a significant problem, particularly among
sub-Saharan women, who are often promised transit trough
Algeria to the European Union but find themselves instead
sold into brothels in Algeria or other destinations. Slavery is
also a concern, particularly among orphaned children. During
the bloody civil war, many urban, educated women sided with
the moderates against the Islamists, fearing the imposition of
strict Islamic laws. Still, as in many Islamic countries, many
Algerian women gladly wear the abaya and the hijab, believing
it to be a marker of modesty, a highly valued attribute in both
Arab and Muslim culture, as well as a symbol of adherence to
the teachings in the Quran.
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AMHARA

PRONUNCIATION: ahm-HAH-rah

LOCATION: Ethiopia

POPULATION: About 14 million

LANGUAGE: Amharic

RELIGION: Coptic Monophysite Christianity
RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Ethiopians; Tigray

TINTRODUCTION

Among the many ethnic groups in Ethiopia, the Amhara
are the most populous, representing about one-fourth of the
population. Their language, Amharic, is the official language
of Ethiopia. From the time when modern Ethiopia was the
realm of Abyssinia, the Amhara and the Tigray filled the ranks
of the political elite of the country, except when the Italians
controlled Ethiopia as a colony from 1936-1942. Until 1974,
all Ethiopian emperors were either Amhara or Tigray. In the
2000s, Tigray dominate the Ethiopian government. Amhara
remain a dominant social force, however.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

The traditional homeland of the Amhara people is the central
highland plateau of Ethiopia. For over 2,000 years they have in-
habited this region. Walled by high mountains and cleaved by
great gorges, the ancient realm of Abyssinia has been relatively
isolated from the influences of the rest of the world. Situated at
altitudes ranging from roughly 2,100-4,300 m (7,000-14,000
ft) and at latitudes roughly between 90 to 140 north of the
equator, the rich volcanic soil together with a generous rainfall
and cool, brisk climate offers its population a stable agricultur-
al and pastoral existence. However, because the Amhara were
an expansionist, militaristic people who ruled their country
through a line of emperors, the Amhara people can now be
found all over Ethiopia.

3 LANGUAGE

The language of the Amhara people is Amharic. It is a Semit-
ic language somewhat related to Arabic and Hebrew. Its ori-
gins derive from a Sabean language spoken by merchants and
traders who migrated into Ethiopia from the Yemen region of
South Arabia about 3,000 years ago. This South Arabian popu-
lation settled in the highlands of Ethiopia as farmers and trad-
ers mixed with those inhabitants already present. These earlier
residents are known as the Agau people. Borrowing occurred
from the Agau language and Amharic emerged as it is spoken
today.

*FOLKLORE

Ambhara culture has a wealth of folklore in the form of prov-
erbs, legends, myths, and religious parables and anecdotes.
This folklore often teaches moral lessons to children and re-
minds adults of proper conduct. It also provides explanations
for phenomena that are otherwise unexplainable to the average
Ambhara peasant farmer, since scientific explanations are most
often outside the realm of Amhara knowledge. A good exam-
ple which shows how a story weaves explanation into a cultural
institution and reinforces that institution is the phenomenon
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of menstruation. How does one account for this regular emis-
sion of blood when modern knowledge of reproductive biology
is outside the realm of one’s culture?

The Ambhara culture is patriarchal and authoritarian, em-
phasizing the superiority of the male over the female. The
Ambhara people historically had an imperialistic, militant,
and expansionist government led by highly capable emperors
directing armies with superior military strategies. There is
much in Ambhara folklore idealizing the image of the Amhara
warrior who vanquishes the enemy through the shedding of
the enemies’ blood. In the same way that a warrior sheds the
blood of his enemy, according to Amhara folklore, so God has
“cursed” woman, shedding her blood each month to remind
her that she is the vanquished, the servant of her father and her
husband. In return for her loyalty, she will be rewarded with
healthy children, a large family, and a strong man to keep her
family safe. There are also stories that teach that the enemy is
not to be hated but is rather to be appreciated, because without
an enemy, how is a warrior to prove his worth and establish his
identity and status in his community and society?

5RELIGION

The Ambhara people are Coptic Monophysite Christians. The
population was converted to Christianity in the 4th century
AD and their form of the religion has changed very little, if at
all, since its beginnings in Ethiopia. Ancient Amhara culture
had a writing system, and there exists a wealth of texts that
have preserved the ancient teachings of Christianity in a lan-
guage that is not spoken by living communities today but re-
mains the language of the Church, something like Latin does
within the Catholic religion. This is the language of Geez.

Amhara Christianity is very unlike what Westerners rec-
ognize as Christianity. Ethiopian Christianity is loaded with
Old Testament religion and folklore, as well as material often
considered a part of so-called “pagan” religion. Hence, we can
say that Amhara religion consists of four separate but inter-
woven realms of religious belief. First, there is the dominant
Monophysite Christian religion, including the Almighty God,
the Devil, and the saints and angels in Heaven. Second, there
are the zar and adbar protector spirits who exact tribute in re-
turn for physical and emotional security and who may punish,
in the case of the former, or neglect, in the case of the latter, for
failure to recognize them through the practice of the appropri-
ate rituals. Third is the belief in buda, a class of people who
possess the evil eye and exert a deadly power over the descen-
dants of God’s “chosen children.” The fourth category of be-
liefs includes the ghouls and devils that prowl the countryside,
creating danger for unsuspecting persons who cross their path.
Although the Christian beliefs have been practiced since near-
ly the beginning of Christianity, the “pagan” elements prob-
ably go back much further.

® MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Each and every Amhara person has a patron saint who is rec-
ognized on that saint’s day. The celebration involves the host
throwing a party for relatives and friends at his or her home-
stead, serving coffee and small treats, and having hours of
conversation. There are major saints’ days that everyone will
celebrate. Sts. Mary (Mariam), Michael (Mikaeyl), Gabriel
(Gahbrieyl), and George (Giyorgis). On these days chickens,
sheep, or goats may be slaughtered for feasting. But there are
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also over 200 days of the year in the Coptic Christian calendar
which prescribe fasting, such as Easter. There are also secular
holidays such as Battle of Adwa Day, celebrating the victory
over the Italians in 1896, and Freedom Day, celebrating the
driving out of the previous communist dictatorship in 1991.

7RITES OF PASSAGE

Marriage and death mark two major rites of passage in Am-
hara society. In a society where the virginity of the girl is
highly valued, she is very often married very young, normally
shortly after her first menstruation, but sometimes even ear-
lier. Marriage is an elaborate celebration involving gift-giving
negotiations and reciprocities, feasting, date-planning, new
house-building for the couple, and so on. The day of the ac-
tual wedding is an all-day, all-night party involving feasting,
drinking, and intense conversation. The bride’s virginity must
be proven after consummation of the marriage by a show of
blood on a cloth. In the Amhara warrior tradition, the men in
the wedding party wave the cloth like a flag of victory, put it on
their heads, and dance and sing and drink to celebrate the vic-
tory and the consummation of the marriage. If the bride does
not shed blood, implying that she is not a virgin, she risks the
punishment of being hung upside down in a tree and semias-
phyxiated over a smoky qoso fire. The groom may take a piece
of glass or a razor blade to bed with him to assure that blood is
on that cloth in order to preserve his honor (marrying a wom-
an who is not a virgin is considered dishonorable).

The ritual of death is a very quiet affair. Upon the passing
of an aged person the body is washed, wrapped in new funer-
ary clothing, and, within 24 hours after death, is carried in a
woven straw mat to the church, where it is buried, accompa-
nied by the prayers of the priest. The death of a person who is
younger, by accident or disease, is a time of great shock and
sadness and often involves much more community activity.
For a period of time after the burial, relatives and friends will
come to the house of the deceased and sit for a time in qui-
etude. The host will serve coffee, bread, and small snacks to the
visitors, who offer their prayers and condolences and depart.

8 INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

The Amhara espouse an ancient feudal culture with a consid-
erable elaboration of outward formalities. There are prescribed
behaviors of deference to persons of higher status, and a rich
inventory of proverbs and parables that teach proper conduct
in numerous types of situations: public behavior of children
with parents and older relatives; women with their husbands;
or men with older or more powerful men. But among status
equals—children among themselves; men together in infor-
mal situations, such as in beer houses; women enjoying cof-
fee together; men and the women they are with privately—here
there is informality and the free expression of feeling.

LIVING CONDITIONS

The traditional peasant Amhara lead a life that has not changed
much in the past few thousand years, because they practice an
ancient form of agriculture which involves ox-drawn plow,
simple irrigation techniques or complete dependency on rain-
fall, and simple tools for harvesting their crops of wheat, bar-
ley, hops, beans, and an Ethiopian grain called feff. In times
past, the cool, temperate highland plateau was blessed with a
fertile volcanic soil and ample rainfall to make possible three
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harvests per year. In recent times, the drought and famine of
the 1980s, which continues in parts of the highlands to this
day, has affected other regions of Amharaland. Because the
new government, which took over in 1991, is unsympathetic to
the Amhara people, they continue to suffer hardships from the
climatic disaster, as well as from political discrimination.

In the city, the Amhara live among peoples from many other
cultural groups in tightly clustered contiguous villages. Their
houses are built of mud, with corrugated iron roofs. Some
travelers have called Addis Ababa “the city of iron roofs.” Fam-
ilies most often have either latrine-type toilets or no human
waste disposal system at all. In most cases water is acquired
from a public pipe located amid these settlements of crowded
communities.

WEAMILY LIFE

Both peasant farmers and city residents value large families.
Married couples seek to have many children. Parents who have
seven living children are considered to be blessed by God.
Children represent a source of economic support when they
are grown, a form of social security for the parents in their old
age. Many children in a family promise many grandchildren
who are a joy to be with, and a promise of carrying on family
traditions. A family lives and works together. The day begins
at dawn. The woman boils the water, roasts the coffee beans,
and pounds them into the grounds that are brewed for the
morning coffee. She prepares the breakfast, which is often the
leftovers from dinner the night before. The children eat first
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An Amhara woman with her child in Ethiopia.
(Robert Caputo/Aurora/Getty Images)

and are sent on their errands that contribute to the tasks of the
household. Then the husband eats his breakfast. In the city the
husband will go off to work, if he has work, while the wife re-
mains in the village caring for hers and other children of rela-
tives and friends. Often women have their own jobs to go to;
many women own coffee or beer houses or work in hair salons.
One commonly sees an unrelated child working in the house,
taking care of a baby and doing simple household chores. This
child may be an orphan or one who was abandoned in the
streets of Addis Ababa because of extreme poverty.

" CLOTHING

The Ambhara live at cold, high altitudes. Even the capital city
of Addis Ababa lies at about 2,300 m (7,500 ft). Therefore, Am-
hara clothing is designed to conserve body heat. The Amhara
of the city today commonly wear familiar Western-type cloth-
ing made in China, Singapore, and the Philippines. But many
still prefer the native dress which consists of jodhpur trou-
sers and long shirt, covered by a soft, sheet-sized cotton wrap
called a gabi. This is worn by both men and women, but the
style of these clothes varies according to the gender of the per-
son. In the countryside, the Amhara do not wear shoes, but in

WORLDMARK ENCYCLOPEDIA OF CULTURES AND DAILY LIFE

the towns and the city shoes are generally worn to protect the
feet against the sharp debris of the streets.

2 k00D

The range of altitude in Ethiopia allows for a great variety of
food crops to be grown. In the highlands the Amhara grow
barley, wheat, hops, and a variety of beans. In the mid-range
altitudes the farmer can grow millet and teff, another variety
of wheat. The major export cash crop, coffee, is grown in this
mid-range ecology. Coffee is an integral part of the Ethiopian
cuisine as well as a major national cash crop for both internal
consumption and export. In the lowlands, the Amhara grow
the staple spice that is central to the cuisine of Ethiopia—cay-
enne pepper, which, together with a dozen other spices ground
together, makes up the berbere sauce that is key to Ethiopian
cuisine. Sugar cane is a major lowland crop the people can-
not do without. Although Amhara cuisine is known to be very
spicy, much of the vegetable fare need not be hot and spicy and
may be favored by people with sensitive stomachs. The rate of
coffee consumption is one of the highest in the world, although
tea is also a very popular beverage. The eating of pork is forbid-
den by the Christian Amhara.

BEDUCATION

The Ambhara have traditionally seen formal education as un-
der the authority of the Ethiopian Coptic Christian Church.
In modern times, encouraged by the last emperor, Haile Sel-
lassie I, secular education has become a dominant institution
in the urban areas, and to a lesser extent in the countryside
as well. Although in the towns and countryside secular edu-
cation would appear slow compared to the Western view, in
the city and in some towns Western-sponsored educational
institutions provide a decent enough education to allow their
students to enter the Addis Ababa University. This university
provides good training in political science, economics, history,
and anthropology. Many students today may attend institu-
tions for graduate education in Europe and America, studying
medicine as well as the above subjects.

" CULTURAL HERITAGE

Some 3,000 years ago, Semitic-speaking people (very likely
including Jews) from South Arabia crossed the straits of Bab-
el-Mendab into the highlands of Ethiopia. Discovery of the
fertile soils there then brought farmers as well as traders and
merchants. They brought with them agricultural skills which
included terracing, irrigation, canals, hydraulic devices, the
plow, and the camel. They were also skilled in weaving and
making incense. They brought a writing system consisting of a
256-character syllabary, and they practiced sophisticated tech-
niques of construction which included stone-masonry. They
also were familiar with and established a large-scale political
system which enabled them eventually to evolve a centralized
empire. The earliest and most notable example of this was the
city-state of Axum where, in the mid-4th century, the emperor
Ezana converted his people to Christianity.

> WORK

In the countryside, work roles and specific tasks are segregated
according to age and sex. Children collect cow dung from the
fields, throw it into a hole, mix it with water, and make cow
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pie batter which is then shaped into round, flat pies and dried
to use as fuel for the hearthfires. Women carry water back to
their homesteads in large, round, narrow-necked clay jugs that
can weigh over 45 kg (100 Ibs). They also grind the grain, make
bread from the flour, prepare the meals, and make the beer and
liquor. Men plow the fields, cut the grain, litigate in court, and
serve in the local militia. Both men and women look forward to
the weekly market day when goods are bartered, bought, and
sold, and a good deal of social activity is enjoyed. In the towns
and city, numerous small businesses flourish, selling every-
thing imaginable, and other forms of wage-labor can be found,
if one is fortunate. Beggars are a very common sight in the city,
and include ex-soldiers from the losing side of the recent civil
war; mothers with their infant children in their arms; old men
and women with no means of support; and children whose
families have been lost in the war, from disease, or who have
simply abandoned them because of extreme poverty.

1 SPORTS

Soccer, known as “football,” is a passion among most Ethio-
pians. Running is also a very popular sport, as well as a mode
of physical conditioning. Amhara and other Ethiopian indi-
viduals are prime marathon runners because the high altitude
prepares them well for competition in other countries. There
is also the traditional sport of ganna, which is somewhat like
hockey. The whipping contest carried out on the holiday of
Buhe is a test of Amhara endurance and toughness. In this
contest, two teams come together on a “battlefield” and whip
each other until one team flees or is so badly beaten that the
elders proclaim the other team the victors. This is a true test
of Amhara masculinity and warrior abilities, traits which are
emphasized in Amhara culture.

VENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

In the countryside, children make their own toys such as dolls,
animals, weapons, cars, etc., out of mud, sticks, rocks, rags, tin
cans, and the like. Male youth engage in competitive sports.
Adults drink in the drinking houses, sing, dance, gossip, and
patronize the minstrels who travel from village to village sing-
ing of the news and gossip in other villages and in the city and
towns. The city offers much more in the form of movie houses,
electronic game parlors, drinking houses and night clubs, tele-
vision videos (a booming business in Addis Ababa), and orga-
nized sports.

"B FOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Ambhara painting is a dominant art form in Ethiopia. It is usu-
ally oil on canvas or hide, and it normally involves religious
themes. Paintings from the Middle Ages are known by art
historians from Europe and America as distinct treasures of
human civilization. The Amhara are also weavers of beautiful
patterns embellished with embroidery. They are also fine gold-
and silversmiths and produce delicate works of filigree jewelry
and religious emblems.

' SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Haile Sellassie I, Emperor of Ethiopia, was the last in the line of
Ambhara kings who ruled Ethiopia for almost 2,000 years, with
the exception in the Middle Ages of a few incursions from the
Falasha Black Jews of the Simien mountains, led by the zeal-

Volume 1: Africa

ous Queen Gudit, and Islamic invaders, led by Ahmed Gragn.
There were also Italian incursions at the end of the 19th cen-
tury and again just prior to World War II. The bloody so-called
“communist” revolution of 1973 ended the Amhara reign and,
with drought and famine raging in the north, threw much of
Ambhara society into chaos. The overthrow in 1991 put an end
to both the brutal dictatorship and the 30-year civil war, but
it also left large segments of the Amhara people dispossessed
of their land, split from their families, and more impoverished
than ever before. Many thousands of Ambhara, individually or
with families, migrated to towns and the city of Addis Ababa
to find a source of food to stay alive, and to try to establish a
life until their land could be regained, if at all possible. Because
people from many other cultural groups were also migrating
to the city, Addis Ababa became overpopulated. Once a love-
ly city supporting a population of about 600,000 in the mid-
1960s, by the 2000s it had swelled to nearly 4 million people.

Ambhara men, farmers without city-adapted skills, could
only look for day labor or go begging in the streets. Women
could cook or sell beer and soft drinks in little mud huts or ki-
osks. If they were young and attractive, they could work in bars
and prostitute themselves making much more money than do-
mestic work could bring. Poverty has driven a preponderance
of Amhara women to engage in prostitution either part- or
full-time, their ages ranging from around 9 or 10 to 25 or 30
years old. The diseases of poverty accentuate the problems:
HIV, tuberculosis, a variety of intestinal bacterial infections,
internal and external parasites, leprosy, elephantiasis, schis-
tosomiasis, roundworms, and tapeworms are all widespread.
Current efforts to solve these problems have been too few and
too weak to make any significant impact on the poverty in one
of the poorest nations in the world.

20 GENDER ISSUES

Sexuality and gender have always been issues to be worked out
in traditional societies the world over. The underlying motiva-
tions include: a) explaining bodily functions, mainly of wom-
en, b) creating symbolic distinctions between the sexes through
ritual and genital excision, ¢) maintaining male domination
over reproductive females, and very importantly, d) to create a
level of efficiency in work roles—who can do what work best.

Ambhara organization of gender roles and the issues that
arise from this, especially in modern times, are no exception to
these general categories. Amhara women, as in all living spe-
cies, conceive, gestate, and birth their young. The mother nurs-
es her infant with the milk in her breasts. If she bears twins or
if she hasn’t enough milk for her child she may seek a lactating
woman, a “wet nurse” who has either lost her child or is still
lactating shortly after weaning her own child. The most funda-
mental bond of humans, that of mother and child, prepares the
mother to nurture the child through infancy. During infancy
the Ambhara child is not given its Christian name until it is five
years old and strong enough to survive. Until then it is called a
pet name which may have no gender reference, such as “pretty
little one” or “my lovely.”

At forty days the male infant is circumcised. This is per-
formed by a specialist who is expert in this operation and it
is relatively simple with very little incidence of complications.
After eighty days the female infant has an excision ceremony.
This has some variation depending on what part of Amhara-
land one is in. In the central highlands of Manz the labia mi-
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nor are excised with a scissors or razor blade. In the region of
Gojjam, to the northeast of Manz, the clitoral hood is excised,
leaving the clitoral organ exposed. These genital operations are
relatively mild compared to those performed in other regions
of Ethiopia and Africa. In modern times we see these cus-
toms disappearing in the capital city of Addis Ababa and the
larger towns, but in the remote rural regions ancient customs
prevail.

Amhara women are therefore much more closely tied to
their children and the nurturance-based work roles of the
homestead. Mothers teach and discipline their young children
relative to their age. The work of girls and women include car-
rying water in large clay vessels on their back, fetching fire-
wood and dung for fuel. When children are available they
will retrieve dung and make dried cakes preparing it for fuel.
Women clean, separate, and grind grain for either flour or
fermentation in making beer or for distillation in making li-
quor. Women’s work begins often before dawn and ends near
midnight.

The work of men includes preparing the soil with ox-drawn
plow, seeding their apportioned land with the start of the light
rains. Then he has little to do until his crops are ready for har-
vesting. He normally enjoys life at the bars, traveling to see rel-
atives, litigating in the court. But plowing is very hard work.
Cutting the barley or wheat or bean crops is tedious. It is his
work to slaughter the chickens, sheep, goats, and cattle when
the occasion arises. The man is also the hunter when opportu-
nity allows. Certain game on the highland plateau of Ethiopia
are endangered species such as the Walia Ibex, Gelada Baboon,
Lamergeier Vulture—a majestic bird with a ten foot wingspan,
and Semien Wolf. There is protection for these animals yet,
the meat of the Ibex, a species of mountain goat, is highly val-
ued and the luxurious main of the Gelada Baboon is worn as a
headdress on certain ceremonial occasions.

These gender-defined roles have been fixed by three thou-
sand years of tradition. They have served to adapt and survive
these highland populations. But in times of culture change in
the more urbanized areas, who are now more in touch with
world media and modern technology, culture change is evi-
dent. An amendment to the constitution of the present gov-
ernment has a section devoted to the rights of women. Where
traditionally girls were frustrated from or directly prevented
from going to school, today a girl has the right to an education.
A girl’s work in the home was important and much needed,
but parents are realizing that a girl’s education may create op-
portunities for her to contribute to the family in other ways.
Health facilities are becoming more available to women who
have had complications in birth or gynecological problems
stemming from excision or infection. The Fistula Hospital was
the first in the world to treat and surgically repair women torn
from birthing through excision adhesions. Oprah Winfrey
publicized this hospital in her drive to abolish female genital
excision. Women now have greater access to legal services to
address problems with husbands or to argue for higher wages
or to litigate her fair share of inheritance. And today it is easier
for women to enter into the political arena and serve in office.
Women’s Affairs Offices, called setoch guday in Ambharic, are
evident in many towns in the Amhara region and serve the
women who seek them out. The Women’s Affairs Agency is ag-
gressively promoting the education of sex-workers in how to
prevent HIV/AIDS or seek help after infection.
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ANGOLANS

PRONUNCIATION: ang-GOH-luhns

LOCATION: Angola

POPULATION: 15 million

LANGUAGE: Portuguese, Ovimbundu, Mbundu, Kongo,
Chokwe, and other Bantu languages

RELIGION: Christianity (Catholic and Protestant); indigenous
religious beliefs

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Bakongo

TINTRODUCTION

The territory within the boundaries of the Republic of Angola
has had over 500 years of contact with the Portuguese, much
of it conflictual. In 1482 the Portuguese established forts and
missions along the coast and converted King Alphonso of the
Kongo to Christianity. His kingdom maintained perhaps the
most harmonious and equal relations with Portugal, engaging
in cultural and economic exchanges.

This relationship changed dramatically with the demand
for slaves. Beginning in 1483 slave trading began along the
coast, penetrated to the interior in the 1700s, and subsequently
passed through a series of bans. The first of the bans was in
1836, and although the Portuguese formally abolished slavery
in 1875, it was not until 1911 that the slave trade ended.

Portuguese settlement in Angola began earnestly in 1575
with the founding of Luanda, originally a settlement of con-
victs. However, Angola’s great economic potential beckoned
Portuguese colonists who in the 1840s arrived in considerable
numbers and began cultivating cotton, sugar, sisal and coffee.
They also engaged in fishing. With the consent of the European
powers, Portugal determined Angola’s borders in 1891. In the
early 1900s newly developed cacao and palm oil plantations
were soon followed by diamond mining. Economic prosperity
led to the designation of Angola as a Portuguese overseas ter-
ritory in 1951. A year later, Portuguese immigrants began to
flood the first colonatos, planned settlement projects. The Por-
tuguese had a policy of “whitening” the population, and it be-
came state policy for Portuguese men to go out and impregnate
Angolan women. Further efforts were directed at culturally as-
similating these and other Angolans under the assimilado pol-
icy. By 1960, only 80,000 of a population of 4.5 million people
enjoyed the privileges of Portuguese citizenship, and the policy
was abandoned.

Angolan resistance movements pushed back against Portu-
guese colonization. The People’s Movement for the Liberation
of Angola (MPLA) led by Agostinho Neto, the National Front
for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA) led by Bakongo leader
Holden Roberto, and the Union for the Total Independence of
Angola (UNITA) led by Ovimbundu leader Jonas Savimbi en-
gaged in armed resistance. The 1974 coup in Portugal, which
brought down the government, ended Portugal’s colonial wars
in Angola as well as in Mozambique and Guinea Bissau. After
a protracted struggle and two separate declarations of inde-
pendence by the MPLA and UNITA, Angola gained its inde-
pendence from Portugal on 11 November, 1975.

Shortly after independence, the coalition government of
the MPLA, FNLA, and UNITA collapsed. Civil war followed,
lasting nearly 15 years. With the Cold War in full swing, the

Volume 1: Africa

Soviet Union backed the ruling MPLA with the assistance of
Cuban troops. The United States, Zaire (now the Democratic
Republic of the Congo), and China supported the UNITA-
FNLA coalition, and South Africa made periodic incursions
in support of UNITA. José Eduardo dos Santos succeeded
Neto upon his death in 1979. In 1989, dos Santos and Savimbi
agreed to elections and foreign withdrawal, completed in 1991.
In the first round of the 1992 elections, UNITA perceived that
electoral fraud was underway and launched simultaneous at-
tacks around the country. In 1994, the two sides signed a peace
treaty guaranteeing UNITA a share in the government and
providing for the deployment of a UN peacekeeping force.
Nonetheless, heavy fighting resumed intermittently up to Jo-
nas Savimbi’s death in a gun battle with government troops in
2002, which also ended UNITA’s bid to overthrow the MPLA.

In the post-Savimbi era, the MPLA with international as-
sistance disarmed, demobilized and reintegrated some 80,000
UNITA ex-combatants and thousands more of their family
members into civilian life. However, head of state President
José Eduardo dos Santos repeatedly postponed elections and
manipulated political processes to forestall the promised tran-
sition to representative democracy.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

Angola is bordered by the Democratic Republic of the Congo
to the north, Zambia to the east, and Namibia to the south.
Cabinda, to the north, is physically separated from the rest
of Angola by the Congo River and a narrow corridor of land
belonging to the Democratic Republic of the Congo. To the
west lies the Atlantic Ocean. The total area is 481,354 sq mi
(1,246,700 sq km). The capital is Luanda. Two types of terrain
characterize the country: a narrow coastal plain borders the
Atlantic Ocean to the west, and an interior plateau covers the
rest of the country. The climate is semiarid in the south and
along the coast; in the north it varies from cool and dry to hot
and rainy.

Several major rivers find their sources in the centrally lo-
cated Bié Plateau, including the Cunene River flowing to the
south and west, the Kuanza River flowing northwest to the
Atlantic, the Kwango River, flowing northward, which joins
the Congo River to the north, and the Zambeze to the east, far
below Victoria Falls. The Cunene River has four hydroelectric
dams.

The tallest mountains are found in the region of the Bié Pla-
teau. To the southwest, in the Serra Xilengue, Mt. Moco rises
to a majestic height of 8,594 ft. While some areas are prone to
flooding, others are threatened by desertification. Oil is the
main natural resource, but Angola is also rich in diamonds,
gold, copper, iron ore, zinc, and manganese. Only 2.65% of the
land is arable; much of it is forest and woodland (43%), and
23% is meadow and pasture. Other uses account for 32%.

A network of roads connects most of the country, although
it is least developed in the southeast. Three rail lines terminat-
ing at ocean ports run approximately east to west from the
interior. The longest and most important of these originates
in the Katanga copperbelt of the Democratic Republic of the
Congo. Since 1928 the Benguela Railroad carried the bulk of
Zaire’s minerals to Lobito port until rebels sabotaged the line
in the 1980s. In 2008 work to reopen the line was nearing
completion.
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In 2000 the population was estimated to be around 15 mil-
lion and was projected to reach over 20 million by 2015. The
largest city was Luanda with a population of 500,000. The ma-
jority ethnic group was the Ovimbundu, comprising 37.2% of
the population. The Mbundu were second at 21.6%, followed
by the Kongo at 13.2%, and the Luimbe-Nganguela and the
Nyaneka-Humbe at 5.4% each. Smaller groups account for the
remaining 17.2% of the population. Scattered in the arid lower
third of Angola are seminomadic peoples, who until the 20th
century hunted and gathered. They since have adopted more
sedentary lifestyles such as herding and planting.

3 LANGUAGE

Portuguese is the official language, although 95% of Angolans
speak Ovimbundu, Mbundu, Kongo, Chokwe, and other Ban-
tu languages. Portuguese remains important because it is the
language of government, national media, and international re-
lations. However, since independence, African languages have
been introduced into the primary school classroom. Literacy
in African languages is being encouraged and regional radio
broadcasts occur in local languages.

*FOLKLORE

The Kongo ethnic group to the north claims descent from the
ancient Christian kingdom founded by Alfonso I in the early
16th century. Alfonso I has assumed a great importance both
to Kongo identity and to Portuguese international relations
history.
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The first president of Angola is also its greatest hero.
Agostinho Neto was both a physician and an accomplished
poet. He made many contributions to Mensagem, a literary re-
view with anti-colonial goals. He belonged to a group of young
intellectuals responsible for shaping the country politically
and culturally. Their battle cry in the early 1950s was, “Let us
discover Angola.” They also coined the term, angolidade (An-
golinity), Angola’s equivalent of negritude or “Africanization.”
In 1955 he published nationalist poetry. He was the founding
father of the resistance movement, MPLA.

SRELIGION

Angolans are extremely Christianized with as many as half of
the population identifying themselves as Catholic and at least
15% as Protestant. Estimates of traditional religious practices
vary, but it is likely that close to half of the population also be-
lieves or subscribes to some form of indigenous religion. The
Catholic Church has at times been identified with colonial-
ism, and therefore has gone through periods of conflict with
the government. In 1949 Simon Mtoko, a Protestant, founded a
Christian sect patterned after the Kimbanguists of Lower Con-
go (DRC). Kimbanguism, an African offshoot of Protestant
Christianity, is practiced by an undetermined number of Ba-
kongo in the northwest region of the country (see Bakongo).

® MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Independence Day, November 11, is the national holiday. On
this day the president usually makes a national address, and
celebratory events such as wheelchair races are held. Other
public holidays include the Day of the Martyrs in January to
commemorate a huge massacre of Angolans committed by the
Portuguese; Inicio de Luta Armada (Commencement of Armed
Struggle Day) on February 4 (1961); National Hero’s Day (an-
niversary of the birth of President Neto) on September 17; and
Foundation of the MPLA Workers’ Party Day on December 10
(1956). Victory Day is on March 27, Youth Day on April 14,
Armed Forces Day on August 1, and Pioneers’ Day on Decem-
ber 1. The most recent holiday is Reconciliation Day on April
4 to mark the anniversary of the end of the war approximately
two months after the death of Jonas Savimbi.

Christian holy days and New Year’s Day are widely celebrat-
ed. On Christmas and New Year’s Day friends assume god-
mother (madrinha) and godfather (padrinho) relationships.
They take turns giving gifts to each other; one offers the other
a gift on Christmas and the other returns the gesture on New
Year’s. In the capital, young people are likely to spend New
Year’s Eve with their families until midnight, just long enough
to taste some champagne, and then head for the night clubs
with friends until early morning. Angolans celebrate carni-
val, (Mardi Gras) the Tuesday immediately preceding Ash
Wednesday.

"RITES OF PASSAGE

Indigenous traditions revolving around birth, puberty, and
death still persist despite acculturation to Christianity and
Western customs. For example, the Mbwela people hold
masked festivals during the mukanda circumcision rite. In
the ceremony, the ndzingi (masked anthropomorphic giants)
dance for the young boys. Christianity has influenced the rites
of passage for a majority of the population. Birth, baptism,
marriage, and funeral ceremonies are marked by church rites.
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Classroom in Luanda, Angola. Schools continue to struggle against social instability, low investment, and teacher shortages. (Jason Laure)

People drink champagne and give gifts to celebrate the birth of
a child. Some funeral celebrations last for days and are accom-
panied by feasts and drink. They can move quickly from sad-
ness to festivity where it is fitting to celebrate a life fully lived
(as opposed to mourning the loss of a child or young person).

8 INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

High value is placed on personal relationships and greetings
are essential to making and maintaining good relations. The
most common greeting is the Portuguese Ola (Hello) followed
by Como esta? or Como vai? (How are you?). Depending on the
time of the day, one might hear Bom dia (Good morning), Boa
tarde (Good afternoon), or Boa noite (Good night). Handshak-
ing is common. A kiss on each cheek is becoming an accepted
greeting among friends in urban life, although older people
prefer to shake hands. Pointing is considered rude.

Young people usually choose their own spouses, but it is
viewed as risky to wed someone who may not be able to bear
children, and it has become customary for a serious boyfriend
to wait until his girlfriend becomes pregnant before propos-
ing marriage. In fact, the end of budding love relationships
is seldom formally declared so that at some future point the
boy can return and resume a sexual relationship with a for-
mer girlfriend. Once engaged, the boy brings his family and a
small delegation of friends to visit the family of his girlfriend.
It is common practice for the boy to bring enough cloth for
his girlfriend’s mother to make a dress, a western suit and tie
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for the father (or ranking father figure), drinks for the family
and friends, and perhaps an envelope with money and a writ-
ten note explaining intentions to be read before all gathered.

As sexual intercourse is considered a normal part of life,
straight men and women may have occasional interludes with
members of the same sex, and such encounters do not lead to
anxious self-questioning about sexual orientation.

LIVING CONDITIONS

Living conditions deteriorated dramatically, especially for the
Ovibundu over the course of the civil war, and have not re-
turned to pre-war levels. The majority of Angolans still do not
have access to clean water, health care and medical facilities,
and a dependable food supply. Some 10 million people live on
less than $1 a day, over 40% of children under the age of five
are underweight for age, and life expectancy for the average
adult is 45 years. On the Human Development Index, which
measures general well-being (life expectancy, education, and
standard of living), Angola ranks 162nd out of 177 countries.

Houses are typically made out of local materials, with mud
or cinderblock walls and thatched or galvanized iron roofs. In
Luanda, where space is limited, apartment living is becoming
more common. However, since 2002 more than 50,000 people
have been evicted from their houses to make room for luxury
housing in Luanda.

WORLDMARK ENCYCLOPEDIA OF CULTURES AND DAILY LIFE
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EAMILY LIFE

Families tend to be close-knit nuclear units with strong ex-
tended kin relationships. Until the war, there was little need
for orphanages or hospices as working family members took in
those needing special care. However, the large number of casu-
alties and land mine victims in the prime of life has meant that
children, elderly people and kin have had to assume greater
responsibility for their families, which has raised tension and
stress in family life.

Most ethnic groups are both matrilineal and patriarchal,
meaning that males inherit from their mother’s brother. In the
Mbundu ethnic group, a daughter would join her husband in
his village, and a son would join his mother’s brother’s village.
The Ovimbundu ethnic group has a double inheritance system,
both matrilineal and patrilineal.

" CLOTHING

In the towns and cities, Western-style clothing is common and
urban Angolans go to great lengths to be in sync with the latest
fashions in clothing, accessories, cell phones, and sunglasses—
much of which is imported from Brazil. Angolan youth pre-
fer casual jeans and T-shirts, except for special occasions. The
villages remain more traditional, where women wear panos,
African wrap-around batik garments. Body tattoos on young
people are catching on, but are rare in rural areas. Some groups
such as the Mukubao in the southern province of Kuando Ku-
bango are very traditional and do not wear clothing.

2Fo0D

Those who can, eat three meals a day. A good breakfast consists
of bread, eggs, tea, or coffee. On occasion, mothers may pre-
pare a special breakfast treat of sweet rice (arroz doce), which
is a mixture of rice, milk, eggs, sugar, and a twist of orange or
lemon rind for flavoring. If the noon-day meal is heavy, some-
thing light like soup will be served for supper.

The staple foods include cassava, corn, millet, sorghum,
beans, sweet potatoes, rice, wheat, and bananas. Typical noon-
day meals in the north consist of a ball of manioc dough called
“funge bombo” (cassava flour mixed with boiling water) with
fish, chicken, or meat. People everywhere enjoy pounded cas-
sava leaves (kizaka). In the south a maize meal dough ball is
preferred called “funge” or “pirao” in Portuguese.

Specialty dishes include mwamba de galinha, a palm-nut
paste sauce in which chicken, spices, and peanut butter are
cooked, creating a delightful aroma. The abundance of fresh
and saltwater fish provides the opportunity for an unusual
combination of fresh and dried fish in a unique dish, kalulu,
the key ingredients of which are African eggplant, gumbo, and
red palm oil. Beans cooked in palm oil also are popular. How-
ever, cabidela, chicken cooked in chicken’s blood sauce and
eaten with rice and cassava dough, stands out as one of Ango-
la’s mouthwatering delights.

Angolans also drink a lightly fermented corn bever-
age called “kissangua.” A version of this drink is made from
sprouted whole sorghum grains. It is lacto-fermented, slightly
alcoholic, fizzy, and highly nutritious.

B EDUCATION

Education is compulsory between the ages of 7 and 15 years,
and is provided free. However, at the primary level education
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tends to be of low quality, and high schools are rather elite.
For both girls and boys, primary enrollment is 37% while sec-
ondary enrollment is 18%. Overall, 56% of males are literate
compared with 28% of females. Schools continue to struggle
against social instability, low investment, and teacher short-
ages. Private schooling exists, but is costly.

Angola has two well-established universities: The Catholic
University of Angola (CUA) and Agostinho Neto University,
the public university in Luanda. However, the three campus-
es of Agostinho Neto have been devastated by poor economic
conditions resulting from the war. Other universities include
the Universidade das Lusiadas with a campus in Benguela and
one in Lobito. Parents who can manage it, send their children
to study abroad in Cuba, Russia, and more popularly, the Unit-
ed States.

" CULTURAL HERITAGE

As in most of sub-Saharan Africa, orality has characterized
literature in Angola since time immemorial. It is generally
agreed that written literature began in 1850 with a book of
verse by José da Silva Maia Ferreira. Since 1945 and the lib-
eration struggle, strong links developed between literature and
political activism. Many MPLA leaders and members, includ-
ing Agostinho Neto, took part in this movement. From 1975
until the early 1990s, Angolan writers had to be affiliated with
a quasi-governmental organization in order to be published.

Music is closely linked to African oral history. Angolan mu-
sicians made their own instruments such as clochas (double-
bell) and marimbas. Percussion, wind, and string instruments
are found throughout the regions. The bow lute (chilhumba)
is played in the south during long journeys; the lamellophone
(likembe) is popular in the east. Musical performances often
include dancing. Members of the Ngangela ethnic group in
the east dance masked. The choreography is distinguished by
a young woman catching a man on her shoulders.

Traditional music has strongly influenced popular music.
While older people may enjoy Angolan music from the 1970s,
young people prefer upbeat rhythmic Angolan kizomba music,
danced closely together by couples. Cape Verdian music is also
considered kizomba and is popular. Angolans love their own
“semba” music, which has complex secondary and tertiary
rhythms that accompany the main beat. Couples dance semba
much like kizomba, but the steps are authentically Angolan.
Much of the internationally known Angolan music goes by the
name “bonga,” but really is semba music. Because many Ango-
lan professionals were educated in Cuba, the older crowd also
appreciates Cuban and “bachata” music from the Dominican
Republic. In the late 1990s, techno music, “kuduru” (literally
“hard ass”), became the rage among young Angolans. Kuduru
is strongly syncopated, uses rap lyrics, and provides a break
from close dancing.

Angola’s cultural heritage is tied to the Portuguese language
and to a colonial past shared by four other African coun-
tries. Along with Mozambique, Guinea Bissau, Sao Tomé and
Principe, and Cape Verde, Angola is a member of “The Five,”
meaning the African Lusaphone countries. They meet regu-
larly to promote culture, trade, and political relations among
themselves. Many new buildings in Angola reflect influences
of 15th-century Portuguese architecture, some of which still
stands. For example, ancient forts, churches, and homes built
by Portuguese colonists are found around Luanda.
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> WORK

Labor and productivity in Angola suffered immensely from
the abrupt departure of 90% of the white settlers in 1975. Be-
fore leaving, however, the colonials destroyed factories, plan-
tations, and transportation infrastructure. Owing to the
subsequent insurgency, the labor force never fully recovered.
Today some 71% of Angolans are engaged in agriculture, but
mostly in subsistence, which produces only 10% of the gross
domestic product (GDP). By contrast, only 10% of the popula-
tion is engaged in industry, which accounts for 62.6% of the
GDP. Angola’s cash cow is petroleum, and provides 89.9% of
Angola’s exports while diamonds provide 5.5%. However, with
the exception of artisanal diamond mining, neither is a major
provider of jobs. Recently, many young people have found jobs
in teaching and in health services. Many Angolans living on
the coast supplement their income by fixing up and renting out
their homes.

' SPORTS

Soccer is the most popular participant and spectator sport,
played by both girls and boys. In 2006 Angola was one of only
four sub-Saharan countries to qualify for the World Cup. The
“Citadel” in Luanda is one of Africa’s largest stadiums. A new
spin on soccer is “fustal,” which is played indoors or outdoors
on smaller courts in urban areas. Competitions often are orga-
nized between members of the television and radio stations for
special entertainment. Basketball is also popular. Since win-
ning its first-ever basketball medal at the Nairobi University
Games, the Angola national team won three consecutive All-
African championships. Backboards and baskets have sprung
up on street corners everywhere. Handball, volleyball, and
track and field round out the most popular sports. Angola also
has nearly a dozen international chess masters. Children en-
joy a traditional game, ware, which is played by moving stones
around a board either carved from wood, or dug out of the clay
soil.

VENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

The advent of the satellite dish has made television an increas-
ingly popular form of entertainment in Luanda and other
urban centers. The dishes are status symbols and allow Ango-
lans to supplement the government-run station with an array
of channels from all over the world. Angolans connect with
world popular culture by watching Brazilian shows (in Portu-
guese), MTV, and American movies with Portuguese subtitles.
Residents in apartment buildings lower their costs by sharing
the same satellite dish. While cinemas remain a more popu-
lar form of entertainment up-country, video rental stores are
mushrooming in Luanda, and home video is part of an urban
trend toward home entertainment.

"FOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Luanda’s three museums, including the Museum of Anthro-
pology, contain a fine collection of African art and handi-
crafts. Non-commercial masks and sculptures vary according
to ethnic group, and symbolize rites of passage or changes in
seasons, and play important roles in cultural rituals. Artisans
work with wood, bronze, ivory, malachite, and ceramics. The
Lunda-Chokwe in the northeast provinces are uniquely known
for their superior plastic arts.
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Ten years ago, the Ministry of Culture stifled art by mo-
nopolizing control over art production and marketing. Recent
deregulation has made handicraft production a blossoming
cottage industry. Stylized masks, statuettes, and trinkets (air-
port art) now flood the popular Futungo tourist market on the
outskirts of Luanda. This art may not reflect the deep cultural
beliefs of the people, but it provides work and a source of in-
come for people with artistic skills. Shoppers at Futungo mar-
ket are treated to musicians playing traditional instruments
such as marimbas, kissanges, xingufos (big antelope horns),
and drums, giving the feeling of a village festival.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Angola’s social ills are myriad. The country still has between
2 to 10 million land mines buried in roads, trails and fields.
At least 80,000 people have suffered injuries from those mines
and are in need of psycho-social counseling and healing. Ex-
combatants are especially susceptible to lawlessness and vice,
and they risk returning to the bush as a way of life. The Kim-
berley Process, launched in 2003, has helped to curb trade in
“blood diamonds,” but thousands of artisanal miners dig and
pan for diamonds in alluvial pits. Many internally displaced
persons (IDPs) are still without homes, land, and a dependable
source of food. Poor governance and corruption are also rife. It
is estimated that $4.2 billion in oil revenues disappeared from
government coffers between 1997 and 2002. If these revenues
had been invested in Angola’s social sector, poor health access,
lack of shelter, unemployment, and low productivity could be
things of the past.

20 GENDER ISSUES

As in many parts of Africa women work as hard as or hard-
er than men, but enjoy fewer rights and privileges. Women
cultivate the fields, gather wood and water, and do domestic
chores. In the village, women typically raise between 6 and
12 children. Because abortion is legal only to save a woman’s
life, many abortions are performed in secret and under unsafe
conditions.

The gap between women’s rights in towns as compared to
rural villages is quite pronounced. In urban areas, women
have fewer children and compete for male-dominated jobs.
They drive cars, study at university, vote, occupy non-com-
bative positions in the army, and serve as traffic policewomen.
In recent history, five women ministers have led government
ministries including oil, fisheries, and culture. Five women are
Public Ministry magistrates, and there are three women judg-
es. After the 1992 elections, women won 9.5% of the seats in
the legislature, although 5% fewer than in the First Republic.
One woman heads a political party and was a candidate in the
1992 elections.

Women’s rights groups such as the Organization of An-
golan Women are helping to establish literacy programs and
health units for women, and ensure that polygynous families
have sufficient wealth to support more than one wife.
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AZANDE

PRONUNCIATION: uh-ZAHN-day

LOCATION: From upper Nile basin in the southern Sudan to
the borders of semitropical rain forests in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo

POPULATION: 3.8 million in all countries

LANGUAGE: Azande (Niger-Congo group)

RELIGION: Beliefs revolving around ideas associated with
mangu (witchcraft); Christianity

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Sudanese; Central Africans;
Congolese; Zairians

TINTRODUCTION

The ethnic term Azande refers to a culturally diverse group of
peoples who, over the past 200 years, have been brought to-
gether under the governance of a number of distinct kingdoms.
They call themselves Azande but others call them simply Zan-
de. Other alternate names are Azande, Zandi, Pazande, Sande,
and Badjande. Little is known of their history prior to this pe-
riod and reliable first-hand accounts of the Azande only be-
gan to appear toward the middle of the 19th century. By the
1950s, however, the Azande had become well-known to an-
thropologists through the ethnographic monographs written
about them by British anthropologist Sir Edward Evan Evans-
Pritchard. Indeed, one of the lasting classics of modern anthro-
pology, his Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande,
is still cited in contemporary textbooks. It is widely accepted
that the ancestors of Azande society migrated from the west,
from what is now the Central African Republic, into the Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo and the southern region of the
Sudan, beginning perhaps 300 years ago. Because of their rela-
tive physical isolation from colonial centers of governance, the
Azande practiced many traditional beliefs and customs well
into the 20th century. Azande now live across the borders of
three modern nation-states, and in recent decades they have
been more exposed to the effects of market economies, mis-
sionary education, and related phenomena, so generalizations
about the Azande as a whole are difficult to make.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

Reliable estimates of population figures for the Azande are
not available. As of 2008 it was estimated that some 3.8 mil-
lion people considered themselves ethnically Azande. Azande
territory covers a vast expanse of land—some 500 miles from
east to west—from the fringes of the upper Nile basin in the
southern Sudan to the borders of semitropical rain forests in
the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Azande are found in
the Maridi, Yambio, and Tambura districts in the tropical rain
forest belt of Western Equatoria (a state in southwestern Su-
dan) and in Bahr el Ghazal (a region in southwestern Sudan).
The Azande are also found in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo and Central African Republic; areas, which originally
constituted part of the great Azande Kingdom destroyed by
the Belgian, French, Mahdists of Sudan, and finally the British
in the context of the European scramble for Africa.

The open savannah forest laced with streams that comprise
the Nile/Congo divide marks most of Azande country. Changes
in micro-environmental zones have a direct impact on modes
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of production, principle subsistence crops and modes of settle-
ment of the Azande. Throughout this region of Africa, there is
a season of intermittent rain (roughly from April to October),
followed by a dry season (from November to March) when
rain seldom falls. In pre-colonial times, Azande homesteads
were typically dispersed. A common pattern was for men who
shared patrilineal ancestry to live in the same general area. A
circular hut was the primary living space, and this was sur-
rounded by gardens of one to two acres where a man and one
or more of his wives cultivated staple crops, from sorghum to
cassava. Footpaths through the savannah forest interconnect-
ed homesteads of closely related relatives. An expanse of unin-
habited terrain separated one such cluster of homesteads from
the next. Homestead clusters were typically located near one
of the many streams transecting the countryside, as streams
provided fishing and other resources. During the colonial
period, many Azande were forced to move from this type of
settlement in an alleged effort to eradicate sleeping sickness.
The result was that many Azande found themselves living in
European-style villages of parallel straight streets, often living
next to people who were strangers rather than kinsmen. This
change had a significant impact on Azande culture in general,
and particularly on Azande notions of witchcraft (see Religion
and Interpersonal Relations).

3 LANGUAGE

The Azande were an expanding secondary series of kingdoms
at the time of European domination in Africa. The Azande
speak Zande language. The linguist Greenberg (1963) classified
the Azande language as one of the Niger-Congo group. The
Azande are a Bantu group and their language is similar to the
other Bantu languages. Approximately five dialects of Azande
are spoken throughout the area they occupy. Dialects include
Sango in Central African Republic and Dio and Makaraka
(Odio) in Sudan. The speech of the Azande in Sudan is fairly
uniform, with a few exceptions (Mbomu, Sueh-Meridi, Bile,
Bandiya, Bamboy, Bomokandi, and Anunga. In the contempo-
rary world, most Azande also speak rural dialects of Arabic,
French, or English. The Azande language is a tonal tongue, so
that significant semiotic usages result from different pitches
used in pronouncing identical lexical units.

“*FOLKLORE

Traditional Azande culture was rich and highly developed as
is common in non-literate societies. The anthropologist E. E.
Evans-Pritchard collected hundreds of Azande folktales and
legends and published as many as he could in the Azande lan-
guage with English translations. Probably the most important
and comprehensive collections of this genre are found in Ev-
ans-Pritchard’s book, The Zande Trickster.

The most famous Zande tales all center on the imagined ac-
tivities of the trickster Ture. The character of a trickster is com-
mon to folklore throughout the world. Typically, the trickster
is an animal or human protagonist who inverts the standards
of expected behavior, who flaunts and ridicules the accepted
order of things by doing the inverse. In Evans-Pritchard’s un-
derstanding, Ture could be regarded as a collective manifes-
tation of Azande personality. The animals act and talk like
persons because people are animals behind the masks social
convention makes them wear. What Ture does is the opposite
of all that is moral and all us can see ourselves in Ture. The
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Azande character of Ture is also closely related to an impor-
tant element of traditional Azande folklore known as sanza,
or “double-speak.” Evans-Pritchard wrote that sanza “includes
any remark or action which is intended to be oblique, opaque,
ambiguous, any words or gestures which are intended to sug-
gest a meaning other than they have in themselves, which
have, that is, a double meaning, a manifest meaning and a hid-
den one.” Azande use sanza in conversations between princes
and commoners, husbands and wives, at beer parties, and in
the language of love.

There is no one single myth that describes the origin of the
Azande people. The general Azande belief is that people return
to life after death, reincarnated as an animal (often a lion). The
most important royal chiefs may be reincarnated as leopards,
pythons, snakes, warthogs, or rats. Some believe that lightning
is the reincarnated spirit of a royal clan chief. When an animal
dies, it signifies the end of that specific life force. Thus, Azande
man will only kill an animal in self-defense.

SRELIGION

Historically, the Azande practiced animism. Modern Azande
are more likely to practice Christianity. Their traditional be-
liefs revolve around magic, oracles, and witchcraft. The Azan-
de term mboli might be translated as “divinity” or “god.” In
explaining misfortune, death, and the complications of life,
Azande more typically assigned the responsibility to mangu
or “witchcraft” rather than to mboli. Witchcraft is believed
to be an inherited substance in the belly that lives a fairly au-
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tonomous life, performing bad magic on the person’s enemies.
Indeed, Evans-Pritchard, the best-known ethnographer of
Azande custom and belief, suggested that a Western notion of
divinity was largely a consequence of foreign ideas in Azan-
de discourse, the result of Islamic and Christian influences.
During the period of British colonial rule in this part of Af-
rica, policy dictated that formal education was to be provided
by practitioners of various Christian faiths. Thus, becoming
Christian was often a consequence of becoming literate. At the
present time some Azande profess faith in Islamic principles
and others profess Christianity, but beliefs about causation,
death, and misfortune still revolve around mangu.

S MAJOR HOLIDAYS

The Azande clans, which consist of several families with a
common ancestor or ancestors, gather for important occa-
sions, including weddings and funerals.

"RITES OF PASSAGE

When an Azande woman becomes pregnant, tradition and su-
perstition dictates that she avoid certain foods, including wa-
ter buck meat and mene, a type of sweet potato. These foods
are believed to cause miscarriage.

When the child is born, there is no special ceremony. When
the infant is four days old, a fire of green leaves is made at the
threshold of the house. The green leaves create a smoky fire and
the mother, with the infant in her arms, sits in the smoke for a
short period. The smoke is believed to give the newborn infant
strength. After the fire dies out, the ashes and any remaining
leaves are strewn on a path leading to the village. This action is
believed to protect the infant from illness and disease.

Before colonization, boys were often initiated into manhood
by serving the Azande nobility. Later, a ritual circumcision,
held in the forest, became common, although this practice has
also been discontinued. Modern Azande perform circumci-
sion on their boys when they reach the age of nineteen. This
circumcision ritual is unrelated to Islamic practices.

The Azande do not circumcise girls. Rather, girls are ini-
tiated into their gender role by observing and assisting their
mothers. Traditionally, in order to marry, an Azande male had
to present the bride’s family with a ritualized payment (called
“bride-wealth”), often consisting of a number of iron spears.
As of the 21st century, the bride-wealth is more commonly
paid in cash or in the form of material goods, such as cloth,
cassava, or goats.

The Azande have no special ceremonies connected with
marriage.

8 INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

Social identity was largely established by membership in a spe-
cific kinship group, by the division of labor, by an over-arch-
ing patriarchal social order, and by the hierarchical order of
Azande political life. Thus, one was either born a commoner
or a member of the royalty, or was incorporated into one or the
other through warfare or slavery.

One of the central facets of life among the Azande is their
belief in witchcraft, which is used to explain and cope with all
kinds of adversity, both great and small. Rather than singling
out particular individuals as witches, the Azande believe that
anyone is capable of causing the misfortunes of another per-
son by ill will toward that person—even if he is unaware of do-
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ing so. (Women are excluded from the tradition surrounding
witchcraft.) When something bad happens to an Azande, he
must first find out who caused it. For minor problems, an Azan-
de consults an oracle that he reaches by rubbing two pieces of
wood together as he tries out the names of different suspects.
The perpetrator is identified when the pieces stick together in-
stead of rubbing smoothly against each other. For major mis-
fortunes, the “chicken oracle” is consulted. In one version of
this procedure, poison is placed on the beak of a chicken. If
the chicken dies when a certain individual is named, then that
is the guilty party. Once the perpetrator of misfortune has
been pinpointed, the aggrieved party confronts him and asks
him to stop his witchcraft. On hearing of his misdeeds, the
“witch” has no trouble believing that he is indeed the cause of
his tribesman’s misfortunes and makes amends by expressing
his goodwill toward the victim and spitting on the wing of the
dead chicken.

Azande witchcraft encompasses every conceivable adverse
occurrence, from tripping over a tree root to adultery and
murder (for which the oracles were traditionally submitted to
a type of court). Witchcraft practices are also associated with
social standing within the tribe because they give an added
measure of status and control to wealthy householders, who
often use their chickens to consult the oracle for a less fortu-
nate kinsman or neighbor who doesn’t have enough chickens
of his own.

LIVING CONDITIONS

In pre-colonial times, Azande lived in dispersed settlements
where patrilineal relatives tended to live in close proximity. In
colonial times, efforts were made to relocate Azande into Eu-
ropean-designed towns. Traditionally huts were made of wood
and mud, and each individual homestead was surrounded by
gardens tended largely by women. In polygynous marriages
(marriages in which one man had more than one wife), each
wife had her own hut where she lived with her minor children.
In the past, hamlets such as these were interconnected by foot-
paths through forest and open savannah. The introduction of
bicycles and automobiles during the colonial period had a dra-
matic impact on inter-hamlet relations, especially in terms of
the introduction of cash crops and a market economy.

In the past, when Azande lived in dispersed settlements,
communal diseases were rare. Personal health was largely af-
fected by bacterial diseases typical to subtropical environ-
ments. Malaria, sleeping sickness, and schistosomiasis (a
waterborne disease) were common causes of death in pre-co-
lonial Azande country. Many Azande have gained Western
knowledge of medicine in recent decades.

EAMILY LIFE

Azande society is divided into the royal clans and common-
ers. The royal clans, known as the Avungara are descended
from Gbudwe, a strong leader, and his two sons, Yambio and
Tambura. Most commoners were incorporated into the Azan-
de through wars, conquest, and other means of assimilation.
Azande settlements consist of single households made up of a
man and his wife (or wives).

Azande follow certain social norms. Children are reared
but by their birth mother and all the patrilineal kin living in
nearby homesteads. Children are taught how to cultivate do-
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mesticated plants at an early age. Young boys are taught about
hunting and fishing.

"M CLOTHING

Azande women wear cloth skirts. Infants and children wear
necklaces made from chains of metal rings. Some Azande also
have their heads wrapped in cord, which is thought to protect
their brains from malevolent spirits. In the past, Azande mu-
sicians wore costumes consisting of a cloth skirt, an elaborate
headdress, and beads and bangles on the arms and around the
ankles.

2F00D

The traditional dietary staple of the Azande is a type of millet
called eleusine. In the western portion of the group’s territo-
ry, this has been replaced by cassava. Other crops include rice,
maize, sorghum, squash, legumes, okra, peanuts, greens, and
bananas. To supplement their diet, the men hunt game and the
women catch fish. Chicken and eggs are considered delicacies,
as are termites during the dry season. Beverages include palm
wine and spirits made from cassava.

B EDUCATION

Some Azande live in towns with modern educational facili-
ties. Access to Western-style education has had both social and
political effects. In some areas, power traditionally held by the
royal elite has passed to educated commoners.

" CULTURAL HERITAGE

Both vocal and instrumental music, as well as dance, play a sig-
nificant role in Azande culture. The most common tradition-
al musical instrument of the Azande is a small, bow-shaped,
harplike instrument, often decorated with a small carved
human head at one end. The Azande also make a variety of
other instruments, many with designs that incorporate hu-
man or animal forms. One is a mandolin-like stringed instru-
ment modeled on the human figure, with a peg approximating
a head perched atop an arched neck and legs and feet at the
base. Another is the sanza, made of wood or hollowed gourds,
which is similar to a xylophone but in the shape of a dancing
woman, with arms and legs jutting out from the body of the
instrument. Other typical instruments include a bell in the
shape of a stylized human figure with the arms used as handles
and various drums shaped like cattle.

In addition to a variety of functional items, Azande artwork
includes carved wooden sculptures thought to have been given
as gifts by tribal chiefs.

> WORK

The Azande have developed an agrarian lifestyle in response
to their physical environment. They engage in subsistence
farming because their homesteads are typically established a
long distance from the markets. Food crops produced include
maize, cassava, telebun (millet), yams, fruits: mangoes, citrus,
pineapples, palm trees (from which they extract ombiro—
palm oil), and coffee. They also have exotic and economically
important hardwood trees such as mahogany and teak. The
Azande hunt, using traps, nets, and heavy spears, and fish in
the streams that flow through the countryside.
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In 1948 the Equatoria Project Board (EPB) was established
to develop the economic potential of the Zandeland. The Azan-
de were encouraged to grow cotton as a cash crop. Enterprises
were established to gin cotton and weave cloth and to produce
edible oils, soap, and other products from cotton. This proj-
ect helped link the Azande economy to other markets in south
Sudan.

6 SPORTS

Typical sports among the Azande include sparring (one-on-
one fighting), which serves as a way for males to practice their
combat sKkills.

7ENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Singing and dancing are major forms of entertainment among
the Azande, especially at feasts and other celebrations. Story-
telling is another popular form of recreation.

"BFOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Functional artwork includes wood, bark, and pottery stor-
age boxes. The distinctive Azande throwing knife, the multi-
bladed shongo, is used in combat. It is made of copper or steel
and adorned with elaborate patterns. Some of these knives are
also used as bride-wealth (payment a man makes to acquire his
wife). Other folk art includes pots, wooden utensils, and woven
mats and baskets.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Although relative calm was restored to Sudan by the 2005 pact
between the SPLA and the Khartoum government to end the
civil war, at the time of this writing in 2008, the Azande, along
with hundreds of thousands of the people living in the south-
ern Sudan, had fled the Sudan to live in neighboring countries,
including the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Uganda, and
the Central African Republic. As a result, much of tradition-
al Azande culture and custom is endangered or has ceased to
exist.

Still, security is an issue among the Azande. There have long
been tensions between the Azande and the Dinka. From across
the Congo border there were accounts of abuses of Azande
refugees by armed groups and returning refugees returning to
Sudan have been accompanied by Congolese refugees.

Infectious and parasitic diseases like malaria, diarrhea,
HIV-AIDS, and sleeping sickness pose a grave danger to the
Azande population.

2l GENDER ISSUES

Traditional Azande society was highly patriarchal. Women’s
roles were limited to the domestic sphere. Women were re-
sponsible for raising the children, farming, preparing food,
and completing the household chores. Men held all positions
of public authority, with women being subservient (in a lesser,
obedient position) to their husbands. A marriage was arranged
by contract between two families and involved the exchange of
goods, known as bride-wealth. Commoner men typically had
just one wife, but nobles, and in particular kings, had many
wives.
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BAGANDA

PRONUNCIATION: bah-GAHN-dah

ALTERNATE NAMES: The King’s Men

LOCATION: Uganda

POPULATION: About 3 million

LANGUAGE: Luganda

RELIGION: Christianity (Protestantism and Roman
Catholicism); Islam

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Ugandans

TINTRODUCTION

The Baganda of Uganda are sometimes referred to as “The
King’s Men” because of the significance of the role of the Ka-
baka (King) in their political, social, and cultural institutions.
Until 1967, the Baganda were organized into a tightly central-
ized, bureaucratized kingdom. From 1967 until 1993, there
were no kingdoms in Uganda due to their abolishment by the
national government. In 1993, the national government rein-
stated the Kabakaship by permitting the coronation of Ronald
Muwenda Mutebi IT as the 36th king of the Baganda in a line of
succession extending back to Ap 1400 to the first king known
as Kintu. In the middle of the 19th century, the Kabaka ruled
an area extending about 150 miles around the northwestern
shores of Lake Victoria in what is now the nation of Uganda.
He ruled over a hierarchy of chiefs including village, parish,
subcounty, and county levels of stratification. Chiefs collected
taxes in the form of food and livestock, and distributed por-
tions on up the hierarchy, which eventually reached the Kaba-
ka’s palace in the form of tribute. Chiefs were also responsible
for settling disputes and maintaining roads in their respective
jurisdictions. The Kabaka made direct political appointment
of all chiefs so as to maintain control over their loyalty to him.
Kabakas were chosen from the Lion clan, whereas commoners
from the other 40 clans were eligible to become chiefs or even
rise to the position of Katikkiro (prime minister).

Another category of powerful men known as Batongole were
commoners who were given land throughout the kingdom so
they could serve as spies and informers for the Kabaka in case
a Katikkiro sought to foster a rebellion, which they sometimes
did. Commoner families hoped to enhance their fortunes by
providing wives to powerful men, especially the Kabaka, who
in some cases had hundreds of wives. These wives were then in
a position to obtain “favors” for their families. Young boys were
sent regularly to live with chiefs, or to the King’s palace where
they served as pages in the hope of being eventually rewarded
by political appointments. The Baganda have many stories and
songs that sing the praises of their Kabaka, as well as honoring
commoners who have risen to the rank of Katikkiro.

The King’s Palace was generally located on a hill, which on
the occasion of his death served as his burial ground, with his
successor choosing another hill for his palace. The King’s Pal-
ace contained hundreds of household compounds that were
occupied by his many wives, pages, and chiefs, all of whom
were expected to reside in the Kabaka’s palace for significant
periods of time in order to demonstrate their loyalty to him.
Chiefs served as military commanders of the army and navy,
which provided a powerful defensive force as well as a mecha-
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nism for invasion of neighboring kingdoms to steal slaves, ivo-
ry, and women.

Many rituals surrounded the person of the king. For exam-
ple, commoners had to lie face down on the ground in his pres-
ence. The Kabaka’s only direct social interaction was with the
Katikkiro, and he generally ate alone. His hairstyle sometimes
resembled that of a rooster to symbolize his virility, and he has
been described as walking like a lion to further symbolize his
power. The mother of the Kabaka had the title of Namasole
(Queen Mother). One sister was selected to be his Nalinnya
(Queen Sister). Each of these women had her own palace and
chiefs while remaining distinctly inferior to the Kabaka. Nev-
ertheless, the Namasole could often exercise much influence
over her son.

Today, the Kabaka has only ritual functions and no politi-
cal power. He was removed of his power so that tribal differ-
ences would not interfere with the formation of a nation state.
Baganda are presently divided on their beliefs about the role of
the Kabaka in the nation state. All Baganda participate in the
Ugandan governmental system, which has 39 districts and a
national president. These districts contain separate units that
were formerly part of the Kingdom of Buganda. Formal educa-
tion in schools and a national university have replaced the old
system of informal education embodied in the page system as a
means of upward mobility. Nevertheless, the kingdom and as-
sociated institutions remain a strong force in the cultural prac-
tices and values of the Baganda.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

The Baganda, who number about 3 million people, are locat-
ed along the northern and western shores of Lake Victoria
in the East African nation of Uganda. The former Kingdom
of Buganda is bounded on the north by the former Kingdom
of Bunyoro, on the east by the Nile River, and on the west by
the former kingdoms of Ankole and Toro. To the south of Bu-
ganda is the present country of Tanzania. The Baganda are the
largest tribe in Uganda, and the Kingdom of Buganda is the
largest of the former kingdoms. Kingdoms were abolished as
political institutions in the 1960s by the national government
of Uganda. The Baganda are located 2° north of the equator to
1° south of the equator, but the temperature is moderate be-
cause the altitude varies throughout the region from 900 to
1,500 m (3,000- 5,000 ft) above sea level. The former Kingdom
of Buganda, with a total area of about 65,000 sq km (25,096 sq
mi) comprises slightly more than one-fourth of Uganda’s total
land mass. Kampala, the largest city in Buganda and Uganda,
has a mean temperature of 21°c (69°F), ranging from a high
monthly mean of 28°c (83°F) to a low monthly mean of 17°c
(62°F). Rainfall averages 114 to 127 cm (45-50 in) per year, and
it comes reliably each year in a heavier rainy season lasting
from March-May and a lighter season that lasts from August-
December. Most Baganda are peasant cultivators who live in
rural villages, where the homes are strung out along hills that
are themselves usually about 150 m (500 ft) above valley floors
consisting of papyrus swamps or forests. Rich red clay on the
hills, a moderate temperature, and plentiful rainfall combine to
afford the Baganda a generous environment for the year-round
availability of plantain, the staple crop, as well as the season-
al production of coffee, cotton, and tea as cash crops. Some
Baganda reside in towns and in Kampala, working in a variety
of white-collar and nonprofessional occupations; nevertheless,
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these Baganda maintain close ties with their agrarian roots in
villages, while also frequently practicing “urban agriculture”
in town homesteads by growing crops in small available areas
and by keeping goats, chickens, and, occasionally, cows.

3 LANGUAGE

The Baganda speak a Bantu language called Luganda, which
is a member of the Niger-Congo family of languages. In these
languages, nouns are made up of modifiers known as prefix-
es, infixes, and suffixes. These modifiers vary depending on
noun classes, such that word stems alone have no grammatical
meanings. The stem ganda, for example, has no meaning in Lu-
ganda, but the term Buganda means the location or kingdom
where the Baganda people live. Objects belonging to Baganda
people, or to an individual Muganda person, are referred to as
kiganda things. Like many other African languages, Luganda
is tonal so that some words are differentiated by their pitch.
For example, the word for excrement and the word for water
(amazzi), while spelled the same, carry different meanings ac-
cording to their pitch. Luganda is very rich in metaphor and in
verbal genres, such as proverbs and folktales.

Children learn speech skills early in childhood that prepare
them for adult life in a verbally rich culture. The clever child
is one who can masterfully engage his or her peers in a game
of ludikya, or “talking backwards.” For example, omusajja
(“man”) becomes jja-sa-mu-o. Words in sentences appear in
their same order. Another version of this game involves insert-
ing the letter z after each syllable containing a vowel, followed
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by the vowel in that syllable. In this version, omusajja would
become 0-zo-mu-zu-sa-za-jja-za. Both boys and girls play lu-
dikya, which they claim is frequently done to conceal secrets
from adults. Many homes participate in the evenings in col-
lective riddling games (okukokkya) involving men and women
of all ages. A person who successfully solves riddles is awarded
villages to rule and becomes a chief. Some examples of com-
mon riddles are:

I have a wife who looks where she is coming from and
where she is going at the same time (a bundle of firewood,
since the two ends are similar).

I have a razor blade which I use to shave hills (fire which
is used to burn the grass for planting).

When my friend went to get food for his children, he
never came back (water in a river).

My man is always surrounded by spears (the tongue
which is surrounded by teeth)

*FOLKLORE

The content of riddles, myths, legends, and proverbs all com-
bine to provide for the Baganda an account of their ethnic
origin and history, as well as explanations for the workings of
the everyday world of people and objects that make up their
culture and environment. Speech-making is especially valued
and adaptive in a highly stratified society like Buganda where
upward mobility was traditionally achieved by an aggressive,
verbal manipulation of others through such means as cleverly
turned compliments, exaggerated humility, or what the Bagan-
da refer to as kufukibwa, the art of being ruled.

The most significant legend involves Kintu, the first Kaba-
ka, who is believed to have married a woman called Nambi.
First Nambi had to return to heaven where Gulu, her father,
objected to her marriage because Kintu did not know how to
farm but only how to obtain food from cattle. Nambi’s rela-
tives, therefore, tested Kintu in order to determine his suitabil-
ity as a spouse. In one test Kintu was asked to identify his own
cow from a herd, a difficult task given that there were many
cows like his own. By chance, a bee told Kintu to choose the
cow on whose horns he would alight. After several large herds
were brought to him, Kintu reported that his cow was not
among them, while continuing to watch the bee that remained
on the tree. Eventually, Kintu, with the help of the bee, identi-
fied his cow, along with several calves that had been born to
his cow. The amazed father eagerly gave his daughter’s hand
in marriage, prodding them to hurry to leave for Kintu’s home
before Walumbe (Death) would come and want to go with
them. Gulu warned that they should not come back even if
they forgot something for fear that Death would follow them.
They left carrying with them cows, a goat, fowl, sheep, and a
plantain tree. Unfortunately, over the protests of Kintu, Nambi
went back to obtain grain that had been forgotten. Although
she tried to run away without Death, she was unsuccessful. Af-
ter many years of happiness on earth, Walumbe began to bring
illness and death to children and then adults. Up to the pres-
ent day, Death has lived upon the earth with no one knowing
when or whom he will strike.

We see in this legend an account of the origin of the Bagan-
da people, as well as answers to fundamental questions about
the origins of such things as crops and livestock. Death is im-
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plicated in this account as an unfortunate happenstance re-
sulting from disobedience to king or parents. Obedience is
a prime value of Kiganda morality. Kintu’s partnership with
the bee is one example of a common motif in Kiganda folklore
where animals are the subject of numerous folktales that illus-
trate moral themes. Animal pairs, such as “the Leopard and
the Hare,” “the Lion and the Crocodile,” and the “Cat and the
Fowl,” are familiar subjects to all Baganda. Proverbs, which are
abundant, are prime sources of moral instruction for young
people. Some examples of Kiganda proverbs are:

He who has not suffered does not know how to pity.

The stick which is at your neighbor’s house will not drive
away the leopard.

An only child is like a drop of rain in the dry season.
He who likes his mother’s cooking has not traveled.

He who passes you in the morning, you will pass him in
the evening.

You have many friends as long as you are prosperous.
That which is bent at the outset of its growth is almost
impossible to straighten at a later age.

5 RELIGION

The majority of present-day Baganda are Christian, about
evenly divided between Catholic and Protestant. Approxi-
mately 15% are Muslim. Each of these major denominations is
headquartered on a major hill in the Kampala area, reflecting
the past practice of each major institution being constructed
on a specific hill, a practice originated by the Kabakas. In the
latter half of the 19th century, most Baganda were practicing
an indigenous religion known as the Balubaale cult. This cult
consisted of national gods who had temples identified with
them. Each temple had priests who served as oracles on behalf
of their respective god. Similar to the Greek pantheon, these
gods were each concerned with specific problems. For exam-
ple, there was a god of fertility, a god of warfare, and a god of
the lake. The Supreme God known as Katonda had created ev-
erything, and the Baganda paid homage to him upon awaken-
ing each morning. Katonda’s power was seen in proverbs. The
following are some examples:

What God put in store for someone never goes rotten.
Katonda gives his gifts to whomsoever he favors.
God’s favors should not be refused.

Katonda was also known by other names, such as Mukama (the
Master), Lugaba (the Giver), and Liisoddene (the Great Eye).
The Baganda also believed in spiritual forces, particularly the
action of witches, which were thought to cause illness and oth-
er misfortune. People often wore amulets to ward off their evil
powers. The most significant spirits were the Muzimu or ances-
tors who visited the living in dreams and sometimes warned of
impending dangers. These spirits resided in the vicinity of the
homestead and could be reincarnated if their names were be-
stowed on an infant, for which there was a special ceremony.
Christianity and Islam, both monotheistic religions, were
not incompatible with the Kiganda belief in a High God. Nev-
ertheless, throughout the second half of the 19th century, bit-
ter rivalries and bloodshed prevailed as Kabakas, chiefs, and
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Ugandan high school students, all members of the Baganda tribe, wait for their turn to parade before their monarch during a day of tribal
celebration. Three of Uganda’s four traditional monarchies, Baganda, Batoro, and Banyoro, were restored in 1993.
(AP Images/Brennan Linsley)

Katikkeros became variously aligned with Anglicans, Roman
Catholics, and Balubaale believers. During this period, a num-
ber of Baganda pages were put to death for allegiance to their
Christian faith and are recognized today as martyrs and saints
by the Roman Catholic tradition. Contemporary Baganda are
considered to be extremely religious, whatever their faith, al-
though the Balubaale cult no longer exists. Beliefs in ancestors
and the power of witches are still, however, quite common.

® MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Religious holidays are very significant in Buganda, especially
Christmas for Christians and Ramadan for Muslims. Atten-
dance at funerals is a major ceremonial and social event. Peo-
ple travel from all parts of the nation to attend funerals, which
last many days.

"RITES OF PASSAGE

In the indigenous life cycle, the Muganda person passes
through stages, such as omwana (child), omuvubuka (youth),
and omusajja or omukazi (man, woman), until at death one be-
comes an omuzima (spirit) and, therefore, a candidate for re-
incarnation. Although there is no Luganda word for fetus, the
being inside the mother is nevertheless considered to be liv-
ing and separate from the mother. Thus, if a pregnant woman
dies, her fetus is extracted and buried separately. During preg-
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nancy, the woman remains physically active, often working on
her farm or shamba (garden) until the time of delivery. The
pregnant woman is typically seen carrying food or water on
her head, while often carrying her previous baby on her back.
Birth is attended by midwives and female relatives. The umbil-
ical cord is retained for later use in a ceremony called Kwalula
Abaana, in which the child is seated on a mat along with other
members of the father’s clan (being a patrilineal society) who
are to receive their clan names. The new infant is a source of
considerable joy and is passed around to visitors for their plea-
sure. Should twins be born, special rituals are performed and
the parents receive names indicating that they are the mother
and father of twins. Each twin is given a special name in accor-
dance with his or her gender and birth order.

The childhood years, beginning at about the age of seven,
are characterized by the expectation that both boys and girls
will conform in their behavior to what the Baganda refer to
as mpisa (manners). This includes such things as being obedi-
ent to adults, greeting visitors properly, and sitting correctly
(for girls). Tasks are assigned to boys and girls, although girls
have more consistent work expectations than do boys. Girls
are charged with the care of their younger siblings, whom they
carry on their backs and to whom they sing lullabies, especially
when their mothers are working in their shambas (gardens) or

WORLDMARK ENCYCLOPEDIA OF CULTURES AND DAILY LIFE



48 Baganda

marketing. Boys are frequently asked to run errands for family
members or to babysit.

Nowadays, children as well as teenagers pursue educational
opportunities to enhance their career objectives in the modern
nation state. Traditionally, teenage boys and girls were occu-
pied with their political careers or marital prospects, respec-
tively. Sex education for females was and is more systematic
than it is for males. The father’s sister (Ssenga) is for girls the
most significant moral authority, as she represents the patri-
lineal extended family of which the girl is a member. Grand-
mothers instruct girls soon after their menstruation, during a
period of seclusion, about sexual matters and future domestic
responsibilities. The Baganda are quite prudish about public
displays of sexuality, and affection between the sexes is re-
served for private occasions. Kissing is a recent innovation.
Traditionally, tickling of the hand, breast, or stomach area by
either sex was considered sensuous. A common complaint of
young school girls today is that their elders did not teach them
anything about sex so they must now seek advice and sexual
instruction from popular pamphlets and the mass media.

Among the Baganda, marriage and the birth of children are
generally still prerequisites for adult status. Today, most Bagan-
da men and women no longer live out their lives only in the
context of the Buganda Kingdom. Baganda can be found in all
of the modern occupations and live throughout the world from
where they regularly return or seek to return to their home-
land, especially for burial. The old person (mukadde) is happy
if he or she has achieved success in the world and if they have
grandchildren, who are a particular source of joy for them and
their clan.

.  INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

The Baganda place paramount emphasis on being sociable, of-
ten in a clever and assertive way so as to achieve upward mobil-
ity. Verbal skills and manipulative styles are seen in the daily
life of work, school, courtship, and marriage. Individualism
and being alone are not valued. In fact, a person who spends
too much time alone may be thought to be a spy or a witch.
Elaborate greeting rituals best symbolize the importance at-
tached to being sociable. One of the first things that a child
learns is how to greet others properly in the high-pitched voice
that is considered to be respectful. Propriety requires that
neighbors exchange lengthy greetings when meeting along the
road. Greetings vary according to the time of day, age of par-
ticipants, and length of time since previous encounters. When
city folk return to their villages, formal greetings may take up-
wards of 15 minutes.

In Kampala, greetings are far less frequent and shorter in
duration than in rural areas. Also, women in Kampala are
much less likely to kneel while greeting men or other social
superiors, a custom still prevalent in rural areas. Sociability is
at a premium during social events, especially at burials and fu-
nerals when villages can seem deserted because their members
are away, staying in temporary shelters constructed to accom-
modate guests who have amassed for several days of feasting,
drumming, and dancing.

Dating and courtship are significant in the lives of most
Baganda in their younger years. Both men and women value
men who are able to flatter through verbal expertise and their
power of persuasion. Common phrases of endearment include:

» o«

“Your eyes are big and shiny like a light” “Your teeth are as
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white as elephant tusks” “You are as slender as a bee”; “You
are my twin”; and a recent addition to a man’s repertoire, “You
are worth a million dollars.” Women, too, are verbally adroit.
Although she should not flatter a man, a woman is expected
to deceive him (okulimba) into thinking that he is her only
suitor. In physical features, there are numerous preferences
that include moderation in height, weight, and skin color. Eyes
should not be too large, “like a fish,” nor too small, “like a hole
in the cow’s skin.” In girls, a small space between upper front
teeth (muzigo) and horizontal lines in the neck (ebiseera) are
especially desirable. Baganda of all ages are very well dressed
and admire those who dress well.

LIVING CONDITIONS

Rural homes located among banana groves or shambas (gar-
dens) are usually made of wattle and daub and have thatched
or corrugated iron roofs. More aftfluent farmers live in homes
constructed of cement, with tile roofs. Some homes have elec-
tricity and running water, but for many water must be fetched
from a well or collected when it rains. There commonly is a
separate cooking house where cooking is done on an open
wood fire. A latrine is located behind the house in the shamba.
Household furniture usually consists of a wooden platform bed
with a mattress, a table, and wooden chairs. Woven straw mats
are used for sitting by women and children, although some
homes have sofas and arm chairs. Urban homes, by contrast,
are typically of concrete with corrugated iron or tile roofs and
glass windows. Indoor plumbing, indoor kitchens, electricity,
and toilet facilities are common in the city. Radios are frequent
in both rural and urban homes. Photographs and other pic-
tures are typically on display on the walls to commemorate
family members, political figures, or religious personages.

On the whole, Baganda enjoy a fairly high standard of living
in Uganda through income obtained from land rentals, agri-
cultural produce sold for cash, and wage labor as clerks, teach-
ers, and craftspeople, often combined with agriculture. Some
Baganda in rural areas are fishermen, carpenters, mechanics,
or conveyors of produce to market via bicycles, a more com-
mon vehicle than the automobile. All Baganda have daily ac-
cess to a plentiful food supply, given their year-round growing
season. On the other hand, Baganda suffer from malaria, given
the presence of swampy areas harboring the malarial-infected
mosquitoes. A particular form of childhood protein-calorie
malnutrition known as kwashiorkor is frequently seen as a re-
sult of early weaning and a protein-deficient diet of matooke
(plantain staple).

EAMILY LIFE

Traditionally, the term for marriage, jangu enfumbire (“come
cook for me”), symbolized the authority patterns that pre-
vailed in the typical household. The husband/father was su-
preme, and in the domestic sphere emulated the authority of
the Kabaka in the wider political system. Children and wom-
en knelt to the husband in deference to his authority, and he
was served his food first. Baganda children frequently describe
feelings of fear and respect for their fathers and warm attach-
ment for their mothers. One should never marry a person from
one’s own clan lest clan sanction and sickness result. Marriage
is, therefore, exogamous in terms of clans, although Baganda
tend to marry within their own tribe.
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After marriage a new household is established, usually in
the village of the husband. Most marriages are monogamous,
although polygamy was not uncommon in the past. Co-wives
lived in separate, but adjacent, houses while the husband had
his own house in front of the women’s quarters. Affinal rela-
tives (Bako or in-laws) are afforded great respect, and Bagan-
da avoid physical contact with one’s mother- or father-in-law.
Brothers- or sisters-in-law are often close and affectionate.
Children’s surnames are taken from the father and easily iden-
tify the clan from which they come. In addition to not mar-
rying within one’s own clan, it is taboo to eat the clan totem.
Some common totems are: leopard, civet cat, anteater, otter,
dog, cow, buftalo, bush buck, sheep, crow, and elephant, as well
as yam, bean, and mushroom.

T CLOTHING

The rural Muganda woman typically wears a Busuuti, a floor-
length, brightly colored cloth dress with a square neckline and
short, puffed sleeves. The garment is fastened with a sash placed
just below the waist over the hips, and by two buttons on the
left side of the neckline. It can be worn throughout pregnan-
cy by simply loosening the sash, since the skirt portion con-
sists of several yards of material. Traditionally, the busuuti was
strapless and made from bark-cloth. The busuuti is worn on
all festive and ceremonial occasions, even in Kampala where
Western-style clothing predominates on a daily basis. The in-
digenous dress of the Baganda man is a kanzu, a long, white
cotton robe. On special occasions, it is worn over trousers with
a Western-style suit jacket over it. Younger people wear West-
ern-style clothing. T-shirts with international celebrities on
them are particularly popular. Slacks, jeans, skirts, suits, and
ties also prevail.

2 E00D

The staple food of the Baganda is matooke, a plantain that is
steamed or boiled and commonly served with groundnut
sauce or meat soups. Sources of protein include eggs, fish,
beans, groundnuts, beef, chicken, and goats, as well as ter-
mites and grasshoppers in season. Common vegetables are
cabbage, beans, mushrooms, carrots, cassava, sweet potatoes,
onions, and various types of greens. Fruits include sweet ba-
nanas, pineapples, passion fruit, and papaya. Before eating, a
bowl of boiled water and soap are passed around for each per-
son to wash his or her hands. Steaming matooke is mashed and
placed upon banana leaves in a basket, then covered by more
leaves in order to keep the food hot. Portions of matooke are
mixed in with the soup or sauce and eaten together. Although
Baganda have cutlery, most prefer to eat with their hands, es-
pecially when at home. Drinks include indigenous fermented
beverages made from bananas (mwenge), pineapples (munan-
ansi), and maize (musoli). Bottled beers fermented in national
breweries are especially popular in the cities and towns, as are
soft drinks. Coffee and tea are common hot drinks, and many
homes recognize “tea time” in the afternoon as a special heri-
tage from the British colonial days. Traditionally, women did
not eat eggs or chicken, but this custom is very rare at present.
Women also traditionally ate separately from men on mats on
the floor. Nowadays, the urban family tends to eat at the table
together. Baganda women take great pride in their cooking,
and for most it is considered inappropriate for a man to enter
the cooking area. Knowledge of the over 40 varieties of plan-
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tain used in cooking is a special domain in which women ex-
cel. They also have a working knowledge of agriculture. Two or
three meals of plantains per day are customary. Metal cooking
pots and pans, cutlery, dishes, and glassware are now ubiqui-
tous, although in rural areas bottled gourds and ceramic con-
tainers are not uncommon.

B EDUCATION

Missionaries introduced literacy and formal education into
Uganda in the 19th century, going on to establish in subse-
quent years a large number of schools and hospitals through-
out Uganda. Baganda were among the first converts and,
therefore, among the first literate population in Uganda. The
Baganda value modern educational opportunity and will often
sacrifice a great deal to obtain schooling for further advance-
ment. Members of a family will combine resources to support
a particularly promising student, who upon the completion
of that education is expected to help his or her relatives. Ru-
ral areas contain primary schools often made of wattle and
daub. Secondary schools vary in quality, and there is tremen-
dous competition to get into the better ones. Kings College
Budu, for example, a secondary school where Baganda royalty
have studied, also accepts commoners. Accordingly, school-
ing serves as a leveling mechanism in modern society, much
as the old page system did previously. Fostering of children
was traditionally an acceptable practice in order to place chil-
dren in advantageous homes such as those of a chief. Today,
the modern boarding school is a favorite mechanism of up-
ward mobility. Currently, both boys and girls attend school in
large numbers, making formal education an important means
of mobility for women also. The Baganda value literacy highly
and have long maintained a vernacular press with a rich tradi-
tion of publishing books, pamphlets, songs, stories, and poems
in Luganda and English, the national language. Makerere Uni-
versity in Kampala attracted many Baganda in the 20th cen-
tury who went on to outstanding careers in law, medicine, and
other professions.

“ CULTURAL HERITAGE

Today, Baganda are among the best songwriters, playwrights,
poets, novelists, artists, and musicians in Uganda. Performing
arts have a long history of development in music and dance.
The Kabaka’s Palace was a special place where royal dancers
and drummers regularly performed. Each clan had its own
particular drum beat. Most Baganda households contained at
least a small drum for regular use in family singing and danc-
ing. Drums were used to announce special events such as the
birth of a child or the death of a person. The most significant
drums, however, were the royal drums, called the mujaguzo,
which numbered 93. Drums varied in size and each had its
own name and specific drum beat. Drums were made from
hollowed-out tree trunks and cowhide or zebra skin. Other
musical instruments included stringed instruments, such as
fiddles and harps, and woodwind instruments, such as flutes
and fifes.

Dancing is frequently practiced by all Baganda, beginning
in early childhood, and the best dancers and musicians are re-
nowned for their skills. Baganda dancers are remarkable for
their ability to move their hips swiftly to the beat of alternat-
ing drums playing simultaneously. Today, Uganda dancers and
musicians are frequently seen performing abroad. In Kampala,
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they can be seen entertaining regularly in night clubs, bars,
and other public locations.

Basketry is still a widespread art, especially mat-making by
women. These mats are colorful and intricately designed. In
addition to creating useful household containers, woven bas-
ketry and coiled basketry are also widespread arts that serve as
the foundation for stockades, enclosure fences, and houses.

> WORK

Most Baganda are peasant farmers, but others live in towns
and in the city of Kampala and work at various white-collar
and nonprofessional jobs.

6 SPORTS

Football (soccer), rugby, and track and field are common, pop-
ular sports in Uganda. Baganda boys participate in all these
sports, while girls participate in track and field. Traditionally,
the Baganda were renowned for their skills in wrestling, which
was considered to be their national game. Males of all ages par-
ticipated in this sport. Wrestling events were accompanied by
beer-drinking, singing, and drumming. It was, however, con-
sidered inappropriate to defeat the Kabaka. Other traditional
outdoor games by boys include the competitive throwing of
sticks and a kicking game in which boys stand side by side and
attempt to knock over the other boy.

ENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Children play games involving a chief for boys or a moth-
er role for girls. Okwesa, played by both boys and girls, is a
game of strategy involving a wooden board and stones or
beans that are placed in pockets in the board. Verbal games
are played frequently, especially at night and in the company
of grandparents.

BFOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

In addition to basketry and musical instruments, the manu-
facture of products from bark-cloth was and continues to be
significant. The bark from a species of fig tree called mutuba is
soaked in water, then beaten with a wooden mallet. This yields
a soft material that is decorated with paint and then cut into
strips of various sizes. Larger strips traditionally were used for
partitions in homes, while smaller pieces were decorated with
black dye and worn as clothing by women of royalty. Later,
bark-cloth dress, particularly reddish tan-colored bark-cloth,
became the national dress. Today, one rarely sees bark-cloth
dresses, which have been replaced by the cotton cloth Busuu-
ti. Bark-cloth is found today as decorative placemats, coasters,
and designs on cards of various sorts. It is also rare to find tra-
ditional pipes, pots, and other ceramics, which in the past were
elaborately decorated functional objects, in use today.

" SOCIAL PROBLEMS

The Baganda have had some problems integrating their politi-
cal culture into the nation state of Uganda. The first president
of independent Uganda (1962) was Sir Edward Mutesa, who
was also King of Buganda. The first prime minister, with whom
he shared power, was Milton Obote, who was from a district
outside of Buganda. Within four years, Obote had abolished
the kingdoms, and Mutesa fled Uganda and eventually died in
exile. In 1971, Obote was overthrown by Dictator Idi Amin,
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under whose presidency all Ugandans, including the Baganda,
suffered greatly from political and social oppression, death,
and the loss of personal property. Currently, the Baganda par-
ticipate in what is widely considered to be a national recovery
from the havoc and dissension of the Obote and Amin years.

Since the mid-1980s, AIDS has resulted in many deaths
among friends and family members and is a source of great
grief for Baganda. Caring for the children of parents who have
died of AIDS is an especially serious problem. Nevertheless,
this disease has been the subject of a spirited public education
effort through mass media and theatrical productions, as part
of a broad public educational effort toward prevention. These
efforts led to the first substantial declines in HIV prevalence
in Uganda. Nevertheless, the epidemic remains serious in,
with infection levels highest among women (7.5% compared to
5.0% among men) and urban residents (10% compared to 5.7%
among rural residents).

20 GENDER ISSUES

In terms of gender relations, patriarchy is central to Baganda
culture. In pre-colonial times there was a strict division of la-
bor among the Baganda, where women did most of the agri-
cultural work, while men often engaged in commerce, politics,
and warfare. In recent times, the Museveni government has
taken steps to elevate the plight of women as a major devel-
opment issue. The Museveni administration has encouraged
women to participate in politics and other aspects of public
life. In 2008, each of Uganda’s districts had a female mem-
ber of parliament. One-third of all local council seats are re-
served for women. As a result, women make up about 24% of
the legislature. There are active women’s rights groups, includ-
ing the Uganda Women Lawyers Association (FIDA-U), Ac-
tion for Development, and the National Association of Women
Judges. However, in spite of these advancements, women are
often targets of violence and sexual abuse. Women who reveal
their HIV-positive status to their spouses are often beaten and
sometimes murdered by their husbands.

In terms of human rights, Uganda’s past has been checkered
with torture and abuse, and according to some human rights
organizations, these abuses continue in present-day Uganda.
The army has been accused of committing atrocities against
the populations in northern Uganda, and security forces are
alleged to routinely torture suspects and members of the op-
position. Homosexuality is illegal under Victorian-era legisla-
tion still in force in Uganda and many other English-speaking
countries in Africa. The laws reflect a deep aversion among
many Africans to homosexuality. But, the truth remains that
gays and lesbians exist in Uganda, although they pay a high
price for their sexual orientation, often facing discrimination,
and even torture and imprisonment.
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BAKONGO

PRONUNCIATION: buh-KAHN-go

ALTERNATE NAMES: Kongo

LOCATION: Congo River region (Angola, Democratic Republic
of Congo, Republic of Congo)

POPULATION: 5.45 million

LANGUAGE: Kikongo

RELIGION: Christianity, Kimbanguism, and indigenous beliefs

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Angolans; Congolese

TINTRODUCTION

The solidarity of the Bakongo people has a long history based
on the splendor of the ancient Kongo kingdom and the cultur-
al unity of the Kikongo language. Founded in the 15th century
AD, the kingdom was discovered by the Portuguese explorer
Diego Cao when he landed at the mouth of the Congo River in
1484. As trade developed with the Portuguese, Mbanza Bata,
located south of the Congo, became the capital, later known
as San Salvador. Portuguese missionaries baptized King Nz-
inga, who adopted the Christian name Alfonso I. Within a few
years, the kingdom was exchanging ambassadors with Portu-
gal and the Vatican.

By the end of the 16th century, the Kongo kingdom had vir-
tually ceased to exist. Incursions by neighboring groups from
the east severely weakened it, and it became subservient to
Portugal. In the 17th century, British, Dutch, and French slave
ships reportedly carried 13 million persons from the Kongo
kingdom to the New World. Ironically, the monarch and his
vassals profited financially from the trade as their kingdom
crumbled beneath them. In 1884-85 at the Conference of Ber-
lin, the European powers divided the kingdom among the
French, Belgian, and Portuguese. By the end of the 19th cen-
tury, little remained of the once great Kongo civilization.

The 20th century witnessed a resurgence of Kongo national-
ism and culture. Inspired by the prophetic teachings of Simon
Kimbangu, thousands of Bakongo and other Congolese joined
his initial followers. Belgian persecution of Kimbangu encour-
aged anticolonial sentiment and eventually Kimbanguism be-
came a springboard for Congolese independence. In addition,
the zeal for the past of European historians and missionaries
such as Georges Ballandier and Father Van Wing, spurred Ba-
kongo intellectuals to demand immediate independence in
1956. They founded a political party, whose candidates won the
vast majority of municipal seats in 1959, leading to the election
of President Joseph Kasavubu, a Mukongo, as the Congo’s first
president.

While Kongo secessionist movements have come and gone,
the early 21st century marks an upsurge in revivalist fervor,
which at times has been violent. A movement to establish a
Kongo federal state composed of five provinces would bring
together Bakongo living in the southern Republic of Congo
(Congo-Brazzaville), the Angolan enclave of Cabinda, the low-
er province of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC,
Congo-Kinshasa), and northern Angola. Its name would be
Kongo Dia Ntotela (the United States of the Kongo). In Janu-
ary and February 2007 Bunda Dia Kongo (BDK—Kingdom of
Kongo) protested alleged corruption during the 2006 guberna-
torial elections within Bas-Congo province of DRC. The pro-
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tests resulted in government forces shooting and killing more
than 100 persons—mostly civilians. In February and March
2008 government soldiers shot and killed scores more and
burned their houses in an effort to restore state authority. The
BDK has called for the establishment of an “ethnically pure”
kingdom for the Bakongo.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

The Bakongo are a composite of peoples who assimilated the
Kongo culture and language over time. The kingdom consist-
ed of some 30 groups at its inception. Its original inhabitants
occupied a narrow corridor south of the Congo River from
present-day Kinshasa to the port city of Matadi in the lower
Congo. Through conflict, conquest, and treaties, they came
to dominate neighboring tribes, including the Bambata, the
Mayumbe, the Basolongo, the Kakongo, the Basundi, and the
Babuende. These peoples gradually acculturated and through
intermarriage became indistinguishable from the Bakongo.

At its apex, the nuclear kingdom covered about 300 sq km
(116 sq mi). Its boundaries extended as far as the NKkisi River to
the east, the Dande River to the south, the Congo (Zaire) River
to the north, and the Atlantic Ocean to the west. The greater
kingdom of the 16th century extended another 100 km (62 mi)
east to the Kwango River and 200 km (124 mi) further north
to the Kwilu River. Today, the Bakongo peoples still live in
their ancestral homeland. It is quite mountainous and subject
to a dry season lasting from May to August/September. Of the
three ecological zones to the south of the Congo River, the hilly
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middle zone receives the most annual rainfall (1,400 mm/55
in) and has relatively fertile soils and moderately warm tem-
peratures. Consequently, it is more densely populated than the
dry, sandy coastal region and the infertile arid plateau to the
east.

There are about 5.45 million Bakongo. They are the largest
ethnic grouping of the Republic of the Congo accounting for
nearly half of the population (1.9 million). In Angola, they are
the third largest group, making up 13% of the population (1.9
million) and in DRC they number about 1.65 million.

3LANGUAGE

The Bakongo speak various dialects of Kikongo, similar to the
Kikongo spoken in the ancient kingdom. These dialects differ
widely across the region; some are almost mutually unintelli-
gible. To further its nation-building efforts after independence,
the government of the former Zaire created a standardized ver-
sion of the language, which incorporated elements of the many
variants. Standard Kikongo is used in elementary schools
throughout the Lower Province and Bandundu, and is called
Mono Kotuba or Kikongo ya Leta (State Kikongo).

*FOLKLORE

Legends trace Bakongo ancestry to Ne Kongo Nimi, who is
said to have had three children, whose descendants, grouped
into three clans, form the Kongo nation. The children of Ne
Kongo Nimi were called Bana ba Ne Kongo, literally the chil-
dren of Ne Kongo. The abbreviation became Bakongo. Prov-
erbs, fables, legends, and tales occupy an important place in
daily life. Some popular legends are only recognizable by their
core content, since storytellers add their own spice and take
great liberties in embellishing the traditional legends. One
popular character, Monimambu, is known to the Bakongo and
other peoples through oral and written literature. He is not a
hero—rather he is a fictional figure with human foibles and
feelings who has some successes but makes mistakes, too. His
adventures are entertaining, but the stories not only amuse,
they instruct as well. A favorite animal figure in Bakongo tales
is the leopard.

The Bakongo recognize Dona Beatrice as a Kongolese her-
oine. Born Kimpa Vita, she became a Christian martyr, and
later a symbol of Congolese nationhood. She lived in a time
of great crisis. Rivalries had torn apart the kingdom, and the
capital of San Salvador had lain in ruins since 1678. In 1703,
at the age of 22, Beatrice sought to restore the grandeur of the
Kongo. She warned of divine chastisement if the capital were
not reoccupied. Within two years she established a new dogma
and teaching and renewed the church. But her opposition to
foreign missionaries led to her demise. Beholden to the Portu-
guese, King Pedro IV arrested her. She was tried by a church
tribunal for heresy, condemned, and burned at the stake. Her
idealism and sacrifice inspired a tradition of mysticism among
the Bakongo, and she is considered a precursor to the 20th-
century prophet Simon Kimbangu (see Religion).

*RELIGION

The Bakongo were among the first sub-Saharan African peo-
ples to adopt Christianity, and, as a kingdom, had diplomatic
ties with the Vatican. In the colonial period, Belgian mission-
aries established Catholic seminaries in the villages of Lemfu
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and Mayidi and built mission churches and schools through-
out Lower Congo.

Many Bakongo overlay their Christianity with traditional
beliefs. According to the traditional religion of the Bakon-
go, the creator of the universe, called Nzambe, resides above
a world of ancestor spirits. Many people believe that when a
family member dies a normal death, he or she joins this spirit
world, or village, of the ancestors, who look after the living and
protect the descendants to whom they have bequeathed their
lands. Spirits of those dying violent and untimely deaths are
thought to be without rest until their deaths have been avenged.
Sorcerers are employed to divine the agent responsible for the
death through the use of fetishes or charms called nkisi. In ad-
dition, healing practices and traditional religion go hand in
hand. Traditional healers called nganga may be consulted for
herbal treatments or to root out kindoki (witches practicing
black magic, who are thought to cause illness through malice,
and to eat the souls of their victims by night).

In the 1920s, Simon Kimbangu, a member of the Eng-
lish Baptist Mission Church, claimed to have received a vi-
sion from God, calling him to preach the Word, and to heal
the sick. He taught the law of Moses and repudiated sorcery,
fetishes, charms, and polygamy. When his ministry acquired
anti-clerical anti-colonial overtones, the Belgians arrested
him and sentenced him to death. Later his sentence was com-
muted to life in prison, where he died in 1951. Kimbanguism
gained legal recognition from Belgian authorities in 1959, and
through cooptation of its leaders, the Kimbanguist church be-
came a staunch supporter of President Mobutu after indepen-
dence. Officially known as “The Church of Christ on Earth by
His Special Envoy Simon Kimbangu,” believers number some-
where between 1 and 3 million.

® MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Bakongo celebrate the national political holidays of their re-
spective countries as well as Christmas and Easter. Those who
are Kimbanguists make an annual pilgrimage to the Kamba
River to honor their prophet. At the river they offer sacrific-
es, pray, ask for blessings, and take some of the water, which
is considered holy. Kimbanguists believe in Jesus as the son of
God and therefore commemorate Christmas and Easter. In ad-
dition, they celebrate April 6, which marks the beginning of
Kimbangu’s healing ministry; October 12, which marks his
death; and May 25, which marks the birthday of Papa Dialun-
gana, their spiritual leader.

In the DRC, the Bakongo celebrate Parents Day, August 1,
along with their fellow citizens. On this holiday people go to
the cemeteries in the morning to spruce up the family graves.
The grave sites may be overgrown with tall dry elephant grass,
which is burned away, creating an Armageddon-like atmo-
sphere. In the evenings, families get together to share a festive
meal with the extended family.

7RITES OF PASSAGE

The Bakongo believe in a close relationship between the un-
born, the living, and the dead. If they are Christian, they
baptize their children. At birth, there is a ritual called a ko-
bota elingi (which literally means “what a pleasure it is to give
birth”), a party to which friends and relatives come to share in
the parents’ joy and to celebrate the continuity of the family.
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Until recently, initiation (Longo) held a critical place among
the rites of passage. Longo teaches children the secrets of Ba-
kongo traditions essential to assuming the responsibilities of
adulthood. During Longo, children learn adult behavior, in-
cluding control of their physical and emotional reactions to
evil, suffering, and death. The ceremonies differ in form, dura-
tion, and name among the different Bakongo subgroups. In the
past they lasted up to two months. Gradual westernization and
rigid school calendars mean that fewer children undergo the
rite.

Death is a passage to the next dimension, the spirit village
of the ancestors (see Religion). In the past, Kongo tombs were
remarkably large, built of wood or stone, and resembled small
homes into which the family of the deceased placed furniture
and personal objects. The corpse was dressed in fine apparel
and placed in a position recalling his trade. Graves these days
are often marked with no more than concrete crosses. But some
are works of art that still reflect Portuguese influence and dis-
play statues of friends and family mounted on and around the
tomb.

. INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

Bakongo are friendly people who typically greet each other
both verbally and by shaking hands. The familiar greeting in
Kikongo is Mbote, Tata/Mama. Kolele? (“Hello, Sir/Madam.
What news?”). Respect for authority figures and the elderly is
shown by holding the left hand to the right wrist when shak-
ing hands. Men commonly hold hands in public as a sign of
friendship. Children are always supposed to receive objects
with two hands.

Although young people may initiate courtship, marriage is
often the product of family intervention, with older siblings or
extended family members suggesting prospective mates.

LIVING CONDITIONS

Living conditions are austere for most Bakongo. Rural families
typically live in one- or two-room mud brick huts with thatch
or tin roofs, and without electricity. Cooking is done mostly
outside. Windows are unscreened, allowing access to flies and
mosquitoes. Water sources are mostly unprotected and sub-
ject to contamination. Infectious and parasitic diseases in the
DRC cause more than 50% of all deaths. Children under five,
who make up 20% of the DRC population, account for 80% of
deaths. Their daily diets are generally deficient in vitamins,
minerals, and protein. Despite poor road networks, much of
the produce of the Lower Congo region feeds urban popula-
tions in Brazzaville, Kinshasa, and Luanda.

WEAMILY LIFE

The Bakongo family lives as a nuclear unit and is rarely polyga-
mous. Although women typically give birth to as many as 10
children, diseases and other illnesses claim the lives of many
while they are still infants or toddlers. Nevertheless, children
are a sign of wealth, and parents consider themselves blessed to
have many children.

The Bakongo are matriarchal. Children belong to their
mother’s lineage, and the maternal uncle exercises jurisdic-
tion over them even while their father is alive, wielding great
power but also carrying great responsibility. The maternal un-
cle decides where his sister’s children will study and what vo-
cation they will pursue. If a man succeeds in life but refuses
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A wooden figure with nails, belonging to the Bakongo, dates to
around the 16th-20th century. (Getty Images)

to help the family, he may be censured by his uncle. On the
other hand, in the case of certain misfortunes, the uncle him-
self may be blamed—uncles have been stoned when they were
suspected of wrongdoing. The European patriarchal tradition
has weakened this once monolithic system.

" CLOTHING

In ancient times, the Bakongo wore clothing made from bark
softened by pounding. However, through their long associa-
tion with the West, the Bakongo adopted Western apparel at an
early date. Photographs from the late 1880s show them wear-
ing suits over their sarongs. They generally are considered very
proper dressers by other Congolese. Women adopt the latest
local fashions and hair styles, which change every few months.
The mainstay is the African sarong (pagne). Many families are
forced to buy used clothing at the markets; children typically
sport T-shirts, shorts, and cotton smocks for everyday wear.

2E00D

The Bakongo typically eat three meals a day. For breakfast,
a village family eats a pasty dough-like ball made from cas-
sava flour (fufu) with yesterday’s sauce. More urbanized peo-
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ple drink coffee and eat French bread, which is baked locally
throughout the region.

The midday meal is the largest of the day. Bakongo enjoy
one of several sauces, eaten with fufu or with rice. Cassava
leaves (saka saka), pounded and cooked, are always a favorite.
Dried salted fish (makayabu) or pilchards are added to make a
rich saka saka. Another local favorite is pounded sesame seeds
(wangila), to which small dried shrimp are added. Pounded
squash seeds (mbika) seasoned with lots of hot pepper and
wrapped in banana leaves are sold at roadside stands, and are
a popular snack for travelers. The most common dish is white
beans cooked in a palm oil sauce of tomatoes, onions, garlic,
and hot pepper. The beans are eaten with rice, fufu, or chik-
wange (a cassava loaf prepared in banana leaves).

Supper generally consists of leftovers, but chikwange with a
piece of makayabu covered in hot pepper sauce may be found
at local markets in the evening, and is very satisfying with
beer. “Kin sept jours” (meaning Kinshasa seven-day loaf) is a
giant chikwange so large that it purportedly takes a whole fam-
ily a week to eat it.

The Bakongo are fond of palm wine. Palm juice is tapped
from the top of the coconut palm trunk. It ferments within
hours and must be drunk the next day. On Saturday and Sun-
day afternoons, people sit under mango trees, enjoying the
milky, tangy substance. They also make sugar cane wine (ngui-
la), fruit wines, and homemade gin (cinq cents). It is custom-
ary to pour a small amount on the ground for the ancestors
before imbibing.

BEDUCATION

By virtue of their close and sustained contact with European
missionaries, the Bakongo have enjoyed relatively high levels
of literacy and education. Currently, most parents want to send
their children to high school and beyond, but many children
from average families are obliged to drop out, at least tempo-
rarily, for financial reasons. Thus it is not uncommon to find
20-year-olds in some high schools.

" CULTURAL HERITAGE

Kongo court art ranks with that of the Bakuba of Kasai and
the Baluba of Katanga, tribes of the southeastern DRC (Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo). One type of statue—the min-
tadi, or “chief”—was a large piece of sculpture designed to
“replace” the chief at court while he was at war or visiting the
king in San Salvador. These statues, of which few remain, were
sculpted of stone or wood and showed the chief’s rank. Anoth-
er type—“maternity”—depicted a mother and child. In their
resemblance to portrayals of the virgin Mary, these show a
Catholic influence and are notable for both their non-stylized
realism and their serenity.

Besides its reservoir of oral literature, Kikongo has a cen-
turies-old written tradition. Kikongo verse is rich in proverbs,
fables, riddles, and folktales. Parts of the Bible were translated
into Kikongo in the latter part of the 19th century.

> WORK

Except for the urban migrant, most Bakongo are subsistence
farmers with small patches of cassava, beans, and vegetables.
Fruit tree plantations are abundant in some areas. General-
ly, crop cultivation is only moderately productive because of
the dry climate and infertile soils along the coast and into the
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plateau regions. Along the coast, however, fishing provides a
livelihood for many people. Despite the building of the large
Inga dams, the promise of industry touted in the 1970s nev-
er fully materialized. Recent protests in Bas-Congo DRC have
carried overtones of refusing employment to outsiders, and to
restricting work and business opportunities to residents of the
province.

' SPORTS

In all three countries home to the Bakongo, soccer is the na-
tional participant and spectator sport. Boys and young men
play it wherever and whenever possible. As a rule, though, peo-
ple find much less time to play sports than in the West. Even
on Sundays, they may cultivate their fields or tend fruit trees in
order to ensure a good harvest.

VENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Besides playing and watching soccer, people love to tell stories.
In rural areas people grow up listening to and learning to nar-
rate tales. In addition, nearly everyone enjoys music and danc-
ing. Kinshasa and Brazzaville are centers for African music,
which is enjoyed throughout the continent. The larger cities
are famous for their live music and nightclubs. Young people,
especially, are continually learning the latest dances. In recent
years the advent of satellite TV has made it possible for the
more affluent to be entertained in their homes. But affordable
video houses have become a popular means for the general
public to enjoy movies and music videos.

" FOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Traditionally, Bakongo artisans have excelled in wood carving,
sculpting, painting, and stone work. An example of their in-
tricate carving is found in their wooden bowl covers that have
protruding human busts for handles. They also specialize in
scepters, ankle bells, cow-tail fly swatters, and bottles for me-
dicinal and magical powders, often displaying images of people
and animals. Masks, on the other hand, have been less impor-
tant to the Bakongo than to other people, such as the Luba.

One unique type of folk art is the fetish, which is an animal
carved from wood and driven full of nails. The Mayumbe near
the coast paint calabashes (gourds), embellishing them with
hunting scenes and colorful geometric designs.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

The Bakongo face many of the same problems as their fellow
citizens in their countries. They must cope with uncontrolled
urbanization, collapsing state health infrastructure, lack of
well-paid jobs, economic instability, and discontent among
youth for lack of opportunities. In DRC, Bakongo have long-
standing grievances with the national government that their
farm produce, natural resources and other sources of revenues
to the national treasury far exceed the benefits they receive in
state services.

Social problems are not entirely separable from political
issues. As noted, Kongo nationalists have never accepted the
division of their ancient kingdom at the conference of Berlin
in 1884-85. They argue that the partition was a unilateral Eu-
ropean decision in which no Congolese participated. Conse-
quently, since the 1950s in Angola, Holden Roberto and the
National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA) opposed
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first the Portuguese and then the Popular Movement for the
Liberation of Angola (MPLA) regime; their goal was the reuni-
fication of the Bakongo spread across three countries. Tragi-
cally, their protests and uprisings resulted in repression and
massacres, including “Bloody Friday” on January 1993 when
between 4,000 and 6,000 Bakongo were killed. In Angola, Ba-
kongo still are viewed with suspicion by the regime because of
their support during the civil war for the National Union for
the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). It would be diffi-
cult to estimate the cost of these allegiances in terms of lost so-
cial and economic development, but Bakongo clearly have paid
and continue to pay dearly for their separatist ideas.

20 GENDER ISSUES

Women have not benefitted equally from development, and
traditionally they have had to take a subservient role to men
in political, social, and economic affairs. Women and girls still
perform the majority of household chores including fetching
water, collecting firewood, cooking and caring for children.
They also plant, weed and harvest crops, and tend household
gardens. Most girls, because they are expected to help their
mothers with this workload, do not complete primary and sec-
ondary school. While women produce around 60% of the food,
they receive only a fraction of agriculture extension services
and generally do not own land. Some are subject to sexual vio-
lence though not nearly on the scale as experienced by women
in eastern Congo. Nevertheless, initiatives like schooling for
girls and women’s savings and credit cooperatives have gone a
long way to empowering women.
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BAMANA

PRONUNCIATION: bah-MAH-nah
ALTERNATE NAMES: Bambara
LOCATION: Republic of Mali
POPULATION: 4-5 million
LANGUAGE: Bamanankan

RELIGION: Islam; indigenous religion
RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Malians

TINTRODUCTION

The Bamana live in the Republic of Mali. The development of a
Bamana ethnic identity dates back to the pre-colonial states of
Segu and Kaarta. According to oral tradition, Biton (Mamari)
Kulubali founded the Segu kingdom (named after its capital)
in about 1712 when he was banned from his own village af-
ter a dispute. His age mates followed him, and together they
organized raids on surrounding communities. Their ranks
were swelled by men whose freedom they purchased (e.g., men
who had committed crimes or fallen into debt bondage) and
by others who joined voluntarily. Extending his raids over an
ever-larger territory, Biton gradually came to control the en-
tire Middle Niger region. Some members of the Kulubali clan
resisted his authority and migrated westward into the area of
Kaarta where they founded a second Bamana state.

Biton Kulubali died in 1755. His sons quarreled over his
succession and ultimately lost the throne to the military com-
mander Ngolo Jara. Ngolo brought back stability and expand-
ed the boundaries of the kingdom. The state was at its largest
and strongest during the reigns of Ngolo’s son Monzon and his
grandson Da Monzon. The Scottish explorer Mungo Park, the
first European to travel in this part of West Africa, visited Segu
during the reign of Monzon in 1796 and again in 1805. Inter-
nal strife began again after the death of Da Monzon in 1827,
and central rule became weaker. Al Hajj Umar Tal, a Muslim
cleric from the Futa Toro (now Senegal), took control of Kaar-
ta in 1855 and conquered Segu in 1860 in the course of a ji-
had (military struggle). He was succeeded by his son Amadu,
who retained power in Segu until the French conquest in 1890.
Bamana villages in Kaarta and in the former Segu kingdom
resisted the imposition of colonial rule but finally succumbed
to superior military power. The French established an admin-
istrative center in Segu and reinstalled a descendent of the Jara
dynasty as a local figurehead but soon accused him of foment-
ing a revolt and executed him. A French administrator then
governed the territory until Mali gained its independence from
France in 1960. Segu has been the capital of Mali’s fourth re-
gion since then.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

The Bamana compose the largest of Mali’s ethnic groups, num-
bering more than 4 million. They predominate on both sides of
the Niger River between Bamako and Ke-Macina, northwest of
Bamako, and between the Niger and Bani rivers southeast of
Segu. Bamana families and groups of families also live among
other ethnic groups elsewhere in the country. Large numbers
of rural men and women move to Mali’s cities, especially to the
capital Bamako, to earn money during the long dry season or
to establish themselves permanently. Others seek work outside
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the country. Cote d’Ivoire was a favorite destination until the
eruption of the civil war in 2002.

3LANGUAGE

The Bamana language (Bamanankan) belongs to the Mande
group of languages, which are a branch of the Niger-Con-
go family of African languages. A national orthography for
Bamana was developed after independence but the spelling
of most personal and place names still reflect French writing
conventions; for example “Ségou” rather than “Segu.” The lan-
guage is tonal so that the meaning of words changes depend-
ing on the tone of a particular syllable. (So with a low tone, for
example, means “horse,” whereas so with a high tone means
“house.”) Definite and indefinite articles are also marked by
raising or lowering the tone. The language is semantically rich.
Bamana convey this when they say “Bamankan kono ka dun”
(“The Bamana language is profound”).

Since Segu is considered the Bamana heartland, the dialect
of Bamana spoken in and around Segu is said to be the most
authentic form of the language.

“*FOLKLORE

The foremost Bamana heroes are the king Da Monzon Jara, the
king’s bard Tinyetigiba Dante, and his warrior chief Bakari Jan
Koné, whose deeds are celebrated in the epic of Da Monzon.
This epic telescopes certain historical figures and events before
and after Da Monzon’s reign. In recent memory, Da Monzon’s
popularity even overshadows that of the kingdom’s founder
Biton Kulubali, although the popular Segu band Super Biton,
which has represented the region at the biennial National Arts
Festival, is named after the latter.

SRELIGION

Al Hajj Umar Tal (see Introduction) and his successors tried
to eliminate Bamana religious practices but they did not con-
vert people by force. Bamana men and women embraced Islam
of their own volition over the course of the 20th century. The
vast majority are Muslims today.

Indigenous Bamana religion was anchored in respect for
the ancestors, village protective spirits, and several secret so-
cieties. The abode (dasiri) of the village protective spirits is in
a grove near the village where the villagers would collective-
ly make annual sacrifices. Individuals and households could
obtain blessings through sacrifices to ancestors at household
shrines as well as to village protective spirits at the dasiri. Six
major secret societies (ndomo, komo, kono, koré, ciwara, and
nya) were instrumental in social and religious life. Only men
could become members. Historical evidence suggests that
there were also some female societies in the past. Not all of
the six societies were represented in each village or area oc-
cupied by Bamana. All young boys were once initiated into the
ndomo society, where they participated in annual rituals and
learned self-discipline. Once circumcised, a boy could join one
or more of the other societies in his area. Members were re-
quired to participate in meetings and rituals and refrain from
discussing the knowledge they acquired with non-members.
Non-members were unable to approach the area where rituals
were held; sometimes they even had to remain in their houses
when rituals were taking place in the village. In such instanc-
es, a bell signaled the beginning and end of the curfew. Al-
though the societies differed in the scope and content of their
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esoteric knowledge, rituals, symbols, and practices, they all
upheld community values and sought to protect the commu-
nity against misfortune and harm by individuals (e.g., through
sorcery). Divination through procedures such as geomancy,
throwing cowries, or animal sacrifice was used widely when
important decisions had to be taken.

S MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Traditionally, Bamana observed either Monday or Thursday
as a day of rest. During the agricultural season, they suspend-
ed work in the fields on that day and relaxed around pots of
home-brewed beer. Very few observe these days any longer due
to labor migration and widespread conversion to Islam. The
Bamana New Year, the first day of the lunar month jominé, is
still recognized by some, but everyone now celebrates the na-
tional holidays (see Malians).

7RITES OF PASSAGE

Ethnic differences in the celebration of rites of passage in
Mali have diminished as a result of conversion to Islam and
increased urbanization. Many Bamana women in rural areas
still give birth at home with the assistance of a midwife. New
mothers stay home and rest with the baby for seven days until
a naming ceremony is held. The household elder chooses the
name in consultation with the infant’s father. If the family is
Muslim and has no preference, the local imam (religious lead-
er) will select a name and say prayers. In the rural areas outside
Segu, village men assemble for the name-giving ceremony and
make a small monetary contribution, but women do not bring
gifts of cloth for the mother as in the city.

Village boys of roughly the same age are circumcised to-
gether and remain secluded until their wounds are healed. The
same holds for girls who are excised (i.e., have part of their
clitoris removed). Whether or not excision should continue is
increasingly being debated. Excision is a pre-Islamic practice
which many Bamana retained when they became Muslims. It
was considered parallel to circumcision, and each was seen as
playing a vital role in the unfolding of female and male sexual-
ity respectively. Celebrations at the end of seclusion have also
diminished considerably. In the past, when boys and girls were
teenagers by the time of circumcision/excision, these ritu-
als signaled the end of childhood and the “coming out” of the
new adults was a joyous affair with much feasting, visiting, and
dancing. Young women were considered marriageable thereaf-
ter and young men ready to court women. The future in-laws
of girls who were already betrothed would come bearing gifts.

Weddings follow the transfer of gifts from the groom’s to
the bride’s family (bride wealth) and are held in the home of
the groom. In rural areas, entire villages or neighborhoods
participate in the festivities and help the groom’s family feed
the guests by bringing cooked food. Friends and acquaintances
of the groom come from near and far, offering their best wish-
es and monetary contributions. The bride is accompanied by
a throng of female relatives, and her trousseau is opened and
displayed for the village women. Some of the cloth she brings
with her is distributed among her husband’s female relatives.
After the wedding, the bride spends only a few days with her
husband and returns home for several weeks before joining
him permanently. In the past weddings were held during the
dry season, but they are now often celebrated during the rainy
season when young people return from labor migration. Wed-
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dings are equally important social occasions in the cities. Since
space is more limited than in the rural areas, some of the fes-
tivities take place in the street in front of the groom’s home.
Families block off part of the street and erect tents to accom-
modate guests and musicians.

Muslim Bamana funerals are simple and differ little from
others in Mali. Among non-Muslims, the death of an old wom-
an or man gives rise to festivities celebrating the person’s life,
especially if (s)he has numerous children and grandchildren.

8  INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

Learning the etiquette of greeting and hospitality is part of the
socialization process of any Bamana child. The greeting rit-
ual involves a rhythmic exchange of inquiries and responses
concerning the interlocutors” well-being and establishes their
membership in social groups. If the two people know each oth-
er, they inquire about family members and friends. If they are
strangers, the host seeks to locate the guest socially through
questions posed in greeting. During the greeting, the interloc-
utors lower their eyes. A younger person always shows respect
by not looking an elder in the eye while greeting. Following the
greeting, a visitor is offered a drink of water and a place to sit.
Depending on the nature and length of the visit, a guest may
also be offered food and a parting gift (e.g., a chicken or other
local product). A visitor (relative, friend, neighbor, or stranger)
who arrives at mealtime is always invited to join in the meal.
One way to honor a guest is to offer him or her a kola nut. Most
visiting takes place on the veranda or in the courtyard, but if a
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visitor is invited to enter someone’s house, he or she tradition-
ally removes his or her shoes.

Even among people who see each other daily, greetings are
very important. There are greetings for virtually all occasions
and activities. Someone returning from the market, for exam-

\ 2

ple, is hailed, “I ni dogo” (literally: “You and the market”).
LIVING CONDITIONS

As is the case with rural Malians of other ethnic groups, ru-
ral Bamana have few material comforts. Their houses are gen-
erally made of mud bricks and have no electricity or running
water. Women and young girls carry all water for drinking,
cooking, and bathing home from the nearest well. They cook
over an open fire in the courtyard or, during the rainy sea-
son, in a kitchen house. Each married woman is entitled to her
own house with an attached bathing area and toilet. If a man
has more than one wife, he must provide this for each one. A
man with multiple wives frequently also has a small house of
his own where he keeps his personal belongings and entertains
guests. The most prevalent consumer goods include clothing,
emaille bowls, garden chairs, kerosene lamps, flashlights, tran-
sistor radios, bicycles, and motor bikes. Those who do not own
or have access to a bicycle or motor bike generally travel by foot
or donkey-cart between rural villages.

Health problems and treatment options are generally
the same as for other Malians. Because the majority of rural
Bamana engage in agriculture, they are prone to work-related
injuries and infected wounds.

EAMILY LIFE

The households of Bamana cultivators are usually multi-gener-
ational, including a man and his wife or wives, and their sons
with their respective wives and children. Social relations are
governed by an age and gender hierarchy. Men are ranked ac-
cording to their biological age and women on the basis of their
marriage into the household. Those who are older have more
authority than their juniors and men have more authority than
women. This principle is mitigated by various factors includ-
ing earning capacity and personal dynamism. Moreover, elder
women are an important force within the household by virtue
of having worked and born children for their husband’s fam-
ily. Decisions concerning the household are made by the eldest
male in consultation with his brothers or grown sons. Women
are now often consulted in decisions regarding the marriage
of daughters and sons, and they are able to influence decisions
even when they have no direct input.

Family members cooperate in the cultivation of household
fields and the crops, and/or the proceeds from their sale, pro-
vide food for the household meals and resources for agricul-
tural improvements, marriage expenses, and other household
needs. The wives of the men in the family are responsible for
meal preparation. They cooperate in pounding grain unless
they are able to pay for having it ground by machine, and they
take turns cooking. Elder women are freed of these duties once
daughters-in-law can assume them. Family members eat to-
gether, usually in same-gender groups. Since meals are taken
in the courtyard for most of the year women can often over-
hear conversation among men and vice versa. There may also
be conversation and banter back and forth. Married women
host friends, visiting relatives, or their husband and his guests
at their own house.
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In order to generate income that is under their personal con-
trol, both men and women can grow specialty crops, produce
handicrafts, or engage in small trade during the off-season or
during leisure hours. Individual women and men also have the
right to own chickens, goats, sheep, or cattle in addition to any
animals which all members of the household may own jointly.
If conflict arises and cannot be managed, jointly owned land
and animals are divided, and the household breaks up into
smaller units.

M CLOTHING

Contemporary Bamana women and men dress like other Ma-
lians. Traditionally, women spun cotton and men wove it into
strips that were sewn together into clothing for young and old
of both genders. In the early part of the 20th century, adult
male attire consisted of a tunic and ample knee-length pants
that closed with a drawstring, both often dyed a rust brown by
a man’s wife or mother. Women traditionally wore a hand wo-
ven wrap skirt in multi-colored patterns or designs done in a
mud-dye technique. They wore a piece of similar cloth around
the upper part of their bodies. Basic jewelry included gold ear
and nose rings for women and a single gold earring for men.

2F00D

The basis of the diet in rural areas continues to be millet and,
to a lesser extent, sorghum and fonio. Rice is increasingly pop-
ular but not eaten every day. Millet (or sorghum and fonio) is
pounded by hand or machine-ground and then prepared as a
gruel (for breakfast or as a light meal) or as a stiff porridge or
couscous. Both porridge and couscous are eaten with various
sauces made of hot pepper and ground baobab leaf or peanut
paste. Dried fish is often used for flavoring the sauce because
most people cannot afford meat or chicken every day. Smoked
or fresh fish is more commonly eaten than either chicken or
meat. Apart from okra and sorrel, vegetables are only gradu-
ally entering the rural Bamana diet. Ngomi is a millet pancake
fried in shea butter oil (from the shea tree) and eaten with sauce
or sugar water. Finally, a traditional Bamana liquid food, often
eaten between meals, is dége, which is made of finely ground
millet flour and cream that are allowed to sour. At the time of
consumption, it is diluted with water and sweetened with sug-
ar. Young women who have been on labor migration occasion-
ally prepare foods they have learned to cook in the city (e.g.
pasta) as special treats.

BEDUCATION

Educational statistics are not broken down by ethnic group.
Bamana children and youths are represented in the secular
schools as well as in the madrasas and Quranic schools preva-
lent in Mali. Many rural villages still do not have any school
and children have to walk to the nearest village or town to at-
tend. Secondary schools are located mainly in cities and in
administrative centers such as county seats. This means that
students from outlying areas must board if they want to con-
tinue their educations beyond elementary school.

" CULTURAL HERITAGE

The tomb of Biton Kulubali, founder of the Segu kingdom, is
located on the banks of the Niger in Sikoro, a few kilometers
from Segu. Nearby is the reconstructed room from where Bi-
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ton is said to have conducted the affairs of state. The symbol
of Segu is the balanzan tree (acacia albida), which loses its
fine leaves during the rainy season. In 2005 Segu hotel owners
joined with local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and
city representatives to organize the first Festival on the Niger
in order to showcase regional cultural traditions and promote
cultural tourism. The festival has been held every February
since then and also brings national musical talent to the city.

Music is an integral part of all Bamana rituals and cel-
ebrations, with drums providing the major musical accom-
paniment. Young men who have the talent and interest learn
drumming by working with accomplished drummers. Bands
usually consist of three drummers who play in a neighborhood
or village. Bands that gain a reputation have the opportunity
to perform for a fee on special occasions. Women and men
dance in same-sex groups. Hunters’ associations have bards
who make music with a lute (donso ngoni) that is accompanied
by a scraper (a baton-like metal instrument). Another type of
lute was used during secret society rituals. Women have their
own musical instrument, the gita, used as an accompaniment
to singing. The gita of married women consists of a calabash
(gourd) turned upside down on a piece of heavy cloth and is
struck with two wooden batons (similar to chopsticks). The
gita used by unmarried girls is a calabash decorated with an
incised pattern and cowry shells; it is tossed shoulder-high
with both hands and turned at the same time to make a per-
cussive sound.

Although Bamana figure among Mali’s writers, oral litera-
ture has the widest audience and includes a variety of genres.
Apart from the epic, there are tales, proverbs, and riddles. Chil-
dren in particular exercise their intellect by telling riddles.

Puppet theater and mud cloth, discussed below, are part of
the Bamana cultural heritage.

> WORK

Agriculture continues to employ most Bamana but it is rarely
the only source of income. Those who remain in the rural ar-
eas combine it with other income-generating activities, rang-
ing from market gardening to craft production, small trade,
and construction. Bamana women work in the fields alongside
men, but households with enough male labor may free them
from planting and weeding to pursue other activities. In the
past, Bamana prided themselves on being accomplished cul-
tivators. Young men could show prowess by excelling during
collective work parties in the fields. When the village youth
group worked in someone’s field, it was accompanied by drum-
mers and adolescent girls who sang to urge the men on in their
work.

Seasonal or longer-term labor migration is a widespread
means of supplementing rural incomes. The majority of male
migrants pursue a variety of occupations in the urban infor-
mal sector while young women work as domestic servants in
urban households. Like other Malians, Bamana also seek work
outside the country. Women and men who complete their
schooling enter a variety of occupations appropriate to their
educational achievement.

1 SPORTS

Soccer is a popular sport introduced by Europeans. There are
no traditional sports, although male dancing involves acrobat-
ics such as somersaults.
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A N’domo mask with wood, shells, and seeds, from the Bamana
culture, Mali. (Bridgeman Art Library/Getty Images)

7ENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Theater has long been popular among the Bamana, in small
villages as well as in urban neighborhoods. In the rural areas,
it is generally organized by the local youth association. One
type of theater, known as kotéba, satirizes local practices and
individuals. A favorite entertainment related to kotéba is com-
edy whereby a man or woman dressed outrageously acts the
part of a buffoon known as koréduga. A second type of the-
ater, sogobo, may involve either puppetry or costumes made of
reeds, cloth, and masks worn by men. The puppets represent
animals, spirits, and human characters, including white colo-
nial officials. They are commissioned from a blacksmith-carv-
er. Performances involving reed costumes are generally held
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only at night at the beginning of the harvest season. Villages
vie with each other for the best performances and some reach
national acclaim. Both kotéba and sogobo are done with live
drumming and a male chorus.

The departure of young men and women during the long dry
season has greatly diminished rural entertainment during this
time of year. Weddings animate villages at the beginning of
the rainy season with visitors and musical entertainment. Vil-
lage youth groups invest in microphones and amplifiers since
they are now considered a requirement for successful musical
performances. In the absence of live performances, people of
all ages listen to the radio or to music on cassettes. Socializing
with friends, neighbors, and relatives remains a primary form
of recreation.

BEFOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Weaving was once a widespread dry season occupation for
Bamana men but it has declined considerably since the 1990s.
Some men still weave blankets of home- or machine-spun cot-
ton in red and white or black and white checks and stripes.
Mud cloth (bogolan fini), a cotton textile for ritual purposes and
everyday wear, was traditionally painted by and for women in
black- or brown-white geometric patterns using vegetable dyes
and fermented clay. Over a decade ago it was adapted for fash-
ionable wear, bags, and wall hangings and marketed nation-
ally and internationally. Malians embraced it as an emblem of
national identity and African Americans began wearing it as
a symbol of pride. Malian artists played an important role in
this transformation. Since its production for the national and
international market place, men have also become involved in
painting mud cloth.

Blacksmiths have historically not only made iron objects but
also carved masks used in rituals, including the famous ante-
lope headdresses seen in many museums. Wives and mothers
of blacksmiths are skilled potters.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

There are no social problems that are unique to the Bamana as
an ethnic group. The consumption of fermented drinks, espe-
cially millet beer, on ritual occasions was common in the past
but is now limited to those who continue to practice their in-
digenous religion. As Malian citizens, the Bamana are covered
by the human and civil rights observed at the national level.

20 GENDER ISSUES

The discussion of family life above provides a glimpse into
Bamana gender relations and shows that they are cross-cut by
age and other forms of social status. Gender ideology places
men above women but daily life allows for considerable am-
biguity and flexibility. Since family land is inherited through
the male line, women have to integrate their husband’s home
upon marriage. Rural married men who work in Bamako for
extended periods of time increasingly take their wives with
them during the early years of marriage. Once they have chil-
dren however, women generally have to stay in the village un-
less the husband decides to relocate permanently to the city. A
man with two wives may have one accompany him to the city
while leaving one behind in the village. In sum, couples are
often separated for months at a time because families cannot
earn an adequate income in the rural areas. The revision of the
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Malian family law code, once passed, will improve women’s ju-
ridical status.

21 BIBLIOGRAPHY

Arnoldi, Mary Jo. Playing with Time. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1995.

Ba, Adam Konaré. L'épopée de Segu. Da Monzon: Un Pouvoir
guerrier. Lausanne, Switzerland: Pierre-Marcel Favre, 1987.

Festival Segou, Mali. www.festivalsegou.org/ (June 2008).

Hoffman, Barbara E., ed. “Gender in the Mande World.”
Mande Studies 4, 2002.

McNaughton, Patrick. Secret Sculpture of Komo: Art and Power
in Bamana (Bambara) Initiation Associations. Philadelphia:
ISHI, 1979.

Rovine, Victoria L. Bogolan: Shaping Culture through Cloth in
Contemporary Mali. Washington and London: Smithsonian
Institution Press, 2001.

Zahan, Dominique. The Bambara. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974.

—by M. Grosz-Ngaté

Volume 1: Africa



Banyankole 61

BANYANKOLE

PRONUNCIATION: bahn-yahn-KOH-lay

LOCATION: Ankole in southwestern Uganda

Population: 400,000

LANGUAGE: Runyankole; English, KiSwahili (two national
languages)

RELIGION: Christianity (Roman Catholicism, Church of
Uganda—Anglican, Fundamental Christianity); indigenous
Kinyankole religion

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Ugandans

TINTRODUCTION

The Banyankole, who numbered about 400,000 people at the
turn of the century in 2000, are located in southwestern Ugan-
da. This former kingdom is well known for its long-horned
cattle, which were objects of economic significance as well as
prestige. The Mugabe (King) was an absolute ruler. He claimed
all the cattle throughout the country as his own. Chiefs were
ranked not by the land that they owned but by the number of
cattle that they possessed. Chiefs ruled over pasture lands. Al-
though both chiefs and herdsmen possessed cattle, the ultimate
ownership of all cattle was in the hands of the Mugabe. Cows
were exchanged by chiefs or herdsmen for wives but could not
be killed, except for a small number of bulls for sacrifice or
food. The Banyankole conform to a pattern of social stratifica-
tion famous in Uganda and its neighboring countries of Rwan-
da and Burundi, which is namely, the division of society into
a high-ranked pastoral caste and a lower-ranked agricultural
caste. The Bahima are cattle herders who despise farming and
do not marry the Bairu farmers who reside on a chief’s estates
and provide the chief with vegetable foods. The Bairu also care
for goats and sheep for themselves and for the Bahima.

The Mugabe regularly held court where he resolved disputes
involving more than 50 cows, or cases of wives deserting their
husbands. The Nganzi was the favorite chief who decided which
disputes would be heard by the Mugabe. The Nganzi alone had
the right to enter the Mugabe’s rooms at any time. The king-
dom was divided into 16 districts headed by a chief appointed
directly by the Mugabe. At his appointment, a district chief
was given several hundred cows as a gift from the Mugabe. Or-
dinary cattle herders were free to settle wherever they chose in
search of good pastures and wise leadership. Chiefs regularly
held courts to resolve minor conflicts. Every year agents from
the Mugabe traveled throughout the kingdom in search of tax-
ation in the form of 1 cow per 50 cows in a homestead. Chiefs
had no right to levy taxes on those in their districts.

In 1967, the government of Milton Obote, prime minister of
Uganda, abolished kingdoms in Uganda, including the King-
dom of Ankole. This policy was intended to promote individu-
alism and socialism in opposition to traditional forms of social
stratification. A cash economy and private ownership of land
promoted in the colonial era, set in motion by the British in the
early 20th century, had earlier served to diminish the author-
ity of chiefs in favor of wealthy farmers or herders. By World
War II, the Bairu owned as many cattle as the Bahima. Nev-
ertheless, cattle are still highly valued among the Banyankole,
and the Bahima are still held in high regard.

Volume 1: Africa

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

Ankole lies to the southwest of Lake Victoria in southwestern
Uganda. Its area equals about 15,540 sq km (6,000 sq mi). It
appears that sometime during the 17th century or before, cat-
tle-keeping people migrated from the north into central and
western Uganda and mingled with indigenous farming peo-
ples. These migrants adopted the language of the farmers but
maintained their separate identity and authority, most notably
in the Kingdom of Ankole. The Kingdom of Buganda bordered
Ankole on the east, and the Kingdom of Bunyoro constituted
its northern border. Lake Edward was a natural border to the
west.

The country was well suited for pastoralism, given its large
areas of rolling plains covered with abundant grass. The land
lies about 1,370 m (4,500 ft) above sea level, with some hills
rising to as high as 2,740 m (9,000 ft). Valleys sometimes have
papyrus grass or are wooded. Today, nomadic herders prefer
to move to those areas of Ankole where fresh grazing land and
water supplies are available, although these lands are dimin-
ishing because of a high rate of population growth.

3LANGUAGE

The Banyankole speak a Bantu language called Runyankole,
which is a member of the Niger-Kordofanian group of lan-
guage families. In many of these languages, nouns are com-
posed of modifiers known as prefixes, infixes, and suffixes.
Word stems alone have no grammatical meaning. For example,
the prefix ba- signifies plurality; thus, the ethnic group carries
the name Banyankole. An individual person is a Munyankole,
with the prefix mu- carrying the idea of singularity. Things
pertaining to or belonging to the Banyankole are referred to as
Kinyankole, taking the prefix ki-. The pastoral Banyankole are
known as Bahima; an individual of this group is referred to as
a Muhima. The agricultural Banyankole are known as Bairu;
the individual is a Muiru.

“*FOLKLORE

Morality is primarily a communal concern, for which folklore
provides a repertoire of legends and tales constructed to im-
press upon the young standards for proper behavior through
contradictions and dilemmas contained in the stories. Story-
telling is a common means of entertainment, with both men
and women excelling in this verbal art form. Riddles and prov-
erbs are also emphasized among the Banyankole. Of special
significance are legends surrounding the institution of the
kingship, details of which provide a historical framework for
the Banyankole. The perhaps legendary Bachwezi, thought to
be forebears to 20th-century kingdoms in central and western
Uganda, are credited by the Banyankole for pastoralism, reli-
gious cults, and social distinctions found among them. They
also established the Banyankole, in Kinyankole terms, as the
successors of this large, regional empire. Neighboring soci-
eties, such as the Banyoro, have traditions that contest this
view in favor of legends more favorable to their own claim to
succession.

Folk tales concerning morality contain many examples
drawn from royalty, cattle, hunting, and other central concerns
of the Banyankole. After work in the evening, parents and
grandparents socialize children into the community through
stories (ebyevugo), proverbs (efumu), and riddles (ebiito). An-
imals figure prominently in Kinyankole tales. For example,
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one well-known tale concerns the Hare and the Leopard. The
Hare and the Leopard were once great friends. When the Hare
went to his garden for farming, he rubbed his legs with soil and
then went home without doing any work, even though he told
Leopard that he was always tired from digging. Hare also stole
beans from Leopard’s plot and said that they were his own.
Eventually, Leopard realized that his crops were being stolen,
and he set a trap in which Hare was caught in the act of steal-
ing. While stuck in the trap, Hare called to Fox, who came and
set him free. Conniving Hare told Fox to put his own leg into
the trap to see how it functioned. Hare then called Leopard,
who came and killed Fox, the assumed thief, without asking
any questions. The Banyankole recite this story to illustrate
that you should not trust easily, as Leopard trusted Hare, nor
should you act quickly before contemplation, as Leopard did in
killing the innocent Fox.

Folk tales are recounted to teenage Banyankole during
the time of courtship in order to provide a moral context for
gender relations. The story of the King and the Hyena, for ex-
ample, illustrates what might be told to young girls who are
wasting their time chasing boys instead of learning to resist
temptations for future rewards, especially the attainment of a
successful marriage. In this story, the King sent a chief to find
people or animals who were starving so that he could give from
his own abundance. The Hyena accepted the invitation to the
King’s palace in order to get meat, butter, and milk, although
he was warned that he must overcome four temptations on the
way there. After resisting other tempting foods along the way,
Hyena could not resist big bones and fat meat. When told that
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he could not visit the king, Hyena did not worry since he ex-
pected to return to eat the foods that he had resisted previous-
ly. Unfortunately, the river of milk, the valley full of soup and
fat meat, and another valley full of roast beef had all dried up.
Hyena, therefore, sadly returned to his cave, where he starved
to death.

Another tale for those young people contemplating mar-
riage, called “The Woman Who Stole Locusts,” involves a man
who went to a far-off country to find a wife. He chose a very
beautiful girl, even though he was warned by his friends that
she had a reputation for bad manners. Sure enough, while back
home, food began to disappear mysteriously, especially the
delicacy, cooked locusts. After it was discovered that his new
bride was the cause, she was returned home, and he reclaimed
the bride-wealth he had given for her.

5RELIGION

The majority of Banyankole today are Christians who belong
to major world denominations, including the Roman Catholic
Church, or the Church of Uganda that is Anglican. Fundamen-
tal Christianity, such as Evangelicalism, is also common. For
example, the Balokole are self-identified as “saved” through
a rejection of personal sin and an acceptance of Jesus Christ
as Lord and Savior. Public confessions of such sins as adultery
and drunkenness are common, as well as rejection of many
traditional secular and religious practices. The Balokole, for
instance, no longer practice extensive milking or bloodletting
from cows. They believe that this “sin of greed” deprives the
calf of its mother’s strength and milk. The Bahima Balokole
have, therefore, taken up agriculture to supplement their diet.
Bride-wealth and the old customs of blood-brotherhood have
been rejected in favor of Christian marriage and unity in the
blood of Christ. All indigenous forms of religion are rejected
outright.

The element of indigenous Kinyankole religion that survives
most directly today is the belief in ancestor spirits. It is still be-
lieved that many illnesses result from bad behavior to a dead
relative, especially paternal relatives. Through divination it is
determined which ancestor has been neglected so that presents
of meat or milk and/or changes in behavior can appease the
ancestor’s spirit in order to address the misfortune spiritually.
Banyankole respect ancestors, name children after them, and
believe that ancestors communicate with the living in dreams.

Prior to the Christian missionary movement in the 19th
century, Banyankole believed that God, known as Ruhanga,
lived in the sky. Ruhanga created humanity in the form of
a man called Rugabe and his wife Nyamate. Rugabe and
Nyamate gave birth to a long line of kings who became deified.
These gods had special temples and priests often in the royal
compound, and tended to be concerned with helping people to
solve special problems. There were, for instance, a god of fertil-
ity, a god of thunder, a god concerned with earthquakes, and
deities for specific clans and their affairs. The present dynasty
of kings is believed to be descendants of previous kings who
have become gods. There was a strong belief in the spiritual
power of the royal drum, which symbolized the benevolent
tendencies of the Mugabe (“The Bountiful”). Requests made to
the drum for food were never refused, making hunger quite
rare in the old economy.
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® MAJOR HOLIDAYS

As the majority of Banyankole are now Christian, they cele-
brate Christian holidays, such as Christmas and Easter.

"RITES OF PASSAGE

After the birth of a child, the placenta and umbilical cord were
traditionally treated with elaborate ritual by the midwife who
had assisted in the birth. This was thought necessary to protect
the mother and her child from harm. The midwife was also
skilled in herbal medicines that were used to lessen the pains
of birth and to ease difficult deliveries. The birth of twins was
considered catastrophic. Members of the family were confined
to the homestead and could not leave until rituals, including
the slaughter of a sheep, had been performed. Naming also in-
volved a ritual in which relatives gathered together to “call one
of them.” Names depended on the alleged wishes of one of the
ancestors, the day or season of the child’s birth, or other spe-
cial circumstances.

At about the age of four months, among the Bahima, a boy
was placed by his father on the backs of two cows that were
dedicated to the boy. After this, a hole was scraped in the floor
of the hut into which the child was made to sit while he was
given the name of one of his ancestors. Among the Bairu, the
naming ritual for boys was similar but did not involve cows.
Many East African societies train infants to sit in association
with naming ceremonies and may even have special sitting
ceremonies once the child has achieved this milestone. The
training results in children learning to sit unassisted about one
month earlier than Western children do.

In early childhood, children began to learn the colors of
cows and how to differentiate their families’ cows from those of
other homesteads. During this time, boys and girls played to-
gether. Young boys built small models of huts; girls made head
coverings out of grass. Boys were taught how to make water
buckets and knives. Girls were taught how to make milk-pot
covers and small clay pots. By later childhood, around seven
or eight years of age, boys were expected to be useful and were
taught how to water cattle and calves. Girls helped by carrying
and feeding babies; they were also expected to learn to wash
milk-pots and to churn butter.

Among the Bahima, girls began to prepare for marriage as
early as eight years of age. They were kept at home and given
large quantities of milk in order to grow fat. They were also
encouraged not to exercise and to spend most of their time sit-
ting, talking, and making bead ornaments. Today, heaviness
is still valued. Teenage eating disorders, such as anorexia ner-
vosa and bulimia, are not evident. Among the Banyankole, the
father’s sister (paternal aunt) was (and still is) responsible for
the sexual morality of the adolescent girl. Girls were expected
to be virgins before marriage, and this aunt attended the ritu-
als and was required to verify the virginity of the bride. Today,
schools, peer groups, popular magazines, and other mass me-
dia are rapidly replacing family members as sources of moral
and family education for teenagers.

Traditionally, adulthood was initially recognized through
the establishment of a family by marriage, the acquisition of
large herds of cows for Bahima, and of abundant crops for
Bairu. Happiness, and also full adult status, was achieved by
both men and women through the rearing of a large family.
Special occupations, crafts, storytelling, and musical expres-
sion in song and dance were some of the pastimes enjoyed.
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Presently, death and burial are experienced largely through the
ideology of Christian religions. Nevertheless, public weeping
and wailing are still practiced, and members of the extended
family are expected to attend the burial. People are expected
to shave their heads as a symbol of mourning. Among the Ba-
hima, cows are slaughtered for the funeral meal. In the past,
all the full-grown bulls of the dead man’s herd were slaugh-
tered for consumption at the funeral. Occasionally, widows of
a dead man committed suicide by hanging or by poison to ex-
press their grief. The Mugabe, too, ended his life by poison if
he thought that his powers were waning. At his death, fires in
the royal compound were extinguished, and the royal drum
was covered. All work stopped throughout the kingdom, and
all people had their heads shaved. The Mugabe’s dead body was
put on a cowskin and later transported to a forest where the
royal tombs are located.

8 INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

Social relations among the Banyankole cannot be understood
apart from rank. In the wider society, the Mugabe and chiefs
had authority over less wealthy herders (Bahima). The Bahima
had authority over the Bairu. Within the family, husbands had
authority over wives, and older children had authority over
younger ones. Brothers were held in higher regard than were
their sisters, although siblings of the opposite sex were fre-
quently very close.

The death of the Mugabe symbolically illustrates his power
over the kingdom. All work ceased, and any couples engaged
to be married had to marry on the day of the Mugabe’s death
or else the man had to look for another wife. All princes and
princesses wore bark-cloth clothing instead of their regular
cowhide robes. Accession involved a son (usually the eldest)
who had been selected by the Mugabe before his death. This
prince was given a royal stool upon which he sat for his in-
stallation ceremonies. Not infrequently, however, some of his
brothers chose to fight him, and civil war resulted. When the
new Mugabe was determined through battle, fires would be
lit once again throughout the kingdom. New chiefs were then
named to oversee his cattle. The new Mugabe’s mother was el-
evated to the rank of queen mother. She appointed her own
chiefs and had her own royal homesteads throughout the king-
dom. The Mugabe chose his favorite sister to be the “Munyanya
Mukama,” and she, too, ruled over royal estates. She frequently
married royalty from neighboring kingdoms in order to create
political ties with them.

In the ordinary households of both Bahima and Bairu, so-
cial relations mirrored the royal social organization. Inheri-
tance typically involved the eldest son of a man’s first wife,
who succeeded to his office and property. A man might, how-
ever, choose a favorite son to be his successor. Thus, relations
between fathers and sons and between brothers were formal
and not infrequently strained. Mothers and their children,
and brothers and their sisters, were often close. Because wom-
en could not officially own property, mothers generally ex-
pected their sons to care for them in old age. Husbands might
have multiple wives, given that polygyny was not uncommon.
Daughters were valued because they attracted bride-wealth
upon their marriages, and sons were important for carrying on
the family name. Brothers respected their sisters who brought
wealth into the family when they married and left home. The
most marginal person in this system of social relations was the
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childless woman because she could not inherit property be-
cause of her gender, nor did she have any sons to support her in
old age.

Social relations in the community centered around ex-
changes of wealth, such as cows and agricultural produce,
through the system of ranked authority and kinship. Mar-
riage and bride-wealth were, and continue to be, significant
also. The ideal person was one who was intensely involved in
matters of family and community welfare. A person who was
a loner and, therefore, did not involve himself or herself in the
ongoing social life of the community was held in ill repute.
The most significant way that community solidarity was and
still is expressed is through the elaborate exchange of formal-
ized greetings. Not to engage in these rituals is a sign of non-
membership in the community. Greetings vary by the age of
the participants, the time of day, the relative rank of the par-
ticipants, and many other factors. Anyone, even the Mugabe,
meeting an elder has to wait until the elder acknowledges that
person first.

LIVING CONDITIONS

The Mugabe’s homestead was usually constructed on a hill and
measured about 0.40 km (0.25 mi) at its broadest part. It was
surrounded by a large fence made from basketry. A large space
inside the compound was set aside for cattle. There were spe-
cial places for the houses of the king’s wives, and for his nu-
merous palace officials. There was a main gate through which
visitors could enter, with several smaller gates for the entrance
of family members. Waiting rooms were housed near the
main gate, and visitors were announced by a gatekeeper. Cov-
ered passages connected houses inside the compound. Special
names were given to the homes of the king’s pages and to those
of his favorite wives. There was also a special home used by the
Mugabe before he went to war. Occasionally, the king’s com-
pound had over 100 homes reserved for the royal wives and
their attendants. A fence set off space for his wives from areas
used by servants, pages, and other residents. The royal palace
was set among other dwellings occupied by prominent chiefs,
brewers of the royal beer, and specialists such as woodcutters
and drummers. The Mugabe moved his palace every other year
in order to provide for the cows a clean environment that was
free of insects. Bahima maintained homes much smaller than
the king’s, but modeled after it in appearance.

The Bairu traditionally built homes about 4.25 to 5.5 m (14—
18 ft) in diameter, 2.75 or 3 m (9 or 10 ft) tall, and in the shape
of a beehive. Poles of timber had woven over them a framework
of basketry made of millet stems and chords of papyrus fiber.
A thick layer of grass frequently covered the entire structure.
The ground that served as a floor had on it a fireplace made
from large stones. Household possessions included cowskin
bedding, water pots, iron hoes, and iron knives. Sometimes
goats and sheep were tied inside near the walls of the hut.

Today, housing makes use of indigenous materials such as
papyrus, grass, and wood, but homes are now primarily rect-
angular. Such homes usually are made from wattle and daub
with thatched roofs. Cement, brick, and corrugated iron are
now common in the construction of homes, particularly by
those Banyankole who can afford these relatively expensive
materials. Currently, household possessions typically include
Western-style chairs, tables, couches, and beds. Radios are
commonly present, and a growing number of the affluent pos-
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sess televisions. Photographs are especially valued and can be
seen displayed prominently inside the house, along with calen-
dars, magazine cutouts, and posters. Teenagers enjoy keeping
personal albums containing photographs of themselves and
their friends taken on special occasions and trips. The fam-
ily photo album is kept by the parents. These albums are of-
ten shared with visitors as a means of socializing on an initial
visit.

In the past, Banyankole traveled primarily by foot. With the
exception of married Bahima women, most Banyankole could
and did walk distances of many miles on a regular basis. Today,
the bicycle is a popular means of transportation used for visit-
ing and for transporting goods to market. In the past, paths
through the countryside were maintained by chiefs for ease of
portage of materials to the Mugabe’s palace and for military
security. Today, in addition to dirt roads, tarmac roads are
available for public vehicles and private automobiles. Speed
taxis are popular as a means for travel between towns such as
Mbarara and the major city of Uganda, Kampala.

The Banyankole have enjoyed a relatively high standard of
living with a rich food base. Nevertheless, diseases such as
sleeping sickness and malaria have been problematic histori-
cally. Currently, HIV has inflicted many families in Ankole,
but government-sponsored HIV prevention programs are in
place. Teenage girls do not suffer from eating disorders that are
common in the West, most likely because the culture values
plumpness rather than thinness.

EAMILY LIFE

Among the Bahima, a young girl was prepared for marriage
beginning at about the age of 10, though sometimes as early as
8, when she was prevented from having any interaction with
men. She was expected to consume much milk and beef so that
she could attain a desired plumpness. She was encouraged to
give up all forms of exercise, resulting in her having difficul-
ty walking. In contrast to Bahima men, girls were considered
attractive by becoming as fat as possible. Marriages often oc-
curred before a girl was sexually mature, or soon after her ini-
tial menstruation. For this reason, teenage pregnancies before
marriage were uncommon. Polygyny was associated with rank
and wealth. Bahima pastoralists who were chiefs typically had
more than one wife, and the Mugabe sometimes had over 100.
Marriages were alliances between clans and large extended
families. On occasion, poor herdsmen, often brothers, pooled
their resources so as to share a wife. This practice known as
polyandry, or fraternal polyandry when brothers are involved,
enabled a poor man not only to pay cows as a marriage fee for
his wife, but with his co-husband’s help he was in a position to
maintain her after marriage as well. The eldest brother went
through the marriage ceremony, and all the children were con-
sidered to be his for purposes of inheritance. Levirate marriage
occurred when a woman became the wife of her deceased hus-
band’s brother. This custom served to keep women who had
married into the family, and their children, as integral parts of
the extended family.

The Bahima and the Bairu did not, as a rule, intermarry.
Among both groups, premarital virginity was valued. A mar-
riage fee was required among the Bairu, but this was not as
elaborate as among the Bahima. Commonly, 14 goats were giv-
en by the prospective groom to his future father-in-law. The
goats were then distributed by the father-in-law to his brothers
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and to a favorite sister, all members of his extended patrilin-
eal family, as well as to his wife’s brother from the extended
family from which he had obtained his own wife. The 14 goats
were in actuality an exchange for rights to the children who
would belong to the prospective husband’s family and not to
their mother or to her family. Among the Bahima, marriage
exchanges were much more elaborate, but the same principals
operated. When the bride came to take up residence with her
husband, she was received by her future father- and mother-
in-law by sitting on their laps. Later, while sitting on a mat,
the couple sprinkled each other with grain, then stirred mil-
let flour in boiling water to symbolically illustrate that a new
domestic unit had been established. Exchanges of food and
gifts occurred thereafter for several days between the two
families, to the accompaniment of music, dancing, eating, and
beer-drinking.

Today, Christian marriages are common. What has persist-
ed is the value attached to extended families and the impor-
tance of having children as a measure of a successful marriage.
Polyandry and polygyny have been replaced largely by monog-
amy, the prescribed form of marriage of Christian religions.
Marriages have been delayed, given the attendance at school
of both girls and boys. One consequence of this delay has been
a rise in teenage pregnancies out of wedlock. Girls who be-
come pregnant are severely punished by being dismissed from
school or disciplined by parents; for this reason, infanticide,
now more common than in the past, is sometimes practiced by
schoolgirls, given that abortion is not legal in Uganda.

" CLOTHING

Dress differentiates Banyankole by rank and gender. Chiefs
traditionally wore long robes of cowskins, compared to ordi-
nary citizens who commonly were attired in a small portion
of cowskin over their shoulders. Women of all classes wore
cowskins wrapped around their bodies and covered their faces
in public also. On a journey or when traveling to visit friends,
Bahima women were carried in a cowskin-covered litter for
fear that walking would tire them. In more modern times, cot-
ton cloth has come to replace cowskins as a means of draping
the body. For special occasions, a man might wear a long white
cotton robe with a Western-style sports coat over it. A hat re-
sembling a fez may also be worn. Women cover their bodies,
heads, and partially their faces with dark-colored cotton cloth.
Today, Banyankole wear Western-style clothing. Dress suitable
for agriculture, such as overalls, shirts, and boots, is popular.
Teenagers are attracted to international fashions popular in
the capital city of Kampala. International business, travel, and
education enable the introduction of the latest fashions from
abroad, as well as the dissemination of Ugandan clothing, jew-
elry, handbags, and other crafts to other countries.

2F00D

Bahima herders consume milk and butter and drink fresh
blood from their cattle. Cereals domesticated in Africa—mil-
let, sorghum, and eleusine—dominate the agricultural Bairu
sector. Milking is done by men, while butter-making among
the Bahima and the majority of the farming among the Bairu
are the responsibility of women. The staple food of a herder
is milk. Beef is also very important. When milk or meat are
scarce, millet porridge is made from grains obtained from
the Bairu. Buttermilk is drunk by women and children only.
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When used as a sauce, butter is mixed with salt, and meat or
millet porridge is dipped into it. Children can eat rabbit, but
men can eat only the meat of the cow or the buffalo. Women
consume mainly milk, preferring it to all other foods. The agri-
cultural Bairu keep sheep and goats, which are used primarily
by the pastoralists for trade and sacrifice. Unlike the farmers,
herders never eat chickens or eggs.

The Mugabe had established times for consuming milk,
which was obtained from royal herds and given to him by
his pages. He drank milk four times in the morning and four
times in the evening. For example, the Mugabe drank milk be-
fore going to bed and also was awakened throughout the night
to drink milk. He was regularly smeared with fresh butter, es-
pecially in the morning, by one of his wives. A bull or fatted
cow was killed daily to serve to visitors at the royal compound.
Some of these visitors were chiefs who ate at the same time as
the Mugabe after sitting with him in court. On these and other
occasions, the Mugabe ate alone. Beer made from millet was
regularly consumed by the Mugabe, and he commonly had a
meal of beef and beer before his nightcap of milk. Beer was
also popular throughout the population as an indispensable
part of ceremonies such as weddings and funerals.

Today, land and cattle are privately owned in those areas
known formerly as the Kingdom of Ankole. This has resulted
in migration and resettlement locally and to areas elsewhere in
Uganda. Herders have moved to areas where population den-
sity is still low and where grazing lands are available. Popula-
tion growth has also contributed to migration and changes in
traditional patterns of subsistence. A cash economy now com-
plicates further the old system of barter and exchange between
farmers and herders.

BEDUCATION

Formal education was introduced into Uganda in the lat-
ter part of the 19th century. Today, Ankole has many prima-
ry and secondary schools maintained by missionaries or the
government. In Uganda, among those aged 15 years and over,
about 50% are illiterate. Illiteracy is noticeably higher among
girls than among boys. There is a problem of teenage preg-
nancy among girls that forces them to leave formal education.
Schools in Ankole are a significant source of the transmission
of national and international values and skills needed for life in
modern-day Uganda. At the same time, schools seek to main-
tain indigenous Ankole cultural values. Runyankole is taught
in primary schools.

In the past, girls and boys learned cultural values, house-
hold duties, agricultural and pastoral skills, and craft special-
ization through the process of observation and participation.
Instruction was given where necessary by parents, fathers in-
structing sons, and mothers instructing daughters. Elders, by
means of recitation of stories, tales, and legends, were signifi-
cant teachers also. A girl was instructed by her father’s sister
on matters of household responsibility and sexual morality.

" CULTURAL HERITAGE

All schools have regular performances and competitions in-
volving dances, music, and plays that make use of traditional
Ankole materials. Where appropriate, instruction also makes
use of Ankole folklore and artistic expression through a long-
standing process of Africanization of the curriculum.
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> WORK

Traditionally, among the Bahima, the major occupation was
looking after cattle. Every day, the herder traveled great dis-
tances in search of pasture. Young boys were responsible for
watering the herd. Teenage boys were expected to milk the
cows before they were taken to pasture. Women cooked food,
predominantly meat, to be taken daily to their husbands. Girls
helped by gathering firewood, caring for babies, and doing
household work. Men were responsible for building homes for
their families and pens for their cattle.

Among the Bairu, both men and women were involved in
agricultural labor, although men cleared the land. Since land
was very plentiful, a piece of land could be farmed for several
years, then abandoned for a time so it could be replenished.
Millet was the main food crop. Secondary crops were plantains,
sweet potatoes, beans, and groundnuts. Maize was considered
a treat by the children. Children participated in agriculture
by chasing birds away from the fields. Frequently, they made
scarecrows that resembled people from grass and sticks. On
some occasions, they shouted or banged flat boards together.
At times, husband and wife slept in a small hut in their fields
in order to protect their crops from wild animals. Reaping was
done by men and women, and winnowing was done by wom-
en. The harvest season was a time in which there was little
work and a great deal of free time for parties and marriage cer-
emonies. Surpluses of food were given to the pastoral chief as a
form of taxation.

A notable difference in labor distinguished Bahima wom-
en from Bairu women. The former did very little physical la-
bor apart from everyday household routines. They took care
of the milk-pots and churned butter. They also spent a great
deal of time caring for their personal appearance and were ex-
pected to be plump as a sign of beauty. Bairu women worked
hard and, in many homes, performed the bulk of agricultural
labor. They also spent much labor grinding grain into flour us-
ing stone implements.

6 SPORTS

Sports, such as track and field and soccer, are very popular in
primary and secondary schools. Children play an assortment
of games including hide-and-seek, house, farming, wrestling,
and ball games such as soccer. Ugandan national sporting
events are followed with great interest in Ankole, as are inter-
national sporting events.

7ENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Radio and television are important means of entertainment
in Ankole. Most homes contain radios that have broadcasts
in English, KiSwahili (the two national languages), and Run-
yankole. Programming includes educational themes involv-
ing topics such as nutrition, livestock management, health,
and language instruction. Stories, plays, and news are popu-
lar. Teens, especially, enjoy musical shows that offer a variety
of sounds from Uganda, elsewhere in Africa, and overseas.
Books, newspapers, and magazines also are enjoyed by the
people. Birthday parties for children are a regular form of en-
tertainment involving birthday cakes, cards, and gifts.

Social events, such as weddings, funerals, and birthday par-
ties, typically involve music and dance. This form of entertain-
ment includes not only modern music, but also traditional
forms of songs, dances, and instruments. Drums used to ac-
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company dances are water-pots filled with different levels of
water. Drumsticks are made of reeds and fiber. Men commonly
beat on the drums, and women use rattles about 30 cm (1 ft)
long, made from hollow reeds filled with seeds. In one popu-
lar dance form, the dancers hold their arms high above their
heads in imitation of cattle horns, while hissing and stomping
their feet in a rhythmic fashion. Both men and women, par-
ticularly among the Bairu, enjoy dancing. It is not uncommon
for older Banyankole to congregate together at ceremonies to
engage in traditional dance and song. Younger people often
gravitate towards the radio or “boom box” to listen to popular,
often international, music.

The drinking of alcoholic and nonalcoholic bottled bever-
ages is common at festivities. In the past, the brewing of beer
was a major home industry in Ankole, which provided beer for
drinking in ceremonies, especially at harvest time. Tradition-
al beer was made from millet, and wine was made from plan-
tains. A large wooden trough was used for fermenting.

"BFOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

The Mugabe assembled at his palace, or arranged for their resi-
dence elsewhere, the best artisans in his kingdom. Carpenters,
ironworkers, potters, musicians, and others were permanent
features of the royal homestead or were in constant contact
with it. Carpenters came from the Bairu who had inherited
knowledge of their crafts from their fathers. Wooden artifacts
commonly used were: stools, milk-pots, meat-dishes, water-
pots, and troughs for fermenting beer. Among the commoners,
it took as many as six carpenters and dozens of friends to fell
a tree and to prepare it for making beer. Ironsmiths also be-
longed to the Bairu. Smiths obtained their materials locally for
the manufacture of spears, knives, and hammers.

Potters obtained clay from swamps that were abundantly
distributed throughout the region. The clay was coiled into
shape, then fired to become permanent. Every family had a
member who specialized in making pots. Some pots were
considered very beautiful, particularly those with long, slen-
der necks. Pipes for smoking, however, displayed the finest
artistic creativity. All Banyankole of both sexes enjoyed smok-
ing tobacco, and young women particularly enjoyed chewing
it. Most homes grew tobacco somewhere near the house. The
tobacco leaves were dried in the sun, then rubbed into small
pieces for smoking. Small colored beads were used to decorate
clay pipes, which came in various shapes and sizes, and walk-
ing sticks. There were special guardians at the Mugabe’s pal-
ace who watched over his tobacco pipes, along with other royal
possessions such as spears, stools, and drums. Only the king
had wooden drums made from cowhide; others used clay wa-
ter-pots as a percussion instrument. Graphic art was not com-
mon, although rectangular designs did appear on the interior
walls of some homes, especially those of royalty.

Traditional industries are not nearly as significant as in the
past. Household possessions and artifacts show the many so-
cial changes that have occurred in Ankole; nevertheless, one
can still observe the use of traditional pipes, water-pots for
music, decorated walking sticks exchanged at marriage, and
the use of gourds and pottery.

" SOCIAL PROBLEMS

The political culture of Uganda continues to balance tribal, re-
gional, and national interests. The prime minister of Uganda
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in 1962 at independence from England was Milton Obote from
Northern Uganda. He was hostile to kingdoms in Uganda,
considering them to be outdated and incompatible with social-
ism. In 1966, all kingdoms, including Ankole and the Mugabe,
were outlawed. Obote was overthrown by dictator Idi Amin
in 1971. During Amin’s reign in the 1970s, all Ugandans suf-
fered from political oppression and the loss of life and prop-
erty. Obote took over once again in 1980 after the overthrow
of Amin and ruled oppressively. Currently, Yoweri Museveni,
who was elected president in 1986, is credited with leading
Uganda in an economic recovery and toward democratic re-
form. Banyankole take special pride in Museveni’s birthplace,
which is in Ankole. Nevertheless, resistance to Amin and
Obote has resulted in the destruction of towns and villages in
Ankole and neighboring villages.

Since the mid-1980s, AIDS has been a source of great sor-
row for numerous families who have lost relatives, friends,
and other loved ones to this dreaded disease. In Uganda, there
has been a strong national effort to educate the public through
mass media about AIDS prevention. Orphaned children con-
tinue, however, to be a serious problem for those families
stricken by AIDS, as well as for the greater society.

Population pressure, in spite of AIDS, remains a threat
to adequate pasturage and a pastoral way of life. Warfare in
neighboring countries such as Rwanda has contributed to pop-
ulation growth, as refugees have regularly come into the re-
gion. Many Rwandans are now fully integrated into the Ankole
society and are full citizens of the nation of Uganda.

22 GENDER ISSUES

As in all patriarchal societies, gender roles were strictly de-
fined among the Banyankole. These roles were defined to rein-
force and perpetuate the relationship of male dominance and
female subordination. While women were supposed to do all
the agricultural and domestic household chores, they were not
allowed to sell the produce of their labor, reserving that right
for men. Women were also not allowed to own cattle or land.
Even today, through socialization within the family, in educa-
tional institutions, and in other social spheres, boys and girls
are conditioned to behave in certain ways and to play different
roles in society.

In male-headed households, men determine the amount
of land to access for farming and type of crops to be grown.
Women are not supposed to speak in public. They are sup-
posed to take care of domestic issues, such as raising children
and preparing and cooking food, while men dominate the
public sphere. Men control the major sources of household in-
come, such as livestock, land, and the sale of crops produced
by women. Men control the household budget, dictating what
can be bought and how money is to be spent. Rules of inheri-
tance are guided by the cultural context in which land, live-
stock, and important assets are passed down to men from one
generation to the next. However, the fact that the Banyankole
continue to recognize sisters and mothers as important people
within the family, is an indication that originally they had a
matrilineal succession, in which women wielded considerable
political and economic power. Also, the importance of prin-
cesses among the Banyankole attests to the fact that their soci-
eties might have initially been matrilineal.

In recent times, the Museveni government has encouraged
women to participate in politics and other aspects of public
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life. Today, each of Uganda’s districts has a female member
of parliament, and one-third of all local council seats are re-
served for women. As a result, women make up about 24% of
the legislature. There are active women’s rights groups, includ-
ing the Uganda Women Lawyers Association (FIDA-U), Ac-
tion for Development, and the National Association of Women
Judges. However, in spite of these advancements, women are
often targets of violence and sexual abuse. Women who reveal
their HIV positive status to their spouses are often beaten and
sometimes murdered by their husbands.

In terms of human rights, Uganda’s past has been checkered
with torture and human rights abuses, and, according to some
human rights organizations, these abuses continue in present
day Uganda. The army has been accused of committing atroci-
ties against the populations in northern Uganda, and security
forces allegedly torture suspects and members of the opposi-
tion on a routine basis. Homosexuality is illegal under Vic-
torian-era legislation still in force in Uganda and many other
English-speaking countries in Africa. The laws reflect a deep
aversion among many Africans to homosexuality. But, the
truth remains that gays and lesbians exist in Uganda, although
they pay a high price for their sexual orientation often facing
discrimination, and even torture and imprisonment.
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BEMBA

PRONUNCIATION: BEM-bah

LOCATION: Northeastern Zambia

POPULATION: 3,600,000 Bemba or Bemba-speaking

LANGUAGE: Bemba; English

RELIGION: Protestantism; traditional beliefs; Roman
Catholicism; African Christianity; Islam

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Chewa; Tonga; Zambians

TINTRODUCTION

The Bemba are a matrilineal group that occupy the northeast-
ern part of Zambia, an area of about 51,800 sq km (20,000 sq
mi). The language and culture of the Bemba are very similar to
those of other ethnic groups that live around them, for exam-
ple, the Bisa, the Aushi, the Tabwa, and various subgroups in
Luapula Province. The Bemba and the related peoples belong
to the wider group usually referred to as the Central Bantu.
The Bemba came to their present location from west of the Lu-
apula River in the Congo as offshoots of the great Luba peoples
during the great Bantu migrations of the 16th and 17th centu-
ries. Once they were well established in their present habitat,
the Bemba organized themselves into an expansive but loosely
united state under a paramount chief, known as Chitimukulu
(the Great Tree), and subchiefs belonging to the royal Crocodile
clan. They were characterized as a warlike and fearsome peo-
ple by early European travelers and explorers, such as David
Livingstone. Zambia was colonized by the British in the early
1890s when the British South African Company, under the di-
rection of the British-born South African business tycoon and
politician Cecil Rhodes, began to expand into the area. The
former name of Zambia was Northern Rhodesia, named after
Cecil Rhodes and his company that won concessions by sign-
ing treaties with local chiefs to mine the rich copperbelt area.
Zambia obtained independence in 1964 under the leader-
ship of President Kenneth Kaunda, who ruled Zambia for 27
years under a one-party state. After unrest in 1990, multipar-
ty politics were instituted. President Kenneth Kaunda lost the
presidential elections held in 1991 to Frederick Chiluba, a for-
mer trade unionist and leader of the Movement for Multiparty
Democracy (MMD). By the end of Chiluba’s first term as presi-
dent (1996), the MMD’s commitment to political reform had
faded in the face of re-election demands. In the presidential
and parliamentary elections held in November 1996, Chiluba
was re-elected. Kaunda had been barred from running in these
elections and his United National Independence Party (UNIP)
boycotted them; the elections were also deemed neither fair nor
free by non-governmental organizations and international ob-
servers. In the elections held in 2001, Chiluba was constitution-
ally barred for running again although he attempted to change
the constitution to allow him to run again for a third term but
this failed under pressure from the electorate. The 2001 elec-
tions saw the MMD presidential candidate Levy Mwanawasa
declared the victor by a narrow margin. During his rule Levy
Mwanawasa has been credited with attempting to root out cor-
ruption unlike the Chiluba’s government, which was largely
seen as corrupt. Under Mwanawasa’s leadership, Chiluba was
arrested and charged with several counts of embezzlement and
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corruption, crimes he was said to have committed during his
tenure in office as president of Zambia.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

The Bemba and related groups live in the northeastern high
plateau of Zambia, an area with elevations ranging from 1,200
to 1,500 m (4,000-5,000 ft) above sea level. Although the area
is well watered, the soils are generally poor and are covered by
bush, scrub, and low trees typical of an African savannah en-
vironment. Lakes Mweru and Bangweulu are prominent geo-
graphical features on the plateau. Tall grass grows around the
lakes, mixed with remarkable patches of dense evergreen thick-
ets, which are eventually replaced by savannah woodlands as
one moves away from the lake basins. Because of the presence
of dense tree cover and unbroken savannah forest, the Bemba
have been described as a forest people. The climate on the cen-
tral plateau is quite pleasant with temperatures ranging from
13°c to 29°c (55°-84°F), and the area gets an adequate rainfall
of about 114 cm (45 in) per year. Although the Bemba proper
are a small group, their influence is visible in the numbers that
speak the Bemba language and thus make the Bemba appear
to be a dominant ethnic group in Zambia. Chibemba is used
as a lingua franca in Zambian cities. It is estimated that of the
11.3 million people in Zambia, 32% (or 3,600,000 people) are
Bemba or Bemba-speaking, 18% (2,034,000) are Maravi, 15%
(1,695,000) are Tonga, 8% (904,000) are Barotze, and the re-
mainder are ethnic groups such as the Mambwe, Tumbuka,
and Northwestern peoples.

3LANGUAGE

In Zambia, as in many southern and central African countries,
there is a multiplicity of languages belonging mostly to the
Bantu family of languages. For example, the name for elephant
in Bemba is nsofu, in Tonga it is ndopu, while in Luyana it is
muzovu. “To die” in all three languages is kufwa, and a child in
all three languages is mwana. In short, these languages share a
similar vocabulary. But in spite of their common origin, many
of these languages are distinct from each other, characterized
by a loss of mutual comprehensibility. It is therefore quite com-
mon for a modern-day Zambian to be multilingual, speaking
a maternal or first language as well as several other languages
such as Bemba and English. As noted in the preceding section,
the Bemba group is the most dominant ethnic group in Zam-
bia, and Bemba as a language is the most commonly spoken
maternal language, with 32% of the population (or 3,600,000
people) speaking this language. One of the Bemba dialects has
become the lingua franca of the cosmopolitan urban popu-
lation of major Zambian cities such as Kitwe and Ndola. The
prominence of Bemba can be traced back to the days of the
powerful paramount chief Chitimukulu and his kingdom that
presided over an expansive area. However, in today’s Zambia,
English plays an important role as the national language, the
language of prestige and power spoken by an influential bu-
reaucratic elite. Education from secondary school to university
is also taught in English. While English is good as a unifying
language since no ethnic group can identify with it, it has its
disadvantages in that the majority of the population who are
not fluent in English are excluded from the modern economy
and development.
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*FOLKLORE

There is one interesting myth in Bemba oral tradition that deals
with the origins of the Bemba group. There are many partial
and varying oral renditions to this myth. The myth begins by
noting that long ago in the land of Kola, there lived White and
Black people, but after a quarrel the White people sailed away
to get rich in Europe, while the Black people remained under
their chief Mukulumpe Mubemba. The name Bemba comes di-
rectly from this chief’s last name. The chief then had sons with
Mumbi Mukasa Liulu, a heavenly queen who had fallen from
the sky and who belonged to the “Crocodile clan” Ngandu.
Due to internal quarrels within the royal family, the sons fled,
taking with them a group of loyal followers. After much trav-
eling and many conquests, the surviving sons and followers
settled in present-day Bemba territory and established a cen-
tralized form of government with a paramount chief, named
Chitimukulu, “The Great Tree,” in reference to their original
ruler, from whose heavenly mother they all trace descent. By
war, they expanded the Bemba control over conquered terri-
tories, and internally the Crocodile clan consolidated control
and political authority over other rival clans. The full narration
and interpretation of the myth, also called the Bemba Charter
Myth, reveals a story that is rich in its oral, political, religious,
and ritual dimensions. In general, the Bemba rely heavily on
folklore, myths, and the oral tradition to pass on vital infor-
mation about beliefs, customs, and culture from one genera-
tion to the next.

5RELIGION

Similar to other peoples of the Bantu family, the Bemba have
their own form of traditional religion in which they believe in
the existence of a single high god, Leza, who is far removed
from everyday life and lives in the sky. He is omnipotent and
controls things such as thunder and both women’s and men’s
fertility, and he is the source of magic power. Christian mis-
sionaries of various denominations came to Zambia during
the era of colonization in the late 19th century and converted
many of the peoples of Zambia, including the Bemba, to Chris-
tianity. However, few Zambians as of today have totally aban-
doned all aspects of traditional belief systems, so much so that
the religion of most people in Zambia and among the Bemba
can be considered to be a transition from traditional systems to
Christianity. Those who strictly adhere to traditional religion
have been greatly influenced by Christian teachings and its
trappings as well. Due to the similarities in the overall struc-
ture of Christianity and indigenous religions, most people do
not see any contradictions between the two and are likely to
practice both religions simultaneously. In general it is estimat-
ed that 34% of Zambia’s population are Protestant, 27% hold
to traditional beliefs, 26% are Roman Catholic, 8% are African
Christian, and the rest follow other Christian sects, Islam, and
other faiths.

S MAJOR HOLIDAYS

The major national holiday in Zambia is Independence Day
on 24 October. Zambia obtained its independence from Great
Britain in 1964 on 24 October. During this day every year there
are celebrations arranged in major urban areas and through-
out the country. There is much drinking, dancing, and sing-
ing. In the afternoon, people congregate in stadiums to watch
a game of soccer between major leagues, or to see the national
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team play a friendly match with a national team from a nearby
country such as Malawi.

"RITES OF PASSAGE

Among the Bemba, there is no initiation ceremony for boys.
Girls go through an initiation ceremony called Chisungu, a pu-
berty rite that initiates girls through the symbols of life and
death in order to give social form and meaning to their sexu-
ality. A girl whose breasts have started to develop is secluded
for anywhere from six weeks to three months to undergo the
Chisungu ceremony. A series of rites representing the duties of
the girl as cook, gardener, hostess, and mother are carried out
in an initiation hut, as well as in the surrounding bush. During
the ceremony there is much drumming, dancing, singing, and
drama symbolic of the acoustic uproar which the Bemba as-
sociate with the whole of cosmic and human forces. One of the
worst things that could happen to a girl is to bear a child before
she has been initiated. Her child would then be considered a
creature of ill-omen and both the father and the mother could
be banished. Although still practiced in rural and urban areas,
the Chisungu ceremony is slowly disappearing because most
girls grow up in Christian families and go to modern schools,
which have become a new rite of passage. School teachings and
subjects such as biology are at variance with the teachings of
Chisungu, which perpetuates male dominance and the accep-
tance of rigid inferior sex roles for women. Nevertheless, many
people in Zambia in general, and among the Bemba in particu-
lar, believe that initiation ceremonies are part of their cultural
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and moral heritage and that such initiation ceremonies should
continue, or even be incorporated into the school curriculum.

.  INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

Seniority is important among the Bemba and largely deter-
mines interpersonal relations. Shaking hands is the normal
way of greeting, particularly among members of the same age
set. There also exists a joking relationship between members
of different clans. Among the Bemba a clan is defined as a de-
scent group whose members trace their descent from a com-
mon ancestress, i.e., a grouping of several matrilineal lineages.
The Bemba people have about 40 clans, and most clans have a
partner clan with which they joke and can intermarry. Mar-
riage of individuals from the same clan is not usually permis-
sible. Most clans are named after living things such as plants
and animals. Two clans in partnership usually have names that
are associated and show the type of joking relationship. For ex-
ample, the Crocodile clan is the partner of the Fish clan, be-
cause crocodiles eat fish. A member of the Crocodile clan can
tease or ridicule a member of the Fish clan by saying, “You are
my meal today.” A member of the Fish clan can answer back
that if it had not been for the fish, the crocodile wouldn’t have
seen the light of day, and it would have starved to death.

At beer parties it is common for men and women to drink
from the same container, usually an earthenware pot with a
wide mouth. The beer is poured into the pot and everybody
takes a few sips from the pot as it is passed around. It is bad
manners to refuse a sip.

LIVING CONDITIONS

The Bembea live in rural villages built up around a number of
matrilineal extended families. Their main occupation is subsis-
tence agriculture in the form of shifting cultivation. Each fam-
ily grows its own food and is largely self-sufficient. Chitemene
shifting cultivation is the main agricultural system, a system
where crops are grown in the ash from burning the collected,
stacked branches that have been lopped and chopped. Early in
the dry season, a family selects an area to be cut. The cutting of
the trees is solely a man’s job; the women and children collect
the chopped branches and pile them into heaps which are then
burnt. The women are also responsible for selecting the seeds
and sowing them on the ash beds, as well as digging and sow-
ing garden mounds around the villages on which vegetables
are grown. Finger millet and cassava are the main crops, but
sorghum, maize, beans, and peas are also grown. Due to the
poor condition of the soils, the field is abandoned after a few
years and new gardens are opened. As the population has in-
creased, the system is beginning to break down and vegetation
is chopped down before it has fully regenerated. Bemba terri-
tory is not urbanized so that many people still live a rural way
of life. Disease is very much a part of Bemba society. Tropical
diseases such as malaria and bilharzia, as well as malnutrition,
are quite common and tend to be very debilitating and some-
times lethal. On average, life expectancy at birth is about 40.3
years for males and 40.6 years for females. Life expectancy has
declined during the past decade due to HIV and AIDS which
has resulted in increased adult mortality. It is estimated that
16.5% of Zambia’s population is HIV positive.

Most people in the Bemba heartland still live in villages
of 30-50 huts made of wattle and daub with a grass thatched
roof. The village also serves as the basic political unit and is ad-
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ministered by a headman to whom the majority of the villag-
ers are related. Once the fertility of the soil around the village
has been exhausted, the village may be relocated to some other
suitable location. This is a direct consequence of the chitemene
system of shifting cultivation and necessitates the building of
impermanent structures. Material possessions also tend to be
minimal. A household might own a bicycle, a radio, and a few
other trinkets of modern life. Before the arrival of the Euro-
peans, the Bemba had no form of storable wealth. Today most
households are characterized by a limited cash flow to cover
basic needs. Consumer goods are rarely bought, and cash in-
come is earned only when there is need for it. There are some
households that are progressive and earn a substantial amount
of cash through poaching, fishing, and casual labor to enable
them to buy goods exceeding basic needs. Transportation is
largely by foot, although long-distance travel is by buses that
occasionally visit the remotest parts of the rural areas.

EAMILY LIFE

“Family” among the Bemba refers to the extended family that
includes several generations, much like a clan. The extended
family serves as the corporate property-holding unit and a co-
operative work group that in most instances shares food, gifts,
money, and other amenities of life. It is a form of social secu-
rity for those having less access to wealth. Within the extended
family system of classificatory kinship ties, an individual gen-
erally has several “mothers,” several “fathers,” and a host of
“sons” and “daughters.” Polygamy was permissible and quite
common among the Bemba, but statistics to show its current
levels are not available. Chiefs once needed additional wives
because of their obligations of hospitality which entailed the
preparation of large amounts of food, brewing beer, and the
cultivation of large fields. But the coming of Christianity and
modernization has weakened the practice of polygamy.

Since the Bemba are a matrilineal society, large payments
in money or goods are not required at the time of marriage, as
is commonly done in patrilineal societies. In order to become
engaged to a girl, a young man is expected to offer a small be-
trothal present to the parents of the girl, in the form of a piece
of cloth, a rooster, or something of small value. Once married,
the young son-in-law moves to the wife’s village and performs
tasks for his parents-in-law. In the past, girls were often en-
gaged before puberty and performed chores for their future
husband such as sweeping the hut and drawing water. Before
puberty, boys and girls are encouraged to play together and
can indulge in “puppy love” without any sanctions. However,
as soon as girls reach puberty, sexual contacts with men are
prohibited until marriage. These days, boys and girls find their
own mates either at school or in surrounding villages and then
inform their parents about their love. Marriages can be car-
ried out either under modern statutory law patterned along the
British system, or under Bemba customary law.

T CLOTHING

Before the arrival of the Europeans, the most common type of
cloth was that made from bark, which was worn around the
waist by women as a loincloth. Today most Zambians, includ-
ing the Bemba, wear modern dress. Although the clothing for
men is Western (shorts, pants, and shirts), the designs and
fashion for women’s dresses are typically of Zambian or Afri-
can origin.
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The staple food for the Bemba is finger millet which is ground
into flour. A thick porridge is made from the flour and is eat-
en with a relish, a side dish of vegetables or meat. Two other
important staple crops are cassava and maize. Cassava is poor
in nutrients but is easy to grow and can stay underground
for a number of years before it is harvested. The importance
of maize has increased over time, and it is likely to take the
place of finger millet as the main staple. Other important crops
that comprise the Bemba diet include peanuts, beans, edible
gourds or squash, pumpkins, cucumbers, sweet potatoes, ba-
nanas, and cowpeas. Due to the presence of the tsetse fly, large
livestock such as cattle and goats are not kept. However, the
Bemba supplement their diet in numerous ways by hunting
small game, fishing, and gathering wild fruits. These activities
provide much needed food during certain months and years of
tamine when food becomes scarce. Honey, insects such as cat-
erpillars and grasshoppers, fruits, and wild plants are collected
throughout the year. Fishing also adds much needed protein to
the diet. Fishing using fish traps and fish poison is conducted
during the months of February, March, and April when the
rivers are full of water. Dogs are usually kept not as pets but
for hunting purposes, particularly for small game such as bush
pig and duiker (a small antelope). All kinds of implements are
used for hunting purposes, ranging from old-fashioned guns
to spears, nets, pits, traps, and axes.

Food prohibitions and taboos are not common among the
Bemba, except in certain circumstances, such as soon after
marriage when a son-in-law might be prohibited from eating
the food cooked by his mother-in-law, or when a girl undergo-
ing the chisungu initiation ceremony might be restricted from
eating certain foods.

EDUCATION

At the time of independence in 1964, the educational infra-
structure was underdeveloped in many parts of Zambia due to
colonial neglect. Very few people were literate prior to 1964.
Since independence, the government of Zambia has devoted
substantial amounts of funds to educational development. The
educational system in Zambia is similar to the British system
in which students spend eight years in primary school, four
years in secondary school, and another four years in college.
The University of Zambia has a limited capacity of about 4,000
students, and entry into the university is very competitive. Be-
cause fees are not charged at any level of the educational sys-
tem, the only obstacle to education is the availability of schools,
particularly in rural areas where full primary schools are rare.
The national literacy rate in Zambia has increased dramati-
cally from a low of about 10% in 1964 to a high of 70% today.
However, since the Bemba live far from the main centers of de-
velopment, their literacy rates could be much lower than this.

" CULTURAL HERITAGE

Like many peoples of Africa, the Bemba have a rich cultural
heritage that is centered around an oral tradition of conveying
information from one generation to the next. Very little of the
Bemba’s folklore has been written down. Traditional music is
part of daily life from initiation rites and marriage ceremonies
to hunting parties.
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In traditional Bemba society, although males are heavily in-
volved in clearing new fields, they are primarily occupied with
political affairs and trade. Agriculture is largely the domain
of women, who are responsible for most of the food. With the
introduction of the modern economy during the era of colo-
nization, men began to migrate for wage opportunities in the
copper mines of the copperbelt of Zambia, and further afield
to South Africa. As a result of large-scale migration of young
men to the mines, the rural areas contain a large proportion
of women; agriculture is therefore stagnant because of the
lack of male labor to clear trees. Census statistics indicate that
Bemba areas are second only to the Eastern Province of Zam-
bia in their shortage of men. The absence of men in rural areas
has had a major negative impact on agricultural productivity,
the economic standing of women and children, marriage, and
family life. In most cases, women have become poorer than in
the past when men were present.

6 SPORTS

Throughout Zambia, the most popular sport played by chil-
dren and young men is soccer. The national team of Zambia
has had some prominent Bemba soccer players.

7ENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

In trading centers throughout the Bemba region, beer pubs
are a common part of the landscape, where people gather to
drink both traditional and bottled beer. Television is available
in Zambia, but few people in rural areas can afford to buy a
television set. Like among the Chewa of Malawi, children in
Bemba territory keep themselves busy through the many tradi-
tional games they have developed. Among the popular games
and activities are mice hunting expeditions, hide and seek at
night, tug-of-war and the nguli game (which is essentially a
spinning top a carved cylindrical piece of wood, about three
inches long, with a sharp pin on the bottom). Men often play
nsolo, a more demanding game, much like chess, often played
under a shady tree at the edge of a village, or at the mphala
or insaka (men’s meetinghouse). Village children make their
own toys such as cars made from dry cornstalks, scrap materi-
als, and discarded wires as well as other innovative playthings.
As such children become responsible, self-reliant, and creative
given the fact that parents and children rarely have money to
spend on expensive (or even cheap) toys. Many of these activi-
ties help to improve children’s learning and social skills.

"BFOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

The Bemba people are not generally known for having devel-
oped a complex folk art culture, although iron-smelting was
practiced until the 1940s. A Bemba man has four basic imple-
ments: an axe used for clearing the bush and cutting wood; a
hoe for farming; a spear for hunting; and, in the past, a bow.
Woodcarving is less developed compared to other peoples in
the region, and weaving is unknown among the Bemba. Per-
haps the best crafts among the Bemba are pottery and baskets,
although these also tend to be simple and fragile.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Zambia has been relatively stable during the post-indepen-
dence era, and inter-ethnic fighting has not been a major prob-
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lem. However, due to economic difficulties during the 1970s
and 1980s, the government has faced internal unrest from
time to time. Shortages and unemployment in the cities, and
widespread misery in rural areas, triggered discontent among
the top-ranking leaders in government, the political party,
the business community, and university students, which cul-
minated in multiparty democracy in the early 1990s and the
peaceful removal from power of President Kenneth Kaunda in
1991. Apart from the economic malaise of the rural areas, the
Bemba were far removed from the centers of these conflicts,
with the exception of those living in the major urban areas.

2 GENDER ISSUES

There are pervasive inequalities between women and men in
Zambia today, more so among the Bemba where women are
supposed to traditionally be subservient to men. These in-
equalities can be traced to pre-colonial indigenous traditions,
the colonial and post-independence eras. During the colonial
era the introduction of the labor migration economy where
men were allowed to migrate to mining and large scale planta-
tion agricultural areas left women and old people in rural vil-
lages in charge of subsistence agriculture. Among the Bemba
and other groups in Zambia women are prized for marriage
and their access to secondary and tertiary education is much
lower than for men and boys. Thus, wage employment in ur-
ban centers is regarded as suitable for men. Women tend to be
confined to jobs related to their roles as care givers and nurtur-
ers—nurses, teachers and secretaries—low wage jobs.

In rural areas women are the backbone of subsistence ag-
riculture producing most of the food while men are away in
urban areas. Women take care of child-rearing and house-run-
ning. In Bemba subsistence society women do the weeding,
sowing, and harvesting. Male activities in rural areas are fewer
than female, more spaced out and less repetitive.

Recent statistics from the Human Development Report in-
dicate that women in Zambia are more likely to be poor than
men: 65% of women are poor, compared to 52% of men, and
child poverty has also increased. In particular, women heads
of household were more likely to be poor: 70% of female-head-
ed households are extremely poor compared to 57% of male-
headed households. Thus gender inequality in rural and urban
areas is well entrenched in Zambia.

Human rights are enshrined in the Zambian constitution.
However, with reference to homosexuality, Zambians are di-
vided in how to approach it. Currently Chapter 87 of Zambia’s
Penal Code Act describes homosexuality as an “offense against
morality.” The issue of homosexuality in Zambia came to the
forefront in 1998 when for the first time in the country’s his-
tory, the Zambian homosexual community decided to come
out in the open, and form an organization called Lesbians,
Gays, Bisexual, and Transgender Association (LEGATRA) to
champion their cause. This led to an uproar by the Zambian
community, both in support and against it with the majority
vowing to reject it at all costs. The political and Christian es-
tablishments in Zambia have condemned homosexuality as
unbiblical and against human nature and pointed out that this
abnormality has no right to exist in society or ask for support
from the government.
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BENINESE

PRONUNCIATION: ben-uh-NEEZ

ALTERNATE NAMES: (former) Dahomey

LOCATION: Benin

POPULATION: 8.3 million

LANGUAGE: French (official language); Fon and Yoruba in
the south; Bariba and Fulani in the north; over 40 other
languages

RELIGION: Animism; Christianity (Catholicism); Islam

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Songhay; Yoruba

TINTRODUCTION

The name Benin comes from an ancient West African kingdom
located in present-day southern Nigeria. Until 1972, Benin was
called Dahomey, named for the pre-colonial Kingdom of Dan
Homey. Benin’s history is most easily thought of as pre-colo-
nial, colonial, and independent. Until the French and Portu-
guese developed ports at Ouidah in 1752 and at Porto Novo in
1894, a succession of kings contested and ruled Benin. Europe-
an contact consisted mostly of intense slave trading, in which
Dahomey’s kings engaged for 300 years until it was abolished
in 1885.

French domination of the area began in 1863 when France
made Porto Novo a protectorate. International pressure had
been mounting to end slave traffic from this port, and the
French also wanted to counter British influence in neighboring
Nigeria. Thus, in the 1880s the French fought a series of battles
with the Dahomians, and within 15 years overthrew the last of
Dahomey’s kings. French missions and schools were less suc-
cessful in converting Beninese to Christianity, than in gradu-
ating thousands of highly qualified students, including several
well-known writers and scholars.

Benin gained its independence on 1 August 1960. Ethnic
conflict and army insurrections followed leading to six mili-
tary coups, a socialist revolution, a state-run economy, and
near economic disaster. In 1990 however, pro-democracy dem-
onstrations and a national conference ended General Kérék-
ouw’s 18-year rule. In 1991, Nicéphore Soglo became president
through competitive elections, marking Africa’s first democrat-
ic transfer of power from a dictator. In 1996 and 2001 Kérékou
was returned to power at the ballot box, although there were
irregularities in the latter election. Student demonstrations
and strikes also signaled growing impatience with delayed
prosperity. Thomas Boni Yayi succeeded Kérékou in 2006 and
earned international attention for his high-profile fight against
corruption and his staunch support of free markets.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

Benin is a small West African country about the size of Penn-
sylvania. It is flanked to the north by Niger and Burkina Faso,
by Nigeria to the east, and by Togo to the west. It has an At-
lantic coastline of 125 km, where the principal cities of Coto-
nou and the capital of Porto Novo are situated. Benin is about
700 km in length, and 325 km in breadth at its widest point.
The flat and sandy coastal plain is interspersed by lagoons. Its
warm temperatures (70-85°F) and two rainy seasons contrast
with the northern, thinly wooded savannah where there is
only one short rainy season and temperatures reach over 110°E.
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An important hilly region in the northwest has elevations of
up to 2,500 ft, providing Benin with a water reservoir.

In 2008 estimates placed Benin’s population at 8.3 million,
growing at about 2.6% a year. The population is young, with
nearly half of all Beninese under 15 years old, and only 2.4%
over 65. If not for the large number of exiles who left the coun-
try in the 1970s, the population would be much higher. The
semi-desert north is sparsely populated with 12 persons per sq
km, while the coastal south supports as many as 240 persons
per sq km in urbanized areas. In just 32 years the rate of ur-
banization increased from 7% in 1960 to 38% in 1992. Never-
theless, three out of four Beninese live in villages. Of the more
than 42 ethnic groups, the Fon make up 40%, and four other
groups—the Adja, Bariba, Yoruba, and Aizo/HouJda—account
for another 40%. The remaining 20% is spread across the Fu-
lani, Kotokoli, Dendi, and other groups.

3LANGUAGE

The peoples of Benin speak 51 languages, making it one of the
most linguistically diverse countries in the world for its size.
French is the official language, and has served to unify Benin.
The two major vernaculars in the south are Fon and Yoruba,
while in the north Bariba and Fulani dominate. As many as
18 languages are used in education, adult literacy, the media,
and broadcasting. High schools teach English as one of the two
foreign languages.

“*FOLKLORE

Benin’s nickname, “Land of Songs,” testifies to the role of sing-
ing in daily life. Through singing, people express their feelings
and narrate their history. Songs are melodious, controversial,
satirical, or dramatic to convey the proper emotion. Each eth-
nic group has its own songs and dances.

Behanzin, king of Dahomey in the late 19th century, towers
above the landscape as a national hero. He became king dur-
ing a period of challenge and intrigue, and went to war with
France over a tributary state, Porto Novo, which France had
made a protectorate. His kingdom was no match for the supe-
rior firepower of the French, and after many battles—some of
them victories—he escaped to the bush. Eventually he surren-
dered and was exiled, and he died in Algeria of pneumonia in
1906. In 1928 his remains were brought back to Benin, where
he was reburied with full military honors.

SRELIGION

The majority of Beninese practice animist religion. Some 42%
are considered Christian, with about 27% of these Catholic.
Pope John Paul IT’s first trip to Africa included a visit to Benin
in 1980. About 24% of the population subscribes to Islam, in-
troduced by Arab, Hausa, and Songhai-Dendi traders from the
north.

Beninese animists recognize some 5,000-6,000 deities
among the Fon, Yoruba, Mina and other coastal groups. Cult
leaders are fetishers, diviners, and venerators of spirits. One
of the most famous cults, the Python Cult, or the Cult of the
Great Serpent, reveres a deity native to the pre-colonial king-
dom of Quidah in the south. The main temple is an unpre-
possessing structure across from the cathedral, but it houses
huge defanged pythons. Churchgoers typically worship at both
places on Sundays. In earlier times, Catholic priests attempted
to eradicate the cult, but the local population resisted, burn-
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ing down missions and chasing out the priests. Kérékou also
tried to disgrace, imprison, and brand the fetishers as national
traitors. The government has since adopted a collaborative ap-
proach, and enlisted fetish priests in national development.

® MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Beninese celebrate 12 national holidays, which are an eclectic
mix of animist, Muslim, Christian, and secular holidays. The
Muslim Tabaski feast and the month long fast of Ramadan, as
well as the Christian holidays of Christmas and Easter, have
become ecumenical holidays. Formerly, Independence Day,
August 1, was celebrated with parades, folkloric dances, and
gala evening balls, but 18 years of Kérékou’s revolutionary rule
gave a certain ambiguity to patriotic celebrations. Difficult fi-
nancial times also have made it harder to celebrate, and most
Beninese spend national holidays quietly with their families,
enjoying a good meal.

"RITES OF PASSAGE

Beninese family life, social stability, and tradition depend on
rites of passage. The rites are festive occasions and opportuni-
ties to restore balance when death occurs. Baptisms are com-
munity celebrations. Seven days after birth, a baby’s head is
shaved completely, the baby receives a name, and family and
friends offer prayers for the parents and the child. Friends
bring gifts, usually small sums of money, a sheep is butchered,
and eating and dancing follow until early in the morning.
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Relatives often help choose mates for their nieces and neph-
ews, cousins, and younger sisters and brothers. After a period
of engagement, a young man offers gifts of jewelry, clothing,
shoes, suitcases, and if his wealth permits, a refrigerator, to his
fiancée. This secures the bride-price. Then, a small delegation
of the groom’s uncles and aunts visits the representatives of
the future bride to propose marriage. The groom’s side brings
money and 40 cola nuts, symbolic of respect and harmony. If
their proposal is accepted, the cola nuts are divided among the
bride’s family and friends, and the date is set.

Weddings are festive and cause for much feasting and cel-
ebration. Traditional weddings can last for weeks. The bride is
secluded with a few friends and taken care of by elderly wom-
en. They apply enje, a stain, to the palm of the hands and soles
of the feet, which eventually turns black. The night before the
wedding, the bride sits upon a wooden mortar and is washed
by the women. In the morning prayers are offered, and the
groom brings additional gifts of shoes and African cloth. Tra-
ditional strips of cloth woven together serve to make the wed-
ding gown. The bride wears special sandals, and sometimes the
groom’s clothing will match that of the bride.

8 INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

As in much of Africa, people typically greet each other even if
they are strangers passing on the street. Upon waking in the
morning, children wash their faces, brush their teeth, and then
directly greet their parents good morning. In Fon, one greets
another person with “Good morning” (AH-FON Ghan-Jee-
Ah), “How are you?” (Ah-Doh Ghan-Jee-Ah), “Thank you”
(Ah-Wah-Nou), and “Good bye” (OH-Dah-Boh). The Muslim
form of greeting involves asking about another’s family’s well-
being, and shaking hands is interrupted each time by touching
the right hand to the breast. Visitors always are offered a glass
of water and, if it is meal time, are expected to join in shar-
ing some food. In the north, people traditionally do not shake
hands, though this is changing. When visiting an older fam-
ily member or a distinguished member of the community, one
kneels before the elder in respect.

LIVING CONDITIONS

Living standards remain low. Benin ranks 163rd out of 177
countries in human development. In rural areas, one of two
households does not have a safe water supply, and only one in
three has access to proper toilet facilities. Malaria, acute re-
spiratory infections, diarrhea, measles, and malnutrition are
common. Life expectancy is 55.4 years, and 76 of 1,000 chil-
dren born will not live to reach their first birthday. Many
Beninese are food insecure, especially in the north where in-
sufficient rains and locust infestations devastate crops. About
one in four children under five are moderately malnourished
and approximately 40% of pregnant women are anemic. Near-
ly half of all Beninese women still give birth at home without
professional assistance.

Despite these serious problems, Benin is improving the
health and living environment of its youthful population. The
constitution of 1990 made special provisions for the surviv-
al, protection, and development of children, which included
guarantees for their education. Benin ratified the Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child in August 1990, one of the first
22 countries to do so. Benin participates in a comprehensive
health plan known as the Bamako Health Initiative, which is
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bringing medicines to the vast majority of the approximately
400 rural health clinics. Of all children under one, 73% are ful-
ly immunized against diphtheria, polio and tetanus (1992).

The main roads in Benin are paved, and travel from the
coast to the north by bush taxi or minivan is easy. Secondary
roads can be rugged and cause considerable wear and tear on
vehicles. Together, Benin has 600 miles of paved roads and an-
other 5,000 miles of unpaved roads.

EAMILY LIFE

Beninese place a high value on family and are close-knit. Nu-
clear families composed of the parents and children may often
include a niece or nephew, cousin, grandchild or grandparent.
The sense of extended family builds out from this core to in-
clude cousins and more distant kin within the clan or lineage.
Even these relatives may be referred to as brother and sister.

On average, Beninese women will be expected to have seven
pregnancies in their lifetime, but families of 4-6 children are
becoming the norm. Typically, the village family—including
children if they are not in school—leaves the hut early in the
morning only to return late in the day after working the fields,
which may be at quite a distance. After the evening meal there
may be storytelling around a fire. The institution of family re-
mains resistant to social pressures and most often, if a child is
born out of wedlock, the parents will marry so that the child
receives a proper upbringing. In polygamous relationships,
wives have their own huts in the village, or if in town, apart-
ments in the same house, and share common kitchen and liv-
ing facilities. Nonetheless, polygamous relationships can lead
to quarreling and often add tensions to family life.

" CLOTHING

On the coast, women typically wear African pagnes of striking
colors and patterns, often with a matching head scarf. Muslim
women wear a three-piece cloth outfit, with one piece wrapped
around the waist and falling to the ankle, a second wrapped
around the chest and reaching around the knee, and a third
covering the head. Once married, Muslim women always cov-
er their heads in public. Men traditionally wear boubou-style
cotton shirts over pants, which may or may not be of match-
ing patterns. Increasing in popularity is the West African em-
broidered boubou for men and women, which requires many
hours of skill to sew and embroider. Boubous of this quality
are very expensive, costing into the hundreds of dollars, and
are reserved for special occasions. A cheaper substitute for
many people is used clothing (fripperie) shipped in large bales
on container ships from Europe and the United States.

2r0o0D

Despite pockets of food scarcity and insecurity, a great vari-
ety of foods exist in Benin and diets vary considerably from
south to north. Taboos, handed down in the family, may pro-
hibit the consumption of fish, goat, and beef, depending on the
taboo. The staple food is la pate, made by adding boiling water
to corn, millet, cassava, or sorghum flour. The accompanying
sauces are cooked for a long time and seasoned with onions, to-
matoes, garlic, and peppers. Sauces may be based on vegetables
or pounded leaves, and may include fish or meat. As elsewhere
in Africa, la pate is dipped into the sauce, and is eaten with the
right hand. Traditional households eat porridge for breakfast,
made from millet, corn, yams, or manioc.
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A mother and her two sons at a well. (AP Images)

Other specialties in Benin include gari, which is grated
manioc, soaked and pressed to remove the natural traces of cy-
anide, and then cooked in a pot until dried, making a very fine
semolina. Gari is enjoyed with peanut-cake snacks. To make
peanut cakes, the oil is pressed from the peanuts, and then
sugar or salt is added depending on the desired taste. Then the
paste is fried. If in need of a quick snack, merchants on street
corners in southern towns offer deep-fried dumplings made
from pounded bananas or beans. Many Beninese enjoy soft
drinks and beer, but these require spare cash. Local drinks in-
clude natural lemonade and limeade, palm wine (sodabi), and
beer and gin made from millet (chapalo).

BEDUCATION

Benin’s former reputation as Africa’s “Latin Quarter” was
earned for the high number of Beninese college graduates. To-
day, its education system faces major challenges. High unem-
ployment has led to a reevaluation of the sacrifices required for
Western schooling and young women are pressured to marry
rather than finish school. Combined primary, secondary, and
tertiary school enrollment was only 50% in 2004, but Beninese
were making gains in adult literacy. In 2005 the government
estimated that about 35% of all adults could read and write,
compared with 23% in 1989.

" CULTURAL HERITAGE

Beninese animism, dance, and music have a long and rich his-
tory. Perhaps the best known of the traditional dances belong
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The great challenge currently facing Beninese is finding work. Because of the scarcity of decent jobs, as many as 75% of city dwellers work
in the informal sector as peddlers, pushcart operators, and the like. In the villages, most Beninese work in agriculture, forestry, and fishing.
The current scarcity of work means that men may spend more time away from the home. (Cory Langley)

to the Fon people of the southern region. These dances may be
performed specifically for a ritual, such as the rada rite, which
is one of the three principal cults of Vaudou from the ancient
Allada kingdom. Fon dance is becoming modernized, and mu-
sical accompaniment is played on a mix of traditional drums
and modern instruments such as electric guitars and synthe-
sizers. Beninese musicians depend on skilled craftspeople to
produce traditional instruments of high quality, and villages
like Adjarra produce over 50 kinds of tam-tams.

Many cultural traditions have roots that can be traced to
former kingdoms. In the northeast, Nikki is the capital of a
former kingdom whose origins go back to the 15th century.
The Baribas, who are wonderful riders, inhabit the area and
organize diabolical displays of horsemanship announced by
long trumpets that produce unusual noises.

> WORK

A great challenge facing Beninese is finding gainful employ-
ment at a living wage. Because of the scarcity of decent jobs,
as many as 75% of city dwellers work in the informal sector
as peddlers, hawkers, and pushcart operators. In the villages,
most Beninese (62%) work in agriculture, forestry, and fishing.
About 60% of women work in agriculture alone. The principal
subsistence crops are manioc, maize and yams, and cash crops
include oil, coconut palms, and cotton. Fishing, textiles, a soap
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factory, and breweries employ less than 7% of the labor force.
Nearly a quarter of all children between the ages of 5 and 14 in
Benin work. In total, these children number about half a mil-
lion workers.

Beninese are counting on a recently completed hydroelec-
tric dam on the Mono River to provide power for future indus-
trial projects that will lead to quality jobs. There is some hope
that unexplored mineral deposits and offshore oil field devel-
opment, now underway, will provide additional well-paying
jobs.

6 SPORTS

The Beninese national sport of soccer is played and watched by
Beninese everywhere the competitive urge strikes. It is played
mainly by boys and young men. The national team is nick-
named “The Squirrels,” and has qualified once for the Africa
Nations Cup (2008), but never the World Cup. There also are
national teams for tennis and rugby. While not a sport in the
western sense, traditional dancing is also extremely popular.
Teamwork is an essential ingredient, and Beninese compare
and rate dancers and musicians for their agility, creativity,
technical skill, and stamina.
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VENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Entertainment preferences and possibilities vary greatly from
urban to rural areas. In the towns and cities where electric-
ity is available, Beninese have the option of watching state-run
television. However, many people with the means or savvy are
buying and hooking up to satellite dishes. A small proportion
of the population has video cassette recorders. Cinemas are al-
ways popular. By contrast, electricity has yet to arrive in most
villages. There, people make their own fun. Ceremonies, holi-
days, and traditional feasts constitute the bulk of community
recreation. Baptisms, in particular, occur frequently and pro-
vide one of the most common forms of entertainment. A vil-
lage of between 300-400 people may have up to 30 baptisms
a year.

" FOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

The royal history of ancient Dahomey is visible in the work of
Beninese artists. The palace museum, which contains royal sep-
ulchres and bas-relief sculpture of great intricacy, offers mod-
els of this ancient tradition. Beninese artists produce highly
refined weaving and sculptures reminiscent of their ancestors’
tradition. Tapestries are woven that use symbols and totems of
the royal family. Sculptors fashion masks, tables, boxes, scep-
ters, and armchairs. Much Beninese art is inspired by Benin’s
royal past, and carries on ancient traditions.

Crafts reflect artistic and practical needs. For example,
craftswomen make pots of all sizes for carrying and storing wa-
ter. Blacksmiths not only produce works of art, but are in great
demand as bicycle, motorcycle, and automobile repairmen.

In the north, one finds a wide range of handmade instru-
ments, from twin drums to calabashes that produce various
tones and pitches to small Beninese guitars. One unique Beni-
nese creation that mirrors life is the Sombas Dwellings. These
are miniature round-tiered huts with turrets, resembling forti-
fied castles. Artists have built these realistic models upon es-
carpments with deep valleys, waterfalls, lawns, and trees.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Benin’s major social problems revolve around lack of eco-
nomic opportunity, poor law enforcement, and the need for
public services. High unemployment, low wages, and overde-
pendence on the informal sector are driving educated people
to take manual jobs such as driving motorcycle-taxis. Worse
however, is the large number of street children, some of whom
become prostitutes to support themselves, and others who are
subject to trafficking. While the law prohibits human smug-
gling, Benin is a source, transit point, and destination for traf-
ficked persons, mostly children who are forced into labor or
sexually exploited. Some trafficking occurs as “vidomegon,” a
form of servitude in which children are forced to work under
an arrangement between two families. Benin’s central loca-
tion in West Africa has made it a transshipment point for illicit
drugs from Nigeria to Western Europe and the United States.

20 GENDER ISSUES

Serious gender issues include discrimination against wom-
en, domestic violence, and female genital mutilation (FGM).
About 17% of women have undergone FGM. Rape and under-
age marriage (under 14 years of age) are prohibited, but weakly
enforced. In rural areas, a tradition of abduction and rape by a
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groom of his prospective bride persists despite efforts by gov-
ernment and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to erad-
icate it. Though not as prevalent as in Ghana, trokosi (“wives of
the deity”) is practiced. Trokosi involves sending a young vir-
gin to work at a shrine in hopes that her servitude will atone
for a past sin or crime of a family member. These young wom-
en are often exploited as sex slaves by traditional priests.

For some time Beninese women have played leading roles in
the home and they continue to make many decisions regarding
home economics and child care. The husband’s job has been to
act as the main supporter of the family. Nowadays, the scar-
city of work means that men may spend more time away from
the home. The consequent demands on Beninese women have
forced them to find work outside the home tending small gar-
dens or engaging in small businesses all the while caring for
the family. Although women outlive men by 5%, only half as
many women can read and write as men, and only about three
quarters as many women as men are enrolled in primary, sec-
ondary, and university-level schools.
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BERBERS

PRONUNCIATION: BUR-bur

ALTERNATE NAMES: Imazighen (plural; singular, Amazigh)

LOCATION: North Africa (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya,
and Mauritania)

POPULATION: 25-36 million (exact statistics are unavailable)

LANGUAGE: Berber (also called Tamazight)

RELIGION: Sunni Muslim, Ibadite

TINTRODUCTION

The name Berber may have originated with the Romans. The
details of the origins of the Berber people are not known for
certain, but the Berbers are generally considered the original
population of North Africa. It is likely that the Berbers de-
scended, perhaps thousands of years ago, from people who ex-
panded west from an eastern origin along the southern rim of
the Mediterranean Sea.

The Berbers, who inhabit regions across North Africa, have
witnessed numerous invasions and occupations. Invaders have
included Phoenicians, Romans, Vandals, Byzantines, Arabs,
Spanish, Turks, and the French. Despite many attempts by col-
onizing people to eradicate or absorb the Berbers, their culture
survived.

The Berber population is distributed across the countries of
North Africa. Generally speaking, it is likely that most north-
west African Arabs are of Berber origin. While precise sta-
tistics are not available, experts estimate that 35-80% of the
all Berbers live in Morocco, with the remainder distributed
throughout Algeria, Libya, and Tunisia. In Tunisia, Berbers
comprise about 15-33% of the population.

Berber groups inhabiting coastal North Africa identify
themselves by the terms Kabyles and Rifs. Others living fur-
ther inland identify themselves as Chaouis, Siwis, Chleuhs,
Mozabites, and Tuaregs.

The Berbers of northern Algeria number approximately 4
million. They have kept their original language and culture.
The Berbers of northern Morocco are sometimes called the
Rifs or Riffis. In southern Morocco, the Berbers, with a popu-
lation of about 8 million, are sometimes known as the Chleuhs.
Other groups include the Tuareg of the Sahara and the Chaou-
is of Algeria. There are also about 4 million Berbers living in
Europe. Some inhabitants of the Canary Islands are also con-
sidered Berber.

Between 642 and 669, the Arabs sent their first military ex-
peditions into the Maghrib region of North Africa, which re-
sulted in the spread of Islam. In 711, Tariq ibn Ziyad, the Berber
governor of Tangier, Morocco, crossed into Spain. Later Islam-
ic Spain (Al Andalus) was under the leadership of the caliph
of Damascus, Syria. Nevertheless, the largest group of Moors
(a general term used to describe Muslim people in Spain and
Portugal) was made up of North African Berbers.

The countries of North Africa gained their independence in
the 20th century. Tunisia and Morocco became independent in
1956 and Algeria in 1962. The countries then established Ara-
bic as their official language, replacing French and/or Spanish.
As a result, most Berbers had to study and know Arabic, with
no opportunity to use their own language at schools.
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North African states identified themselves as Arab nations,
ignoring the existence and the culture of the Berbers. Politi-
cal tensions arose between Berber groups and governments in
North Africa over linguistic and cultural issues in the decades
following independence. Berber culture was discriminated
against in some cases. For example, giving children Berber
names was once prohibited in Morocco.

In response to the demands of the Berbers, Morocco and Al-
geria modified their policies. Algeria defined itself in the con-
stitution as an Arab, Berber, and Muslim nation. As of 2008,
Berber is a national language in Algeria and is taught as a non-
compulsory language in the Berber-speaking areas. In Moroc-
co, Berber is now taught as a compulsory language regardless
the ethnicity.

The Berbers are ethnically—but far from politically—the
dominant part of the populations of Morocco, Algeria, Tu-
nisia, and Mauritania. Isolated Berber-speaking groups are
found all over North Africa, from along the Atlantic in the
west to Egypt in the east. A colorful nomadic Berber tribe, the
Tuaregs, whose male warriors wear blue dresses and indigo-
colored veils, still roam the Sahara desert.

Berber authors, from ancient times until today, have gained
world recognition. An Oregon State University web site dedi-
cated to Berber studies lists Berber authors Saint Augustine,
Tertullian, Apuleius, Arnobius, Franto, Saint Cyprian, Lactan-
tius, Ibn Khaldun, Ibn Battuta, Jean Amrouche, Kateb Yacine,
and Mouloud Mammeri. The site notes that, through history,
these authors have been identified as Roman, Arab, or French.
Many of the authors wrote in a language other than Berber.
The Berber language is only recently winning recognition as
an official language.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

Berber culture is centered in North Africa and the Mediter-
ranean region, although Berber influence is felt as far east as
Egypt and even stretches to the Canary Islands in the Atlantic
Ocean. The sphere of Berber influence includes the countries of
Algeria, Libya, Mali, and Niger, with large pockets in Morocco
and smaller ones in Tunisia along the Mediterranean shores of
North Africa. Berbers tend to live in desert regions like the Sa-
hara and in the Atlas Mountains. Berbers comprise a clear ma-
jority of the population of North Africa in terms of race, but
many Berbers deny their identity, choosing to describe them-
selves as Arab.

The Berbers, whose total population is estimated at 36 mil-
lion, are principally concentrated in Morocco and Algeria,
with significant communities also living in Tunisia, Libya,
Mauritania, Mali, and Niger. In addition there are about 4
million Berbers living in Europe, primarily in France. An es-
timated half of the ethnic Berbers living in Europe describe
themselves as Berbers. In terms of race, Berbers represent the
majority of the population in Morocco and Algeria and more
than half the population in Tunisia and Libya. As Arabization
has swept away the indigenous language and the Berber iden-
tity from many regions, many people with Berber ancestry are
now claiming to be Arabs. In terms of identity, Berbers repre-
sent 40% of all Moroccans, 30% of all Algerians, 15-33% of all
Tunisians, 10% of all Libyans, and 0.5% of all Egyptians, mak-
ing up more than 20 million people. Genetic evidence appears
to indicate that most North Africans (whether they consider
themselves Berber or Arab) are predominantly of Berber ori-
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gin and that populations ancestral to the Berbers have been in
the area since the Upper Paleolithic era.

Although stereotyped in the West as nomads, most Ber-
bers were traditional farmers, living in the mountains rela-
tively close to the Mediterranean coast or dwelling in the oases
found in the desert. The Tuareg of the southern Sahara, how-
ever, were nomadic. Some groups, such as the Chaouis, were
herders who moved with their herds seasonally. Their various
dwelling places included deserts, areas near rivers, plains, and
mountain ranges.

Most rivers are not navigable, but they have been a major
source of water for irrigation. The plains are cultivated with a
variety of crops, such as oranges, figs, olives, almonds, barley,
and wheat. The homelands of the Berbers experience a wide
variety of weather conditions. The desert is hot and dry, while
the coastal plains have mild temperatures. In the summer the
mountains are hot and dry, but in the winter they are cold,
rainy, and often snowy.

3 LANGUAGE

Berber is primarily a spoken language. The Berber languages
are mainly spoken in Morocco, Algeria, Mauritania, Tunisia,
and Libya. The primary Berber language is known as Berber to
Europeans and as Shilha to Arabs. The Berbers themselves call
the primary language Amazigh or Tamazight. The language
forms a branch of the Afro-Asiatic linguistic family. The wide
dispersion geographically of the Berber people has led to the
development of as many as 300 different dialects. A number of
tribes, including the largest ones (the Rif, Kabyle, and Tuareg)
have their own dialects.

Modern Berbers are engaged in ongoing efforts to develop
and gain acceptance of a written form of their language. A
Berber alphabet has existed several thousand years, but has
not enjoyed widespread use.

Berber languages and dialects include Central Atlas
Amazigh (Tamazight) and Riffi (in northern Morocco), Kab-
yle (Algeria), and Tachelhit (or Tashelhiyt, central Morocco).
There is a strong movement among speakers of the closely re-
lated northern Berber languages to unite them into a single
standard language.

Although an alphabet for the Berber language has existed
for a few thousand years, the written language has been dis-
rupted through history by invaders and conquests in North
Africa. The language was first written in an alphabet still used
by the Tuareg; the oldest dated inscription is from about 200
BC. Later, between about Ap 1000 and 1500, Berbers, especially
those living in Morocco, wrote their language using the Arabic
alphabet. Since the 20th century, Berbers, especially the Kab-
yle, have begun using the Latin alphabet.

In Morocco, approximately 3-4 million speak Tachelhit, a
form of Berber; another 3 million speak another Berber dialect
known as Central Atlas Amazigh (Tamazight).

After independence, all the North African Maghrib coun-
tries pursued a policy of Arabization and tried to eliminate
French as the language of education, literacy, and power. A
side-effect of these policies was to suppress the use of Berber
languages.

In the early 2000s, Berbers were becoming more vocal in
their protests over the loss of their language and culture. In
Morocco and Algeria—especially Kabyle—the issues was be-
ing addressed by the government. Both Morocco and Algeria
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are introducing Berber language instruction in some schools.
In its 2007 report on Algeria, the US State Department noted
that “Access to print and broadcast media for Tamazight and
Amazigh culture continued to grow. Tamazight programming
also increased on the non-Berber language channels, as did ad-
vertisements in Tamazight on all television and radio channels.
Beginning in the 2006-2007 scholastic year, the Tamazight
language was officially taught in primary schools, starting in
the fourth grade in 17 predominantly Berber provinces.”

“*FOLKLORE

The folklore traditions of northern Africa have been deeply in-
fluenced by Islamic cultural traditions. Most folklore in Mus-
lim countries concerns important figures in religious history,
such as the prophet Muhammad. According to the tale, al-Isra
wa al-Mi’raj, on the 26th day of the Islamic month of Rajab,
the Muhammad traveled at night from Mecca (a city in what is
now Saudi Arabia, then known as Hijaz) to Jerusalem. From Je-
rusalem, he rode his wondrous horse, al-Burak, on a nighttime
visit to heaven. This legend is celebrated every year throughout
the Islamic world.

Berbers have many legends based on the exploits of Mus-
lim leaders known as marabouts. The marabouts resisted the
religious Crusaders and the French colonizers of North Afri-
ca. They are believed to have had baraka, a blessing or divine
grace, that allowed them to perform miracles. The burial sites
of marabouts are destinations of pilgrimages, and many Ber-
bers regard marabouts as saints.
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Other Berbers believe in spiritual beings called jinn. Jinn
are said to take on the forms of animals. To ward oft these spir-
its, Berber Muslims wear a charm, known as an amulet, with
verses from the Quran printed on it, as protection. They also
wear the “hand of Fatima,” a charm in the shape of the right
hand, to protect against the evil eye.

Often, women in the countryside believe in (and might prac-
tice) sihr, a type of witchcraft primarily involving the use of
potions. A potion might make someone fall in love or it might
invoke a curse as revenge.

5 RELIGION

Prior to conversion to Islam in the 8th century the Berbers had
polytheistic and animistic religious practices. The beliefs of the
indigenous Berber people of North Africa were influenced pri-
marily by the beliefs of their Egyptian neighbors, as well as by
other people who lived in the area, such as the Phoenicians,
Jews, Greeks, and Romans.

Berbers who adhere to a specific religion are outnumbered
by those who profess no religion. However, many Berbers are
Muslim (mostly of the Sunni sect), but there is also a Chris-
tian community (mainly Roman Catholic) and an even small-
er Jewish community. Muslim Berbers’ beliefs are exactly the
same as those of Sunni Muslims elsewhere. However, Islam
practiced in rural North Africa places a strong emphasis on
baraka (“blessing”) and on a belief that descendants of Mu-
hammad can perform miracles. Shrines to these important
figures are scattered throughout the countryside. Living repre-
sentatives are turned to for mediation of conflicts.

There is no Islamic intermediary between man and God.
However, every rural community has a teacher, called a fgih
who trains boys and young men to recite the Quran. The com-
munity hires the fqih to lead the prayers in the mosque and to
deliver a sermon each Friday.

The fqih also prepares the charms that carry verses from the
Quran, which many Berbers wear in the belief that the charm
will cure disease and prevent bad luck. Elements of witchcraft
and sorcery that require Arabic writing are the responsibility
of men; any such activities that do not involve writing are be-
lieved to be the responsibility of women.

S MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Berbers observe both secular holidays and the Muslim religious
festivals of the lunar year. The two major Muslim holidays are
Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha. Eid al-Fitr is a three-day celebra-
tion that takes place after the month of fasting called Rama-
dan. Eid al-Adha commemorates the willingness of Abraham
to obey God’s command and sacrifice his son, Isaac. This Eid
al-Adha feast, where every householder must sacrifice a sheep,
occurs in the last month of the Islamic year and coincides with
the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca. People making a pilgrim-
age are expected to sacrifice a goat or sheep and offer the meat
to the poor. Every Muslim must make this pilgrimage at least
once during his or her lifetime.

Muslims celebrate their religious holidays by going to the
mosque for group prayers. Afterward, they return home to
large meals with family and visiting relatives. They also ex-
change gifts on religious holidays.

The secular holidays include New Year’s Day (January 1) and
Labor Day (May 1). Labor Day commemorates worker solidar-
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ity around the world. Berbers might also observe the holidays
of their native countries.

"RITES OF PASSAGE

Major Berber ceremonies are related to birth, marriage, and
death. In addition, the first haircut and circumcision are rites
of passage for boys. Circumcision is practiced by all Muslims.
Most Berbers circumcise boys at around two years of age, but
a sect that lives in south-central Morocco waits until boys
are five or six to perform circumcision. There is no female
circumcision.

Marriage ceremonies are the most important and elaborate
Berber rituals. Marriage between first cousins is permitted.
(This it typically a son marrying his father’s brother’s daugh-
ter.) Most marriages are between members of families within
the same tribe section. Polygynous marriages are permitted
with each co-wife having her separate dwelling or household.

Widows are often considered an inheritance by a male fam-
ily member. It is not uncommon for two brothers to marry
two sisters. Normally only a husband can initiate divorce (ex-
cept in cases of impotence). A frequent cause for divorce is
childlessness.

When death occurs, Berbers may attribute the cause as ei-
ther natural or supernatural. If the deceased person is a man,
his body is washed and enshrouded by a ranking Muslim man.
If the deceased person is a woman, the body is attended to by
another woman. Every community has a cemetery.

Burial takes place soon after death. A person who dies early
in the day is buried later that day; a person who dies during the
night is buried the next morning.

For burial, the body is laid with its face turned toward Mec-
ca. An Islamic leader recites from the Quran as the body is
placed in the grave. Attendance at funerals is restricted to men.
The relatives of the deceased host a feast seven days after the
death. Among the Rif group of Berbers, a widow hosts a feast
forty days after her husband’s death. Forty days theoretically
marks the end of the mourning period for all Berbers, but most
widows observe a three-month mourning period. This ex-
tended mourning period between widowhood and remarriage
helps remove any question of paternity in case of pregnancy.

8  INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

All close relatives, whether patrilineal or matrilineal, are typi-
cally addressed by the appropriate kin term. Alternative, they
may be addressed by name. If the relative is especially close, he
or she may be addressed by the kin term plus the name. The
same form of address is also used for elders.

Berbers shake hands during greetings and farewells. It is
common for close friends of the same sex to hug and exchange
kisses on the cheeks. People of the opposite sex, if they are not
religious, may shake hands; religious men and women avoid
shaking hands with persons of the opposite sex. The most
common greeting is the phrase Al-salamu alaykum, which
means “May peace be upon you.” The response is Wa alaykum
al-salam, or “May peace be upon you also.”

Most socializing revolves around the family. Guests are
treated with warm hospitality and are served pastries and
sweets. At most social gatherings, men socialize with each oth-
er and the women socialize with each other; the two groups
remain separate. Boys and girls are kept apart through most
of childhood. Dating is never permitted, and it is considered
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inappropriate and shameful for unmarried males and females
to socialize; premarital sex is strictly forbidden. Premarital sex
carries especially strong stigma for girls. A girl who loses her
virginity outside of marriage brings great shame to her fami-
ly’s reputation. Marriages are arranged, either by the families
or with the help of a matchmaker.

LIVING CONDITIONS

For centuries, Berbers have struggled for power with other
Arab groups in North Africa. The Barbary Coast of North
Africa was known as a place where Arab and Berber pirates
would prey on ships on the Mediterranean Sea.

Many traditional Berbers raise sheep and cattle. However,
some Berbers subsist by working at menial jobs, such as grind-
ing flour at a mill, doing woodcarving, quarrying millstones,
and making pottery or jewelry. Berber women generally car-
ried out housework and handicrafts, such as weaving and mak-
ing pottery.

Berbers live a rural lifestyle. Housing is typically a dwelling
made of clay or a tent made of goatskin. In some larger Berber
settlements, houses may be constructed of stone. Many mod-
ern Berbers perform migrant work in Spain or France.

For nomadic peoples, a number of factors, including colo-
nialism, population pressure, and environmental change, has
led them to develop permanent settlements. Very few Berber
groups still move freely around the desert. Most have created
permanent homes, with only some members moving with the
herds for seasonal grazing. Permanent settlements have more
access to health care and education.

O EAMILY LIFE

Everywhere in North Africa, except among some of the Tu-
areg groups of the Central Sahara, descent is patrilineal and
residence is patrilocal. Over a century of French rule and the
long wars for independence led to a breakdown of the tradi-
tional extended family unit. A mother and father would live in
one home with their children, including grown sons and their
wives. The grandparents would usually live with them. All
members of the family would take their meals together.

If a daughter became divorced or widowed, she would re-
turn home to live with her family. In modern times, many Ber-
ber men have traveled to Europe to find work, so their wives
are now filling the role of head of the household in rural areas.

In Berber households, it is common for older children to
help care for their younger siblings while their mothers do
household work. In most families, the grandparents also take
an active role in childrearing. Thus grandparents and grand-
children develop a close bond. Segregation of boys and girls
begins when children reach six or seven years of age and the
boys begin to help manage the family’s herd of goats. By the
time they reach puberty, which traditionally is not long before
the age to marry, the practice of socializing exclusively with
others of the same gender is fully ingrained. Land is passed on
from father to son.

" CLOTHING

The traditional attire is a one-piece, floor-length, hooded
dress, known as a jellaba. It is worn by both men and women.
Western attire is often worn under the jellaba. In cold weath-
er, many men cover their jellabas with a hooded cloak called a
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burnus. Religious and/or conservative women cover their hair
in public.

Berber women wear long, colorful dresses, often covering
their heads with straw hats. Berber women historically had tat-
toos on their foreheads, cheeks, or necks. However, this custom
is slowly fading away. Rural men often wear turbans, which
they replace with a knitted skullcap when going to a mosque.

2F00D

Berber cuisine differs from one area to another within North
Africa. However, most Berber diets include corn, barley, sheep’s
milk, goat cheese, butter, honey, meat, and wild game.

The best known and most common food among all Berbers
is couscous. In fact, some historians credit the Berbers with in-
venting couscous, which is made from semolina flour. Cous-
cous has been known as a North African dish since the 11th or
12th century. Berbers have different names for couscous, in-
cluding shekshu and sishtu.

In Algeria, couscous is called kisksu or taam, meaning
“food” or “nourishment.” This gives an indication of the im-
portance of couscous as a daily staple. In Tunisia, couscous
may be called kiskisi or kusksi. Couscous grains may be large
(and are then called muhammas or burkukis) or very fine. The
fine-grained couscous is generally reserved for use in making
sweet dishes, often involving almonds, raisins, or apricots.

Couscous and tagine (a type of stew) is the principal dish
for special feasts and celebrations. Tagine is prepared in a sin-
gle pot and requires few utensils for its preparation. The tradi-
tional tagine pot is ceramic, with a pointed dome-shaped lid.
The tagine is typically simmered for hours, and is based on in-
expensive cuts of meat, seasoned with spices. Thus, it is well-
suited for preparation by both nomadic and rural cooks.

Preparing and serving couscous symbolizes happiness and
abundance. Besides tagine, couscous may be served with meat,
fish, vegetables, and spices. For a simple meal, couscous was
cooked with sour milk and melted butter. This traditional food
of the nomadic Berbers has found many variations among
modern, more settled Berbers.

BEDUCATION

After the countries of North Africa gained independence in
1950s and 1960s, most were clear in their language policy:
Arabic became the exclusive official language of the country
and the role of the languages of previous colonization, namely
French and Spanish, was minimized. There was no mention
of Berber as a national language or minority language and no
prospect for making any room for this language in the nation-
al official landscape.

Berber had no place in the educational system in Morocco,
especially at the primary and secondary school levels. This
forced a whole generation of children to enter school in a lan-
guage they had never spoken before, contributing to a higher
dropout rate among Berber children.

Challenges faced by those who spoke only Tamazight ex-
tended from the education system to other official spheres,
such as the healthcare system and the legal system. Arabic
and French dominated in hospitals and official government
agencies.

Berber activists blame Arabization for the high illitera-
cy rate in Morocco—an estimated 48% of its citizens cannot
read—because Berber children often drop out when confront-
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Sheep pack a street in a Berber village in Morocco. The mountain Berbers, isolated in Morocco’s High Atlas Range, are proud of their tradi-
tional culture, now largely lost to their urban kin. (AP Images/Alexandra Boulat/VII)

ed with teachers who speak only Arabic. In state schools, the
first language taught is standard Arabic, followed by French.
At the secondary school level, English, Spanish, or German is
introduced. At the university level, a growing number of stu-
dents are choosing to study the Berber language and culture.

By 1994, the Berber movement had grown strong enough
to persuade King Hassan II of Morocco to encourage inte-
gration of the Berber language into the public education sys-
tem. His son, Mohammed IV, succeeded him in July 1999, and
continued to support the use and preservation of the Berber
language.

Mohammed IV established the Royal Institute of the
Amazigh Culture (IRCAM) in 2001. (IRCAM is commonly
called the Royal Institute of Berber Culture when referred to in
English.) In September 2003 teaching Berber in public schools
became a reality. However, this was not a simple undertaking.
Teaching Berber involved learning the Tifinagh script, in addi-
tion to the Roman and the Arabic scripts already being taught.

In the past Berber children had been educated in the
mosque, where they focused on religion and some rudimentary
math. This was seen as important work and the fqih (religious
instructor) is a highly respected member of the community.

However, religious education along was not adequately pre-
paring Berber children for life in contemporary society. Berber
ativists succeeded in convincing the government of Morocco
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to support the preservation of the Berber language and culture
through the primary schools.

With improved health care and widespread availability of
immunizations, more Berber children survive to adulthood. It
is important that they receive an education that prepares them
to function as citizens in North African society. It is clear that
more a formalized, urban, and modern style of education is
needed.

Berber oarents acknowledge that their children will not be
able to support themselves by herding and farming. It is inevi-
table that Berber children will give up the rural or nomadic life
to find employment in urban areas. Life in the city requires a
sort of training beyond what is available through the mosque.
Many Berber and especially Tashelhit students move through
the traditional (mosque-based) educational system to become
religious teachers. Berber students are enrolling in increasing
numbers in the religious universities in Morocco, and some
eventually join the faculty.

" CULTURAL HERITAGE

The Berber culture has its typical art and symbols, as well as
its unique music that provides continuity through history.
The ancient Berber culture is extraordinarily rich and diverse,
with a variety of musical styles. These range from bagpipes and
oboe (Celtic style) to pentatonic music (reminiscent of Chi-
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nese music)—all combined with African rhythms and a very
important stock of authentic oral literature. These traditions
have been kept alive by small bands of musicians who travel
from village to village, as they have for centuries, to entertain
at weddings and other social occasions with their songs, tales,
and poetry.

Berber mothers have been largely responsible for the surviv-
al of the Berber language and cultural identity. Mothers share
traditional stories and beliefs with their children. Women also
preserve cultural traditions through the handicrafts such as
tapestry, jewelry, tattoos, and pottery. In October 2001, the
Royal Institute of the Amazigh Culture (IRCAM) was estab-
lished in Morocco to preserve Amazigh culture and language.

> WORK

Important traditional Berber crafts were blacksmithing, bas-
ketry, and utilitarian woodwork, such as the making of plow
handles and yokes. However, blacksmithing was typically con-
sidered a low-status occupation for men.

Berber women produced handmade pottery. In some ar-
eas, men also produced pottery, but it was considered low-sta-
tus work. There is strikingly little economic specialization by
Berber men. Silversmithing and saddle-making, occupations
formerly practiced by rural Jews, were skills learned by some
Berbers. Most Jews migrated to Israel when that country be-
came an independent state in 1948, leaving silversmithing and
leatherwork to Berbers and Arabs who remained in North
Africa.

In pre-colonial times, Berber men were occupied with feud-
ing and warfare. Modern Berber men are occupied with ag-
riculture, herding animals, and, occasionally hunting. Berber
women manage the household and perform all housework.
However, preparing tea for guests is a special task reserved for
the men of the household.

The management of the household engages the entire fami-
ly. Women do the housework and are called on to help the men
with the grain harvest. In addition, women are responsible for
carrying the harvested grain in baskets to be threshed.

Men build the houses but women whitewash the walls.
Women also smooth and clean the floors. Women are also fre-
quently the ones to haul animal manure to the collective ma-
nure pile. Women milk the animals and fetch water for the
animals and the household. Gathering firewood also falls to
the women.

If a Berber household includes poultry and rabbits, the
women care for them. Marketing the family’s goods was tra-
ditionally the responsibility of the men, but sometimes elderly
women, especially in poor families, would work the family’s
stall at the market. In modern markets, women are as numer-
ous as men, due in part to the absence of some adult men who
have migrated to Europe for work.

By around age six, boys (and some girls) herded goats on
the slopes. Older girls helped care for the family’s younger
children. As emphasis on schooling has increased, many boys
(and to a lesser degree, girls) enroll in school and are no longer
available for household chores.

6 SPORTS

Before the French colonized North Africa, some traditional
sports were played in the village communities or in the no-
madic settlements. After the introduction of modern sports in
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accordance with French colonial policy, the traditional sports
were threatened.

Modern sports, particularly football (soccer), spread rapidly
throughout North Africa. North Africans in general, and Ber-
bers in particular, relished the opportunity to contest against
European teams. As a result of the introduction of modern
sports, national sports organizations were established. These
helped contribute to a sense of national identity among the
countries of North Africa.

After independence from France, North African nations
introduced policies of modernization and centralization.
Through the modern educational system and the process of
establishing an independent government, the playing of tra-
ditional sports was discouraged. These sports were viewed as
primitive and backward and threatening to the development
of the modern nation. Along with traditional religious prac-
tices, traditional games were criticized for being filled with
superstitution.

Modern sports, however, cwere encouraged as the newly-
independent nations worked to form a national identity and to
find ways to compete internationally.

VENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Ritual ceremonies serve partly as recreation and entertain-
ment and often include music and dance. Storytelling is anoth-
er favorite traditional pastime. Small bands of musicians travel
from village to village, as they have for centuries, to entertain
at weddings and other social occasions with their songs, tales,
and poetry.

A traditional equestrian performance is practiced during
cultural festivals. A performance on horseback oftens ends a
traditional Berber wedding celebration. This performance is
considered a form of martial art, symbolizing the strong bond
between men and horses. Groups made up of hundreds or thou-
sands of riders perform during festivals. Sports, television, and
radio provide recreation for increasing numbers, especially in
the cities.

Nomadic people traditionally enjoyed games involving
sticks, stones, and drawing on the sandy desert ground around
their settlements. These games are similar to tic-tac-toe, hop-
scotch, or mancala.

" FOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Much Berber art is in the form of jewelry, leather, and fine-
ly woven carpets. The forms of Berber artistic expression, at
least in the modern period, are primarily linked to utilitarian
objects—pottery, weaving, and architecture—and to jewelry.
All are characterized by predominantly geometrical, nonrep-
resentational patterns. Neither the forms and patterns nor the
techniques appear to have changed significantly since ancient
times, and they can be related directly to forms found in the
Mediterranean basin from as early as the Iron Age. These art
forms are not original or exclusive to Berbers. Still, the Berber
culture has consistently produced artistic works for centuries.

Examples of Berber artistic expression include the mas-
sive earth and adobe structures, known as ksars, in southern
Morocco. These architectural fortifications were constructed
from packed earth, with towers and facades decorated with in-
scribed pattersn.

Berbers are also known for Kabyle and Chawia pottery,
which are unique in their variety. Designed with elegant forms
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and elaborate applied patterns, this style of pottery is easily
recognizable.

Berbers are also well known for their silver jewelry, which is
embossed with intricate patterns and inlaid with stones. Some
examples feature enameled cloisonné as well.

Berbers are also known for textiles produced throughout
North Africa, but particularly in southern Tunisia and in cen-
tral and southern Morocco.

" SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Politicians in North Africa who take strong political stands in
support of the Berber cause rarely reach high positions in their
governments. Arabization is blamed for the continued poverty
of most Berbers. Fifty percent of Moroccans live on less than
$50 a month, and most of the poor are Berbers.

Government jobs are off-limits to those who speak only
Berber, and Berber is prohibited in the courts; all legal docu-
ments must be translated into Arabic. One government-affili-
ated channel, 2M, broadcasts a mix of Arabic and French. The
other, RTM, broadcasts predominantly in Arabic, with only 5
to 10 minutes a day of news in Berber.

Political tensions have risen between Berber groups and
governments in North Africa during the 1980s, 1990s, and
into the 2000s. Berber activists argue that the Arabic educa-
tion system, the lack of programs in Berber on state radio and
television, and the absence of an entity in charge of preserving
the Berber cultural heritage is threatening what is left of it.

In response to the demands of the Berbers, Morocco and Al-
geria have modified their policies. Algeria included language in
its constitution declaring that the country is an Arab, Berber,
and Muslim nation. Currently in Algeria, Berber is a national
language and is taught as a non-compulsory language in the
Berber speaking areas.

In Morocco, Berber is now taught. Nevertheless, Berber or-
ganizations have denounced the Moroccan education charter
dealing with language and culture as insufficient. They point
out that only two of its 100 articles deal with the question of
Berber in school. The first said Berber could be used in primary
school only to “facilitate the learning of the official language”—
Arabic. The second said that certain universities would have the
means to study the Berber language and culture.

20 GENDER ISSUES

Islam at its foundation was a liberator of women. For the first
time in recorded Arab (and Western) history, women gained
part of their father’s inheritance and were given rights in both
marriage and divorce—it took centuries for European Chris-
tian societies to grant women rights to property, especially in
marriage where a woman was considered to be owned by her
husband.

Berber women’s lives are changing and dynamic. In urban
areas, women are quite similar to Western women in their po-
litical rights and economic behaviors. They have more access to
education and so tend to have fewer children than rural women
and also to work in more formal economic sectors. In rural ar-
eas, labor is often divided with women responsible for childcare,
food production, and domestic tasks, while men are involved in
herding and agricultural production for sale. However, as men
migrate to urban areas to look for jobs, more women have to
take responsibility for traditionally men’s tasks, as well as their
own. This has many implications as women gain access and ex-
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perience in public affairs and daughters become more crucial
to fulfilling domestic responsibilities. Whether urban or rural,
women and girls are usually responsible for bringing water to
the house for bathing, cooking, and cleaning.

Berber women, like other Muslim women, are said to live in a
male-dominated society with rigid sexual stratification. The se-
clusion and control of the sexual practices of a woman increase
a man’s status and power. This view has become more prevalent
with the process of Islamization in Morocco, as elsewhere.
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BURKINABE

PRONUNCIATION: bur-kin-ah-BAY

ALTERNATE NAMES: (former) Upper Voltans

LOCATION: Burkina Faso

POPULATION: 15,264,735

LANGUAGE: French, Gur Group (Niger-Congo family of
languages), Bobo-Dioulasso

RELIGION: Islam, traditional religions, Christianity

RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Dyula; Mossi; Tuaregs

TINTRODUCTION

Burkina Faso is one of the economically poorest countries in
Africa, and one of the least known to Americans. Known as
Upper Volta until 1984, the former French colony has strug-
gled against drought, isolation with respect to transportation
for exports, and a general lack of money for development. The
new name, Burkina Faso, was adopted as part of the Revolu-
tion of 1983 to signify a fresh start for the country, and is a
name created from words of three languages in the country to
mean “country of upright or incorruptible men.” The shorter
form Burkina is commonly used; Burkinabe is the adjectival
form of the name and is the singular and plural term for the
country’s citizens.

Burkina Faso was one of the last parts of Africa to be con-
quered by Europeans. The French conquered it in 1896-97, just
ahead of expeditions of the British from what is now Ghana
and Germans from Togo. The French, much more than the
British, intended to assimilate the peoples they ruled to French
values and institutions. However, the lack of money to support
the colonial regime in Burkina Faso meant that the French had
to rely upon the traditional rulers, especially the kings and
chiefs of the Mossi, the largest ethnic group, to administer the
colony.

The colony went bankrupt during the Great Depression, and
from 1933 until 1947 Upper Volta was divided between Soudan
(now Mali), Niger, and Cote d’Ivoire. The restoration of the
colony was due in part to the postwar alliance of pro-indepen-
dence African political leaders like Félix Houphouét-Boigny in
the latter colony with the French communist party, the only
French party willing to even consider such a step. Upper Volta
was recreated in order to reduce Houphouét-Boigny’s territory
and to reward the leading Mossi king, the Mogho Naba, for his
support in turning out unpaid labor to extend the Abidjan rail-
road, the country’s link to the outside world, from the Western
city of Bobo-Dioulasso to the capital, Ouagadougou.

Burkina Faso became independent in 1960, but it remains
closely linked to France. In the 1960s and 1970s, three civil-
ian governments were overthrown by the military in blood-
less coups-d’état, but series of coups in the 1980s turned Upper
Volta from a major recipient of Western foreign aid to a revo-
lutionary government and back again to a country cooperat-
ing with the World Bank’s “Structural Adjustment” program
to increase free-market economies.

By the early 1900s the French had imposed taxation on the
new colony, taxes required to be paid in French francs. This
required Burkinabe peoples, who previously had used cowry
shells from the Indian Ocean as money, to grow, mine, make,
or do something that French were willing to pay for, which was
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the intent of the tax program. Because little could be grown
for sale in Burkina, many people worked as migrant laborers
in the coffee and cocoa farms and mines of the British Gold
Coast Colony and the Céte d’Ivoire. For the first two-thirds of
the century this migration was largely seasonal, as the agricul-
turally dead dry season at home in Burkina coincided with the
peak demand for farm labor in the coastal countries’ farms.

Since the 1960s, the original, seasonal migration has given
way to longer-term settlement in these countries. Burkinabe
were 11% of the population of Cote d’Ivoire in the 1988 census.
There the Mossi are said to be the second-largest ethnic group.
Burkinabe who once worked as laborers on Ivoirien farms
now have cocoa or coffee farms of their own, or work in urban
trades and professions.

Many Burkinabe, especially Mossi, served the French colo-
nial army. The famous troops known as the “Senegalese Sharp-
shooters” (Tirailleurs Sénégalais) were in fact recruited all over
French West Africa, and Burkinabe were especially heavily
represented. Mossi and others from Burkina Faso fought for
France in both world wars, in Indo-China, and in Algeria. For
many years the pensions of these veterans were such an impor-
tant source of foreign currency to the Burkinabe government
that the president would personally hold the cabinet post for
veterans’ affairs.

The country gained independence from France in 1960, and
Maurice Yameogo became the first president. Yameogo was
overthrown in a military coup in 1966 because of rampant
corruption in his administration. For two decades, the country
continued to experience political instability. In 1983 Thomas
Sankara took control of the government and conducted a na-
tionalist and socialist policy that placed priority on the rural
population. He came to be seen as a champion of the people.
However, he remained unpopular with tribal chiefs and the
government elite. In 1987, he was ousted and assassinated by
his second in command, Blaise Compaore, who has remained
in power since then, in spite of adopting a constitution in 1991
that allows multi-party elections.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

Burkina Faso is located in West Africa, in the interior savanna
north of Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Togo, and Benin. It is bounded
to the west and north by Mali and by Niger to the east and
north. It is slightly larger than Colorado. Most of the country
is gently rolling savanna, with grasslands dotted with trees and
areas of scrub brush. The country is infrequently broken by
rock outcroppings or small mesas.

The population of Burkina Faso was estimated to be 15.3
million people in 2008. A French sample survey of 10% of the
national population in the early 1960s estimated that 48% of
the population was Mossi and 10.4% Fulani (Peulh). Other
ethnic groups made up 4-7% each; these included the Bisa,
who were the original inhabitants of the southern part of the
country where the Mossi states formed; Gourmantche, who are
related to the Mossi and have traditional states east of them;
and Gourounsi, Lobi, and Dagari, peoples on the southern and
western edges of the Mossi kingdoms who share a similar way
of life and speak related languages, but who do not have po-
litical organizations larger than clans defined by kinship re-
lations. The Bobo and Senoufo in western and southwestern
Burkina are culturally and linguistically related to the Mande-
speaking peoples of Mali.
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The 48% figure for the Mossi has been suspected of being
a deliberate undercount in order to deny a demographic ma-
jority to the people who already dominated the new nation’s
government. Because ethnicity remained a sensitive subject,
the national censuses of 1975 and 1985 did not publish ethnic
totals for the whole population. Current estimates are based
on those 35 year-old figures. On that basis, roughly 5 million
Burkinabe are Mossi. A 1996 United States government figure
estimates only 24% for the Mossi, while a 1995 linguistic refer-
ence book estimates Mossi at 53% of the population.

3LANGUAGE

French is the official language of the country, of schools, and
official publications. Except for the Mande-related languages
of Bobo-Dioulasso and the west of the country, most Burki-
nabe speak languages of the Gur group within the large Niger-
Congo family of languages. Gur-speaking peoples in Burkina
and adjacent parts of Benin, Togo, and Ghana share a generally
similar way of life as millet farmers, with some (like the Mossi
and the Dagomba and Mamprussi in Ghana) having kingdoms
and chieftaincies, while others are organized only along kin-
ship principles.

*FOLKLORE

The Mossi and Gourmantche peoples of Burkina are notable
in the history of the West African savanna in that their ruling
elites did not convert to Islam when others did. While there
always have been Muslims in Burkina who were literate in
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Arabic, the bulk of Burkinabe history, law, and tradition was
passed down orally.

SRELIGION

The resistance of the Mossi and Gourmantche to the wide-
spread introduction of Islam to the West African savanna dur-
ing the 10th-11th centuries was a consequence of the close
connection between political power and its validation by tradi-
tional religion. For a man to rule others, he must have received
the religious right to do so, the nam, conferred only on one
chosen and installed as a chief or king according to religious
tradition. Occasional Mossi kings did convert as individuals
but without lasting consequences. Mossi and other Burkinabe
cultures, however, have many elements of Islamic origin.

The traditional religion of the peoples of Burkina is similar
to that of many African peoples. There is a three-part view of
the supernatural. An all-powerful god created the world and
remains a force, but is too distant and important to have much
interest in the activities of human beings. Less powerful, but
more important, are spirits of earth and air that govern rain-
fall and soil fertility; these are tied to local places and affect
local conditions. Offerings and prayers to them are made at
natural features like rock outcrops or sacred trees.

Third, and most important in the success of daily life, is
the influence of one’s ancestors. Burkinabe peoples, again like
many African societies, see the family as extending across
time, from founding ancestors through those members alive
now, to unborn future generations. Living members have a re-
sponsibility to their ancestors to maintain family land and to
marry and have children to carry the family into the future.
The ancestors watch over their living descendents and can re-
ward or punish their behavior.

There has always been Muslim Mossi, especially long-dis-
tance traders for whom Islam was a common bond with trad-
ers elsewhere in the savanna. There are Mossi farmers who are
descended from traders, however, who remained Muslim. The
peoples closer to the great Muslim societies north, east, and
west of Burkina have experienced proportionately greater
Muslim influence. Moreover, when the French conquest sug-
gested that the traditional supernatural powers were insuffi-
cient to protect people, there was greater conversion to Islam
and Christianity.

Current figures estimate the Muslim population at 50%,
with 40% following traditional religions and 10% Christian;
the latter are mainly Roman Catholic due to the French colo-
nial history. The first African cardinal, Paul Zoungrana, was
the archbishop of Ouagadougou and a Mossi. The Protestant
population is around 1% and represents the work of American
missionaries.

S MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Originally, the national holidays were December 11, the anni-
versary of the proclamation of the Republic of Upper Volta in
1958, and August 5, anniversary of the date of full indepen-
dence in 1960. After the 1983 revolution led by Thomas San-
kara, the national holiday became its anniversary, August 4.
The government and schools also observe all the major Chris-
tian and Muslim holidays, including Easter, Christmas, ‘id al-
Fitr, the end of the month’s fast of Ramadan, and the festival
of Tabaski (‘id al-Kabir), when Muslim households sacrifice a
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ram to honor God’s testing of Abraham’s faith by asking him
to sacrifice his son Isaac.

7RITES OF PASSAGE

There are no rites of passage at the national level, except for
universal events like school graduations. The ethnic groups in
Burkina Faso do mark the various transitions in a person’s life
with public rituals. These include the formal naming of a baby
and its announcement to the community at a set time after its
birth, the circumcision and instruction of pre-adolescent boys
and (separately) girls, marriage as the assumption of full adult
status, and funerals, which mark the moving of the deceased
from living elder to watching ancestor. Burials, necessarily
soon after death in a tropical country, are distinct from funer-
als, although both are public ceremonies. Funerals may come
years after a death, when the next of kin (usually the eldest son)
is able to be present and to afford the cost of the ceremony and
associated feast.

8 INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

While cities and towns always have existed in Burkina, the
vast majority of the population has lived in rural farming com-
munities. The 1985 national census showed 12.7% of the popu-
lation living in towns of 10,000 or greater, up from 4.7% just
after independence in 1960. The two biggest cities, Ouagadou-
gou and Bobo-Dioulasso, had estimated populations in 1991
of 634,479 and 268,926; the next largest town in the 1985 cen-
sus had a population of 38,902. Recent estimates indicate that
the two biggest cities, Ouagadougou and Bobo-Dioulasso, had
populations of 1,181,702 and 435,543 respectively. The bulk of
the population, then, lives in villages surrounded by neighbors
who usually are also relatives, since land is allocated by kinship
ties. That in turn reinforces a society in which people are con-
scious of the ongoing family to which they belong, for whose
well-being they are responsible, and whose land they farm and
live on, but do not individually own and cannot sell. Respect
for those older than oneself is a cornerstone of Burkinabe (and
most African) societies.

A poor country with limited resources, Burkina offers little
in the way of social security payments. This means that even
urban wage-earners maintain links to their rural families,
where they have an absolute right to land and support in their
old age.

LIVING CONDITIONS

For those who live in rural villages, life has changed little over
the centuries, although some modern conveniences have been
introduced. Most people live in adobe houses with thatched
roofs. Electricity is available only in towns and cities; there-
fore, radios are battery-powered and lanterns are kerosene or
battery-powered. As the population has increased, firewood
for cooking is increasingly difficult to find and women must
walk greater distances for it. In rural areas water for drinking,
cooking, animals, and washing comes from wells; the building
of deeper, cement-lined wells has increased the number that do
not go dry during the dry season, and made hauling water eas-
ier. Water is carried from the well to the house in large pottery
containers carried on the heads of women.

Health issues remain significant. Malaria is chronic and
widespread; anyone falling ill with another disease most likely
already has malarial parasites and is weakened. The cost of im-
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ported malaria-suppressing medicines puts them out of reach
for most Burkinabe. Measles remains a significant cause of
death for children, even though it could be prevented if the re-
sources were available.

During the 1970s, the world’s largest public health project
was launched by the World Bank and other aid agencies in
Burkina to reclaim fertile river-edge land from “river blind-
ness,” or onchocerciasis. This disease, caused by a parasite
transmitted by black-fly bites, can lead to blindness after heavy
exposure and has caused people to abandon villages and fields
along the few year-round rivers. The “oncho” project has suc-
ceeded in reclaiming the land, but helicopter spraying must
continue in order to suppress the black flies.

Major roads increasingly are being paved, which makes van
and truck transport faster and less wearing on the imported
vehicles. The single railroad, which runs from the sea at Abi-
djan in Cote d’Ivoire through Bobo-Dioulasso to Ouagadou-
gou, has been extended north to Kaya and eventually will
reach another 200 km to valuable manganese deposits. Most
individuals cannot afford a private car, but there is a wide-
spread network of vans linking rural communities with cities
and towns. There are international airports at Ouagadougou
and Bobo-Dioulasso, with flights to other cities in West Africa
and to Europe, particularly to France.

Bicycles and motorbikes are the most widely owned trans-
port. Donkeys traditionally were used as pack animals and
now are also used to draw carts to haul goods and firewood.

WEAMILY LIFE

Most Burkinabe societies are patrilineally based; communi-
ties of men linked through their fathers live with the wives and
children on land that in principle their ancestors cleared from
uninhabited brush. In the past, married sons and younger
brothers were likely to live with their father or older brother;
there is a tendency to smaller households as more men have
a wider range of economic options beyond the joint sharing
of family farming. In the southwestern part of the country
where Burkina, Ghana, and Cote d’Ivoire come together, eth-
nic groups transfer some rights and goods through the male
line of kinship, and others through the female. That is, a man’s
tools, for example, might be inherited by his sons, but his cattle
would go to his sister’s sons.

Marriage in Burkina, as in much of Africa, is a matter of
paramount concern to families because it is the means by
which the entire family is perpetuated. The incest taboo means
that women to bear children must come from outside the patri-
lineal family, so bringing in “strangers” is a necessity for the
family. Marriages are arranged, therefore, and involve group
meetings between both families. While there always have been
ways for couples who wanted to marry to do so, by and large
most marriages are not the result of individual emotions and
desires, but are part of the overall family’s way of making the
connections needed to bear a next generation.

T CLOTHING

Pre-colonial Burkina grew cotton, which was spun into thread
by women and woven into strips of cloth by men; the cloth
was exported by donkey caravan in large rolls to other parts of
West Africa and was sewn into broader panels to make cloth-
ing in Burkina and elsewhere.
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Donkeys traditionally were used as pack animals and now are also used to draw carts to haul goods and firewood. (Corel Corporation)

Modern Burkina grow increasing amounts of cotton, which
is still an important export. It is made into printed cloth pan-
els 1 by 2 m (about 3% by 6% ft) in size in a Burkinabe factory.
The factory-made and imported cloth is what most Burkinabe
wear. Shoes also are manufactured in Burkina.

Traditionally, women wore a long cotton skirt wrapped
around their waists; recently, tops have been added in rural as
well as urban areas. Men wore cotton shirts and trousers, or
Muslim-influenced embroidered robes. Sewing machines now
are used for the intricate embroidery formerly done by hand.
Urban residents tend to wear variations on an increasingly
worldwide style of dress. Used American cut-off jeans have be-
come the everyday working dress of farmers.

2Fo0D

Throughout Burkina, millet and sorghum are the staple foods.
Porridge made from millet flour, called t6 in West African
French, is the main food. A cider-like beer brewed from sor-
ghum is the main drink for all except Muslims and Protestant
Christians, who do not drink alcohol.

Millet porridge is boiled to a loaf-like firmness, and pieces
are broken off with the right hand, dipped in sauce, and eaten.
The stew-like sauce is made from vegetables, leaves, and spices,
and also may contain meat, which provides most of the flavor
and vitamins to the meal. Meat, especially mutton and beef, is
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a luxury item not frequently eaten and even less often eaten by
itself as a meal. Chickens and guinea fowl are the main sourc-
es of meat. Dried fish is traded down from the Niger River in
Mali and Niger; as the lack of lakes and rivers in Burkina lim-
its local fishing.

Corn (maize) is increasingly grown to be roasted and eaten,
but it remains a secondary crop because it exhausts soil nutri-
ents more quickly and requires more water than millet. Pea-
nuts are grown and are eaten fresh, boiled, roasted, and ground
into sauces. Rice was domesticated long ago in West Africa as
well as in Asia and is grown in western Burkina. Rice tends to
be a luxury food, served for special events like weddings. Even
in rural areas, French-style bread is increasingly available and
is, like leftover porridge, a breakfast food. High-quality wheat
bread (for which flour must be imported) is eaten daily by ev-
eryone in the larger cities and towns.

BEDUCATION

Except for Muslim Koranic schools and the three-month ini-
tiation schools that accompanied the circumcision of pre-ado-
lescent boys, traditional Burkina education came from living
with, watching, and assisting one’s older family members and
neighbors.

The French colonial government, anxious to save money, left
education in the hands of Roman Catholic missionaries, who
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did not have many schools. Around 1970, only 7% of Burki-
nabe children of elementary school age attended school. That
figure has increased, but access to education is far from uni-
versal. A 1995 estimate for the population over age 15 report-
ed an overall literacy rate of 19.2%, 29.5% of men, and 9.2% of
women.

Access to post-elementary education is competitive and lim-
ited by the smaller number of schools; there is one university,
in Ouagadougou. There are a few job opportunities for those
who do get a Western education.

Y CULTURAL HERITAGE

Besides the renowned tradition of wood carving, Burkinabe
society has a rich heritage of folk tales and oral tradition. Their
music consists of drums, flutes, and stringed instruments.
In the western part of the country there are many players of
the balophon, a xylophone-like instrument with dried gourds
serving as resonators for the vibrating pieces. FESTPACO, the
Ouagadougou film festival, is the leading film festival in all of
Africa, and one of the major cultural events of any kind for the
entire continent.

> WORK

Burkina Faso only recently has begun to integrate more mod-
ern occupations into its farming tradition. While no one is
without exposure to modern conveniences and new technolo-
gies, most people still live the sort of lives, doing the same sort
of work, as their ancestors have done for centuries.

1 SPORTS

Soccer and bicycle racing are the major sports; no urban holi-
day is complete without a bicycle race. Beyond that, there is
little in the way of sports. There is a national basketball team,
but few are involved in the sport. Hunting is work more than
sport, involving either food-seeking or control of agricultural
pests.

7ENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Radio is the important means of linking people in Burkina
to the outside world. Personal, as well as local, national, and
world, news is broadcast. Television is minimally present;
there is one station each in Ouagadougou and Bobo-Dioulas-
s0, broadcasting only two hours per weekday and five hours on
weekends to 12 sets for every 1,000 people in 2000.

Movies are important, although theaters are limited to the
larger towns and cities. More importantly, relatively few movies
are made in Africa, or in African languages, so that the mov-
ies people see usually are from foreign cultures and in foreign
languages without dubbing into local languages. Films from
India are widely screened in Africa. This is changing, however,
and Burkinabe filmmakers are playing a major role. The main
film festival in Africa is FESTPACO, the Festival Panafricain
du Cinéma d’Ouagadougou. Burkinabe filmmakers like Gas-
ton Kaboré and Idrissa Ouédraogo are making feature-length
films that increasingly are seen in Europe and North Ameri-
ca, but also, because they are in Moré, are fully accessible to at
least half the Burkinabe population.
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" FOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Societies in Burkina, especially in the western part of the
country, produce some of the most famous African art, which
is carved wooden masks worn by ritual dancers who personify
animal or other spirits. Patterned cloth is both woven and tie-
dyed, and leather bags, cushions, and hats are widely known.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Burkina shares with other countries the problems that come
with increasing urbanization and a greater output of students
than there are jobs for them to fill. In relative terms, however,
neither problem is as advanced as in many other African coun-
tries. The overall lack of economic infrastructure also means
that Burkina is heavily influenced by economic decisions else-
where. The country’s money is the CFA (African Financial
Community) Franc, the currency of most of formerly French
West Africa. In 1994 the value of the CFA franc was cut in half
relative to the French franc and other currencies. This had a
major effect on those earning wages or salaries paid in CFA,
but it affected as well the price everyone pays for increasingly
necessary imported products like tires or radios or wheat flour
for bread.

Burkina Faso was long noted in modern Africa as having
more political freedom than most countries, even when (par-
adoxically) there was a military government. African gov-
ernments face the task of meeting many demands with few
resources, which can lead to an inability to accomplish much,
in turn leading to a military seizure of power in the name of
honesty and efficiency. Burkina had the distinction of two
bloodless military coups, eventually returning power to civil-
ian rule. When younger officers led by Thomas Sankara seized
power in 1983, however, there were casualties from fighting
and from executions of political rivals. Sankara himself made
a strong effort to break the country from its dependence on
foreign aid, but in 1987 was killed by his associates, who con-
tinue to rule the country. Burkina has multiparty elections, but
they have been extensively boycotted by parties that argue that
the government is manipulating the political system.

Alcohol and drugs are not major problems. While there is a
brewery in the country, the cost of commercially produced al-
cohol is too expensive for most people to consume in quantity.
The traditional millet beer is alcoholic, but it is an established
part of both traditional society and household organization
and is therefore a culturally controlled substance. Kola nuts,
rich in caffeine and the basic ingredient in cola drinks, are
widely chewed and are a routine gift to a host. Imported from
Ghana to the south, they are the preferred stimulant for Mus-
lims, who do not drink alcohol.

20 GENDER ISSUES

As in most African countries, traditional practices have kept
women in a subordinate position. In the traditional setting, a
woman is considered to be property that can be inherited upon
the death of her husband. As such, traditional law does not rec-
ognize inheritance rights for women. Women suffer from fre-
quent domestic sexual abuse and violence, and no specific laws
have been put in place to protect women. Abusive husbands go
free, since there are no legal channels to investigate or pros-
ecute their actions. Another problem for girls is that they are
married early in life. It is estimated that about 52% of women
are married before the age of 18.
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However, female excision (commonly known as female gen-
ital mutilation) was abolished in 1996. A committee known as
The National Committee for the Fight Against Excision was
also established in 1996 to work toward the complete eradica-
tion of this practice in Burkina Faso. Estimates indicate that
up to 70% of girls and women had undergone the procedure
before it was abolished in 1996. Since then, incidences of ex-
cision have declined by about 40% and more than 400 people
have been sentenced for performing the practice.

Women are responsible for subsistence agriculture, and few
are involved in the more lucrative private sector. In terms of
their representation in parliament, women held only 11.7% of
the seats and formed about 25% of the government workforce
in 2008. Many of the women in government earn low wages, as
they generally hold low paying jobs. In terms of human rights,
excessive poverty has many Burkinabe living deplorable lives
with no access to basic human rights. Child labor, child traf-
ficking, violence, and discrimination against women and chil-
dren are quite rampant in the country. People have also been
arrested without charge or trial. Excessive force is often used
against civilians with official impunity.
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BURUNDIANS

PRONUNCIATION: buh-ROON-dee-uhns
LOCATION: Burundi

POPULATION: 8.7 million

LANGUAGE: Kirundi, French, Swahili
RELIGION: Christianity, indigenous beliefs
RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Hutu; Tutsi

TINTRODUCTION

Rwanda and Burundi are two African countries whose borders
were not arbitrary creations of 19th-century European powers.
Both had centuries-old kingdoms before European rule. How-
ever, colonial rule did bring separate and competing kingdoms
under a central government. Formerly the Tutsi mwami (king)
occupied the apex of rulership, followed by the princely class. A
lower stratum consisted of Tutsi and Hutu masses where much
intermarriage occurred. Hutu serfs, obligated to work for the
Tutsi elite, were the lowest social class. As of the early 2000s,
the Hutu comprised 85% of the population, the Tutsi 14%, and
the Twa, a pygmoid group, 1%.

German rule began in 1899, but the victors of World War
I gave the colony to the Belgians under a League of Nations
mandate in 1916. The Belgians reinforced growing Tutsi po-
litical and economic domination by ruling indirectly through
them. Since independence in 1962, Hutus have rebelled against
exploitation. The Tutsi elite have strongly resisted change in
the balance of power. The resulting cleavage has created recur-
ring ethnic violence on a horrendous scale.

Since 1962, some 300,000 Burundians, mostly Hutus, have
been killed and nearly a million more displaced. Massacres
of thousands of people occurred in April 1972, August 1988,
January 1992, and in late 1993. Presidents and prime minis-
ters have come and gone, as if by a revolving door. Though
Ndadaye, a Hutu, was elected democratically in June 1993, he
was overthrown in an army coup and killed along with sev-
eral prominent Hutu officials and politicians in October 1993.
In 1994 the death of his successor (along with Rwanda’s presi-
dent) in a mysterious airplane crash over Rwanda unleashed
renewed fighting that lasted for 12 years.

In late 2000, the Arusha Peace and Reconciliation Agree-
ment, brokered by Nelson Mandela, ushered in a transitional
period of power-sharing between Tutsis and Hutus that culmi-
nated in free and fair elections in 2005. A new constitution was
also adopted that year, and in 2006 the majority Hutu govern-
ment (under President Pierre Nkurunziza) concluded a cease-
fire with a Hutu liberation force, which ended major fighting.
In the meantime some 25,000 combatants and child soldiers
were demobilized, disarmed, and reintegrated into Burundian
society.

Burundi still faces many challenges, not the least of which is
to make its unique ethnically-balanced bicameral Parliament
consisting of a National Assembly and a Senate work for peace.
In the 100+ seat Parliament, 60% of the seats are reserved for
Hutus and 40% for Tutsis (with at least 30% being women over-
all). A National Independent Electoral Commission appoints
additional seats to ensure ethnic representation. In the 54-seat
Senate, 34 members are elected by indirect vote with the re-
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maining seats assigned to ethnic groups and former chiefs of
state, all of whom serve five-year terms.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

Burundi is somewhat larger than Maryland, but has 8.7 mil-
lion people (estimate 2008), making it one of Africa’s most
densely populated countries. Rwanda borders Burundi to the
north, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (former Zaire)
to the west, and Tanzania to the south and east. Lake Tangan-
yika and the Ruzizi river on the floor of the Western Rift valley
form a stunningly beautiful natural border with the Congo. A
breathtaking escarpment towers over the Ruzizi to the west.

Most of Burundi is high plateau of 1,400-1,800 m (4,600—
5,900 ft). A range to the east rises to above 1,800 m. In the
uplands, temperatures are mild with an occasional frost. The
average temperature in the valley is near 27°c (80°F). Most of
the population is concentrated on the fertile soils at 1,500-
1,800 m (4,900-5,900 ft), which increases competition for
scarce lands. The Twa are thought to be the first to inhabit the
area. Hutus arrived between the 7th and 14th centuries, while
the Tutsi migrated to the region beginning in the 15th century.
A few thousand Europeans, Indians, and Pakistanis live in the
capital of Bujumbura. The kingdoms of Urundi and Ruanda
historically had been adversarial, and their successor republics
remain rivals.

3 LANGUAGE

Two official languages are spoken in Burundi—Kirundi and
French. Many Burundians along the western shore and in Bu-
jumbura also speak the East African trade language of Swa-
hili. A traditional greeting in Kirundi is Amashyo (May you
have herds [of cattle]). The reply is Amashongore, meaning, “I
wish you herds of females.” The language is full of references
to the virtues of cattle and wishing one herds is metaphoric for
health and good fortune.

*FOLKLORE

Folklore is expressed through music, dance, and storytelling.
Literature, for example, is passed down to younger generations
in spoken forms of poetry, fables, legends, riddles, and prov-
erbs. Many epic poems concern peasants, kings, ancestors,
and cattle. In telling these tales, a skilled narrator transforms
ordinary Kirundi into very poetic forms. “Whispered sing-
ing” transcends simple spoken and musical renditions. Men
sing quietly along with the traditional instruments, inanga, a
zither-like instrument, and idono, which resembles a stringed
hunting bow (see Cultural heritage and Folk art, crafts, and
hobbies).

*RELIGION

Most Burundians profess Christianity, with 62% subscribing
to the Roman Catholic faith, and 5% to Protestant faiths. Less
than 10% of the population is Muslim. Those holding indige-
nous beliefs account for 28% of the population, though aspects
of African traditional religion overlay the non-indigenous
faiths. Former Pope John Paul II visited Burundi in September
1990 to support the constitutional transition.
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® MAJOR HOLIDAYS

The national holiday of Burundi is Independence Day, July 1
(1962). Hard times have dampened enthusiasm for lavish cel-
ebrations. Moreover, Burundi’s endemic coups have rendered
political holidays meaningless.

Being a predominantly Roman Catholic country, Burun-
dians celebrate the Christian holidays including the Assump-
tion, the Ascension, All Saints’ Day, and Christmas. Beginning
in 2005, the government also recognized the Islamic holy days
of Eid al-Fitr (end of Ramadan), and Eid al-Adha (end of Hadj).
On the traditional holiday calendar, umuco (or akaranga) used
to be an occasion for traditional gamesmanship. Men would
compete in archery and spear-throwing competitions. Soc-
cer and other imported sports replaced these after the arrival
of the Europeans. However, Burundians still enjoy dancing,
drinking, and feasting on traditional foods on this day.

Of all the holidays, the most celebrated is Christmas.
Christmas is an occasion for buying new clothes and wearing
them to church. Women and children especially look forward
to showing off their latest acquisitions. After church, people re-
turn home to spend the day with family and friends, enjoying
a good meal and beer.

7RITES OF PASSAGE

As in much of Africa, rites of passage are important markers
in the life cycle. Six days after birth, babies are presented to the
family in the ujusohor ceremony. The mother receives flowers
for her hair and gifts of money and beer are customary. Chris-
tian parents and their families generally baptize their chil-
dren one month after birth. After the child begins to toddle,
it receives a name in the kuvamukiriri ceremony. The paternal
grandfather gives the child a proper name, a clan name, nick-
names, and if not already baptized, the child receives baptism
if the parents so choose. From an early age to adolescence,
children learn family and community values and are expected
to assume responsibility in their teenage years. As a result, Bu-
rundian children show a maturity rare in American children
of the same age.

Initiation rites were once extremely important in Burundian
society. Today few Burundian children are initiated, although
most of their grandparents were. European missionaries taught
that the practice was heathen and pagan and all but eradicated
it. The Roman Catholic Church has replaced the initiation rite
with the Christian rite of First Communion where groups of
children follow a lengthy period of religious instruction that
culminates in their induction into the church as adults.

8 INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

Burundians generally are gregarious people and visit each oth-
er without announcing it ahead of time. Typically, they greet
each other by shaking hands with the right hand. Among
friends of the opposite sex, it is acceptable to greet by touching
cheeks three times. Friends of the same sex also may greet this
way and may offer each other a firm hug, grasping each oth-
er’s shoulders. In former times, it was common for someone of
lesser status to shake hands with a person of higher status by
holding his or her right arm with the left hand while shaking
hands. This was to show respect for social status. This custom
is dying out with the disappearance of servitude.

People have a set of gestures for pointing and calling people
that is particular to Central Africa. They point to someone by
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holding the arm out with the palm open and upward. Pointing
at someone with one’s index finger is very rude. Similarly, call-
ing someone to come near is done by extending the arm with
the palm turned down and bringing the fingers toward one-
self. People, especially women, may give directions by pointing
with lips pursed and the face extending toward the direction
indicated.

Burundians have proper ways of giving and receiving
things. Children learn to offer both hands when receiving an
object, especially from an adult. This is a sign of respect and
good upbringing.

LIVING CONDITIONS

After 12 years of civil war (1994-2006), living conditions are
showing improvement. Nevertheless by African and world
standards, life is extremely difficult for the average person.
On the Human Development Index (HDI), which measures
chances for good health and longevity, educational opportuni-
ties, and decent standard of living, Burundi ranked 167 out of
177 countries worldwide in 2007/08. Twenty-one percent of the
population does not have access to clean water; 45% of chil-
dren aged 0-5 were underweight (2002); 68% of the population
lived below the poverty line (2002); and there is a 38% chance
of not living past the age of 40. A high population growth rate
(3.4% est. 2008) placed additional stress on job creation and
basic services.

Bujumbura, the capital, formerly was a jewel-like town on
the northeastern tip of Lake Tanganyika. However, like other
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towns, its infrastructure deteriorated during the war, leaving
many without water, electric, and sanitation systems. Many ru-
ral houses are mud brick with thatch or tin roofs. Traditional
huts formerly were made from reeds and canes. Some are cylin-
drical in shape, and mud walls may be whitewashed. In towns,
concrete hollow block houses with galvanized iron or clay tire
roofs are common. Burundi has many good masons and car-
penters, but they tend to be under-paid and under-employed.

About 93% of Burundi’s roads are unpaved. Some villages
are reached only after hours of bouncing over dirt roads, which
are prone to flooding and washing out. Bicycles and motor
scooters provide human transportation and carry heavy loads
of produce, such as bananas. The Catholic Church often sup-
plies outlying areas with consumable goods through member
cooperatives.

EAMILY LIFE

In Burundian society, the man of the household holds the au-
thority. Women do the housework, raise the children, fetch
water, collect firewood, cook the meals, and wash the clothes.
They also tend gardens of cassava and sweet potatoes and raise
produce for sale at the weekly market. A Kirundi expression
says that women are revered for their childbearing and, as
such, also make good planters. The girls help with domestic
chores and with tending their younger siblings.

Some men have more than one wife, but polygamy is disap-
pearing in modern Burundian life. Christianity and economics
have changed attitudes about matrimony. The church strongly
discourages polygamous behavior through sanctions and peer
pressure. Weddings, bride prices, and wife maintenance are
costly. Moreover, land pressures and the costs of educating
children have led to smaller families. About 9% of women take
modern contraceptives, and most practice traditional methods
of family planning.

Correcting children in Burundi is not only the responsibil-
ity of parents, but also that of the extended family, friends, and
acquaintances. If they do not correct bad behavior, they may
be accused of shirking their communal duty.

Burundians rarely keep pets, but their cattle are prized pos-
sessions and occupy much of their time. Boys, for example, are
often given the responsibility for tending the family’s cows and
goats. Because cattle give status, wealth, and security, buying
a cow puts money in the bank. Some wealthy elites have accu-
mulated as many as 2,000 head.

T CLOTHING

Burundian traditional apparel consists of cloth wraparounds
(pagnes), which women, girls, and elderly men still wear in the
rural areas. The male pastoralists wear two pieces of cloth tied
on opposite shoulders with a cord tied around the waist. The
shoulders are bare and the cloth reaches the knees. Women
wear shirts or blouses, pagnes, and scarves over their heads.
In cool weather, they wear sweaters over their blouses. When
women go out in public they wear a dress with a pagne over the
top tied around the shoulder and one tied around the waist.
Many people go barefoot in the village. Older women might
wear a large colorful piece of cloth tied in front, which reaches
the feet.

People place great importance on looking their best. Even
on low budgets, they keep their clothing washed and pressed.
If they wear shoes, they must be shined. Bujumbura at night
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or on Sundays has a cosmopolitan feel. Men and women who
take great pride in their appearance, known as sapeurs, wear
the latest fashions with great flair. The men dress up in suits
and ties and the women in Western dresses and pumps. Young
people are fond of stonewashed jeans and T-shirts.

2E00D

The staple foods in Burundi are tubers, plantains (matoke),
and beans. Burundians are most fond of sweet potatoes and
cassava served with different types of beans, greens, and cab-
bage. They also enjoy cassava pounded into flour, boiled in wa-
ter, and stirred until it produces a thick paste (ugali). Ugali is
sometimes made from maize. Burundians enjoy fresh, dried,
and smoked fish from Lake Tanganyika and from rivers such
as the Ruzizi.

People occasionally eat meat, though given their reverence
for cattle, it should not be their own animal and not a cow. It
is taboo to heat or boil milk because that might interfere with
their cows’ milk production. People also are not supposed to
drink milk on the same day that peas or peanuts are eaten.
Cattle and people live so close together that the health and
fertility of the animals are thought to reflect on that of their
owners.

Villagers typically rise early and forego breakfast. They re-
turn for a large noonday meal. At night they may eat leftovers
or have tea, but tea requires extra cash. Children eat porridge
and drink milk in the morning. In the cities, French bread is
very popular, and European beverages such as coffee and tea
have become common fare.

Burundians produce their own traditional drinks, includ-
ing banana beer (urwarwa) and sorghum beer. Although they
are fond of these in the villages, in Bujumbura Primus Ger-
man-style beer is favored. Anytime someone has extra money;,
they invite their friends to go out to a streetside or neighbor-
hood bar (buvette) for a round. Thus, if you are invited, you do
not pay for even one round of drinks, but when you invite, you
pay all the rounds until your pockets are empty.

BEDUCATION

Burundians place a high importance on formal schooling, al-
though informal home schooling begins when a child first un-
derstands right from wrong. Until 1954, church missions ran
all the primary schools, and some of the best schools still are
faith-based. The University of Burundi in Bujumbura founded
in the 1960s is the only institution of higher learning.

A typical school day begins as early as 7:00 a.m. and finishes
at 1:00 p.m. In some cases overcrowding has forced schools to
hold two sessions a day, even in the evenings, so that more pu-
pils can be accommodated. Because of the war, however, en-
rollment rates declined over at least a ten-year period. In 2004,
the combined primary, secondary, and tertiary school en-
rollment was 38% those eligible, with only 83% as many girls
as boys enrolled. Most children dropped out of school after
reaching grade five. The literacy rate in 2004 was 41% and only
78% as many girls as boys (older than 15) could read and write.
In 2005 President Nkurunziza made primary schooling free,
and efforts were underway to equalize educational opportuni-
ties between Tutsi and Hutu and between the traditionally ne-
glected north and the south, where two-thirds of the schools
are located.
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Y CULTURAL HERITAGE

Burundi maintains its rich cultural heritage based in part
upon its past royal families. An example of how people per-
petuate tradition in new forms is seen in the “tambourinaires,”
a folkloric drumming and dance troupe of Gishora, in Gitega
province east of Bujumbura. In the past, the king initiated a
group of boys from select families whose privilege it was to
beat sacred drums. The drums could only be played under spe-
cific conditions, mainly for ceremonial purposes.

Today, the drums have become a popular attraction as an
incarnation of this sacred heritage. As many as 25 men of all
ages play huge drums carved from tree trunks, about three feet
tall. They beat the drums with two sticks about 18 inches long.
Even boys play. They wear red and white cloths tied in the tra-
ditional way, one over each shoulder with a cord around the
waist. Dancing is very athletic. It consists of leaping high into
the air and spinning around. They tell legends and folktales
during the performance. Some dancers use wooden shields
and spears and wear headbands and armbands of beads.

Burundians make several traditional instruments that they
play during family get togethers (see Folk Art, Crafts, and
Hobbies).

> WORK

The vast majority of people (93%) work in subsistence agri-
culture and cattle herding. Subsisting means they produce
staple crops such as sweet potatoes, bananas, corn, sorghum
and manioc on small plots for their own consumption. A small
percentage of the population grows coffee, cotton, and tea or
works on larger plantations. The government employs 4% of
the population in the civil service. Industry and commerce ac-
count for 1.5%, and services account for 1.5%. Those who fall
between occupational cracks earn their living in whatever way
possible. Some, for example, repair anything from watches to
shoes. They set up their repair stands on sidewalks and take
them down at the end of the day. Unfortunately, these jobs pay
as little as $1.50 per day, which is not enough for a living wage.
Because of underemployment, about 85% of the rural popu-
lation and 55% of town folk live below the absolute poverty
level.

6 SPORTS

Burundians are soccer fanatics. Soccer is played wherever
space permits and where people have the leisure time to do
it. Any kind of ball suffices, and makeshift goals mark park-
ing lots, fields, streets, and any relatively horizontal surface.
Schools have introduced other sports, such as basketball, vol-
leyball, and European handball. In villages, the churchyard
and adjacent school usually serve as a meeting place for school
and community sports. Burundians love their national team,
The Swallows, but the team continues to disappoint as it has
never reached the World Cup or African Nations’ Cup finals.

7ENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Entertainment and recreation are far more modest pursuits
in Burundi than in Western countries. Socializing at home or
sharing a beer and a meal with friends often passes for enter-
tainment. Most people own portable radios and tune into their
favorite FM stations for news, music, and radio dramas. Where
electricity is available, people enjoy watching television. How-
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In Burundian society, women are revered for their childbearing and girls help with domestic chores and
with tending their younger siblings. (Cynthia Bassett)

ever, only a small percentage have satellite dishes (which are
expensive) and the rest tune into the government station, Bu-
rundi’s only TV outlet. On weekends, programming generally
includes soccer matches. Television is increasingly available in
rural areas thanks to solar power. But if one has a large herd to
care for, watching the cows may be entertainment enough.

Bujumburans really enjoy nightlife and are fond of a variety
of popular music. They dance to all kinds of music—Congo-
lese, Malinke, Zuluka, American, rap, reggae, funk, and other
styles. The Internet is gaining popularity. In 2006 it was esti-
mated that some 60,000 people got information, news, and en-
tertainment from this source.

BFOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Burundians produce many crafts of excellent quality. Among
the best of these are mats and baskets serving many differ-
ent purposes. Papyrus roots, banana leaves, and bast (a strong
woody fiber) are the raw materials for the baskets. Historical-
ly, a well-made basket was a symbol of status, not for sale, al-
though baskets were traded occasionally for cows. Nowadays,
skilled women are paid to teach young women the trade. The
Twa people are skilled in making pots for their own use and
for the tourist market. Wood carving has a long tradition and
carvers produce highly intricate bas-relief drums and mortars
for the tourist market. While drums formerly were part of re-
ligious ceremonies and provided music for social occasions,
they now are produced as works of art for sale.
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Burundian craftsmen make fine instruments such as the
thumb piano (ikembe). The ikembe has 11 metal bands and the
sounding box may have designs burned into the top for deco-
ration. The indingiti is a traditional banjo or violin with a sin-
gle string played with a bow. The inanga is an eight-stringed
instrument with a large sounding board, played on its side.
The musician plays it by crouching behind the instrument and
plucking the strings like a harp. The umuduri is a musical bow
with one string with three calabashes attached to the bow for
amplification. Musicians use two sticks with a small calabash
on the end to stroke the string.

"SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Burundi faces several serious environmental and health
threats, among them HIV/AIDS, which nationally runs at
about 6% of the population. Infection rates are highest in ur-
ban areas. Other issues include poverty, school drop-out rates,
weak rule of law, public corruption, large refugee populations
(31,000 in 2007), and human trafficking. The minority Batwa
people are deprived of land, although the government has in-
stituted programs to provide them with free school books,
health care, and two acres of land.

The most urgent matter is to find and develop lasting peace
between the Hutu and Tutsi. The recent civil war resulted in
more than 200,000 deaths, forced more than 48,000 refugees
into neighboring Tanzania, and displaced 140,000 people in-
ternally. Some 3,000 children were pressed into combat by the
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various armed groups. Burundians must continue to redress
political imbalance, skewed land ownership, and the dispar-
ity in economic wealth between these two ethnic groups. Land
pressure, population growth, and a deteriorating environment
make conflict resolution even more urgent.

20 GENDER ISSUES

Gender presents a mixed picture in Burundi. On the one hand,
women face legal and societal discrimination in inheritance
laws, property rights, access to credit, jobs, and equal pay for
equal work. Traditional practice encourages wife-beating, and
it is culturally taboo to discuss it in public. A survey conducted
in 2007 indicated that as many as one-third of women in Bu-
jumbura were beaten at home. As a form of terror during the
war, rape was widespread. Although it is illegal, prostitution is
widely practiced. Many fewer girls attend and complete school
than boys. Thus, to be growing up female in Burundi carries
with it many serious challenges.

On the other hand, a strong women’s voice is emerging
for the first time in Burundi. This is exemplified by Margue-
rite Barankitse, who has given refuge to more than 10,000 or-
phan children. She affectionately refers to these children—who
come from all three ethnicities—as Hutsitwa (a combination
of Hutu, Tutsi, and Batwa). Burundian women gained world
attention in 2000 when they utilized the Arusha Peace pro-
cess as a popular public forum to advocate for their interests
and rights. Although they fell short in achieving all their goals
(for example, the UN refused to declare sex crimes as “crimes
against humanity”), they nonetheless won more than 30% of
the seats in Parliament in 2005. Women also occupy 17 of 54
Senate seats; the vice president of the republic and president of
the Parliament are women. Some 400-500 women’s self-help
groups now participate in rotating credit schemes, lobby the
Parliament to change laws, and help solve women’s problems.
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PRONUNCIATION: kam-uh-ROON-ee-uhns
LOCATION: Cameroon

POPULATION: 18.5 million

LANGUAGE: English, French, 24 African languages
RELIGION: Islam, Christianity, indigenous beliefs
RELATED ARTICLES: Vol. 1: Fulani

TINTRODUCTION

Cameroon’s present borders tell the history of European great
powers’ competition and the results on the battlefields of
World War I. What began as a German colony in 1885 was sur-
rendered to the British and French in 1916. These colonizers
partitioned the country in 1919 and obtained protectorship of
their respective portions from the League of Nations in 1922.
Protectorate status changed to official trusteeships in 1946 by
the vote of the United Nations. The British administered West
Cameroon as part of Nigeria, while the French made East
Cameroon part of French Equatorial Africa (along with Chad,
Gabon, and Congo).

In 1955 Cameroonian insurgency movements led to internal
self-governance, which became full independence in 1960. The
UN-sponsored plebiscite in 1961 resulted in northern British
Cameroon voting to become part of Nigeria, while southern
British Cameroon joined with East Cameroon in a bilingual
federal republic. Cameroon’s first president, Ahmadou Ahidjo,
declared a one-party state in 1966. In 1972 a unitary constitu-
tion and a strong presidential government replaced the Federal
Republic, and the country’s name became United Republic of
Cameroon. In 1982, Ahidjo handed power over to his prime
minister, Paul Biya. Biya dropped “United” from the country’s
name in 1983. He remains in power despite allegations that his
party rigged the multiparty elections of 1992, and that in the
presidential elections of 2004 his party erected substantial bar-
riers to registering voters and allowed fraudulent balloting.

2LOCATION AND HOMELAND

Larger than California, Cameroon is one of Africa’s most di-
verse countries, physically and culturally. Its crossroads lo-
cation at the lobe of West Africa earned it the nickname,
“the hinge of Africa.” When Portuguese explorers first went
up the Wouri River in 1472, they found the estuary teem-
ing with shrimp. The Rio dos Camaroes (River of Shrimp) as
they named it, became “Cameroon.” From Lake Chad at 13°n
latitude, Cameroon extends southward to 2°n of the equator.
Cameroon borders Nigeria to the west and north, Chad and
the Central African Republic to the east, and Equatorial Guin-
ea, Gabon, and Congo to the south.

The climate varies markedly with the latitude and the ter-
rain, from humidly tropical along the coastal plain, to cool in
the mountainous west, to semi-arid and hot on the flat and
sometimes rolling northern savannah. The vegetation also
changes from tropical rain forest in the southwest to semi-des-
ert in the northern reaches. Buttes, inselbergs, and ancient vol-
canic cores offer picturesque landscapes in the north. To the
west lies a long line of rounded mountains of volcanic origin.
Mt. Cameroon, an extinct volcano, is the highest point in West
Africa at 13,500 ft.
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Cameroon’s 18.5 million people come from seven major eth-
nic groups, primarily Fang, Bamiléké, Bamum, Duala, Luanda,
Basa, Fulani. However, by some counts, as many as 200 ethnic
groups exist within Cameroon’s borders. One way of thinking
about an ethnic group is to see it as the most extended level
of the family. People of the same group usually have origins,
history, homeland, language, customs, and name in common.
Africans most anywhere identify with their “home” villages,
though they may never have lived there.

Since independence, Cameroon has experienced a great
rural exodus to the cities. Currently more than 30% of the
population is urban. The population is densely concentrated
in the south, near the port city of Douala, and in the north-
west province around Bamenda. The north, which is primarily
land for grazing and cotton production, is sparsely populated.
Like most African countries, Cameroon is a country of youth,
where 41% of the population is younger than 15 years old.

3LANGUAGE

Cameroonians speak some 24 African languages. In the north,
people speak Saharan and Chadic languages, and Bantu lan-
guages are spoken in the south. Cameroon is unique in that it
has adopted both English and French as its official languages.
Though French is dominant and a movement to make French
the only official language is alive, northwest and southwest
provinces hold tenaciously to English and are unlikely to give
in without a major fight.
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“*FOLKLORE

Cameroonian folklore consists of many intriguing myths and
legends from the diverse cultural groups. However, one exam-
ple from Bamoun recalls how traditional society once treated
twins. In former times when a woman gave birth to twins, she
presented them directly to the Sultan. A chicken was sacri-
ficed to safeguard them and to ensure their good behavior. The
mother then returned home with them and fed them meat. It
is said that Bamoun twins have an extraordinary capacity for
chewing meat even before teething. At age five, they returned
to the palace to stay. The Sultan raised them as his own chil-
dren, giving them a good education. As they grew older, the
Sultan consulted them as his advisors on important decisions.
Today, twins still are called Nji (chief), but the Sultan no longer
raises them and their former power has diminished greatly.
One of Cameroon’s foremost heroes of near mythical status
is Douala Manga Bell. The people living near Douala chose him
to protect their property from German colonizers. The Ger-
mans were attempting to expropriate the city of Douala and its
surrounding lands, an explicit violation of an 1884 treaty. The
Germans responded to organized resistance with armed force
and arbitrary arrests. Finally, they captured Douala Manga
Bell and tried him for high treason. They condemned him and
a companion to death by hanging in 1914. Douala Manga Bell
thus became a martyr-king. Cameroonians remember his he-
roics and the bravery of his companions in songs and theatri-
cal performances, passed down from generation to generation.

SRELIGION

Cameroon is evenly divided between Christians and Muslims
each accounting for about 40% of the population. Whereas
Christians predominate in the south, Muslims comprise the
majority of the population in the north (roughly north of Ga-
roua). As elsewhere in Africa, many people combine aspects
of traditional African religion and animist beliefs with their
Christian and Muslim faiths. One example of this overlay in-
volves healing. A marabout (teacher and diviner) may advise
a sick person to write texts from the holy Quran on a prayer
board. The patient then prays by reciting the texts. Next, he di-
lutes the ink from the board and drinks it, in effect, ingesting
the holy words.

If Cameroonians are divided by regional differences and
language, there is much harmony and little religious strife
amongst people of different faiths. Indeed, communal cel-
ebration of Muslim and Christian holidays has resulted in
much crossing over from one faith to the other (see Major
Holidays).

® MAJOR HOLIDAYS

Holidays elicit various forms and degrees of celebration, main-
ly depending on one’s region and religious faith. For example,
May 20 (National Day), which commemorates the change
from a federal to a unitary government in 1972, inspires much
greater celebration from Francophones than from Anglo-
phones. The residents of the western provinces increasingly
see this holiday as a reminder of the power they gave away to
the French-speaking majority when their regional assembly
was abolished. The inverse is true of Youth Day, which Anglo-
phones (especially before unification) celebrated for three days.
The championship finals for soccer and track and field events
highlighted this holiday, formerly called “Empire Day.”
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Typical housing in Cameroon. In the villages, most homes are made of mud and thatch, but these gradually are being replaced by concrete
hollow block and galvanized iron roofing. Migration and squatting are common near the cities, resulting in shantytowns where people live
without basic conveniences. (AP Images)

Similarly, traditions vary for Christmas and New Year’s.
The Francophones hold great celebrations for New Year’s Day;,
while Christmas for the Anglophones means pageantry, feast-
ing, and best behavior. On Christmas Eve and Christmas Day;,
for example, people wear new clothes and go to church. Chil-
dren put on costumed reenactments of Christ’s birth and give
poetry recitals. They are judged and the winners perform later
at the chief’s palace. Near Wum, people form large groups and
go from village to village eating, drinking, dancing, and so-
cializing. The feasting is so joyous that Muslims join in the cel-
ebrations and go to church. Likewise, for the Ramadan feast,
Muslims invite their Christian friends to help them celebrate
their main religious holiday.

7RITES OF PASSAGE

Traditional rites of passage are losing the significance they
once had in Cameroonian society, especially where communi-
ties westernize or Western schooling is becoming dominant.
Formerly, circumcision was one of the most important rites. It
represented the shedding of youth and embracing of man- or
womanhood. The transition occurred swiftly within the time
frame of the initiation, which lasted from a few weeks to a few
months. Upon completion of the rite, a “new” man would build
a home, marry, and start a family. A “new” woman would no
longer play as a girl, but she would assume the responsibilities
of wife and mother.
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Nowadays, Christian beliefs, especially from the Protestant
faith, are replacing traditional ways. The strict application of
Protestant catechism may not distinguish between the cultural
and religious forms of initiation. Dancing with masks, for ex-
ample, may be mistaken for idolatry. Schooling also interrupts
the initiation schedules. Consequently, baptisms, First Com-
munions, and weddings may outshine initiation, even though
church ceremonies do not entirely replace traditional ways of
celebrating passage.

. INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS

The language of greeting depends on the region, but in French
one typically says, Bonjour, comment ¢a va? (Hello, how are
you?), and in Pidgin English one says “How na?” People shake
hands and some kiss on the cheek according to the French
custom, especially younger people in urban areas. People call
someone by extending their arms, palm facing down, and
bringing the fingers in and out. Pointing is rude, as is crossing
legs at the knees or in the presence of someone with higher au-
thority. The right hand is used to pass or accept objects.

Dating between couples is more commonly seen in the
capital and big cities, and marriages are still arranged by fam-
ily and relatives throughout the country. Visitors appear fre-
quently and unannounced, and relatives commonly stay and
are fed for lengthy periods.
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Two teenage boys standing beside their homemade bikes in Cameroon. (David Johnson)

LIVING CONDITIONS

Despite favorable agricultural conditions and offshore oil,
Cameroon ranks 144th out of 177 countries in terms of hu-
man development. Cameroonians face many of the same chal-
lenges as other Africans. Almost 7 children out of 100 do not
live until their first birthday. Life expectancy at birth is 53.3
years. Unsanitary practices make waterborne diseases such as
diarrhea, dysentery, and parasites very common. Rural health
is improving as fewer village women and young people haul
water from streams and springs. Instead, thanks to newly de-
veloped sealed wells, they can pump water by a foot pedal. In
the villages, most homes are still made of mud and thatch, but
these gradually are being replaced by concrete hollow block
and galvanized iron roofing. In the capital and other cities,
electrical power reaches many neighborhoods. Still, migration
and squatting are common, resulting in shantytowns where
people go without basic conveniences. Bathing and washing
clothes in local streams are common.

Most of the main national roads are paved, two-lane high-
ways. An incomplete stretch from east of Yaoundé to Ngaoun-
déré in the northeast is easily traversed by train. Good train
service is also available from Yaoundé to the port of Douala.
However, once off the main roads, the terrain can be rugged
and some roads are blocked in the rainy season. Most people
still travel by taxi bus and bush taxis, which are usually crowd-
ed and packed high on top with plastic water containers, sacks
of charcoal, and chickens.
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EAMILY LIFE

Cameroonians typically have large families with at least six
children. Families are larger if the head of household has more
than one wife. Grandparents and great grandparents gener-
ally live in the same compound as their offspring. The elderly
command great respect and influence decisions, but the male
family head usually leads in important matters. Women shoul-
der much of the work, tending fields, gathering firewood, and
hauling water besides taking care of the children and doing
the housework. One practical reason why families are large is
that children help at a very early age. As soon as they are old
enough, they tend fields with their mothers and siblings. It is
common to see a four-year-old girl carrying a baby brother or
sister on her back or doing chores around the house.

T CLOTHING

Traditional dress is found mostly in villages. In the north,
Muslim men wear boubous, which are cotton pants over which
a waist-, knee- or ankle-length robe is worn. Boubous typical-
ly are white, but also are made of other colors. Women wear
multicolored flowing robes and cover their heads in public.
Although women wear pagnes (sarongs) in the north, they are
more popular in the south. The pagne is multipurpose. Not
only does it serve as a wraparound skirt, but a second piece
can be used to hold a baby to one’s back, provide shade for the
head, or give warmth on chilly mornings. A turban, usually
from the same fabric, covers the head. Cameroon’s high-qual-
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ity cotton makes excellent cloth of traditional African patterns
and designs.

In the towns, people wear these clothes too, but are also
likely to wear Western pants and shirts. The younger genera-
tion wears jeans and T-shirts. Women typically wear blouses
over their sarongs. As in many African countries, market trad-
ers also sell used clothing from Europe and the United States,
which has been shipped by the bale. Children are likely to wear
these as everyday clothes.

2F00D

The staples are corn, millet, cassava, groundnuts, plantains,
and yams. These are made into fufu, a stiff paste, which is rolled
into small balls and dipped into stews. A favorite is Jamma
Jamma, spicy greens, served at the large noon meal. Women
and the younger children typically eat together near the cook-
ing fire. People eat out of communal bowls with their right
hands, taking care to wash their hands before eating. In the
cities or among the more “modernized” Cameroonians, people
eat with kitchen utensils much like in the United States. Break-
fast for the urbanite might include locally grown coffee, cocoa,
or tea with milk and lots of sugar, and some freshly baked hot
French bread.

Fruit abounds in Cameroon. Because of seasonal climate
variation, one finds oranges, grapefruit, limes, bananas, pine-
apples, and coconuts in abundance. Common beverages in-
clude coffee, tea, palm wine, soft drinks, and beer, all of which
are produced locally. Cameroonians love beer as evidenced by
the number of breweries, the many brands, and the important
role that beer plays in social encounters, parties, ceremonies
and feasts.

B EDUCATION

In Cameroon, education is bilingual, provided by government,
missionary, and private schools. At state schools, education is
free of charge. The government subsidizes other schools. Pri-
mary school begins at six years of age. Children begin high
school at the age of 12 or 13, and continue until 19 or 20. High
school has two cycles, which vary from the Anglophone to the
Francophone region. In 2005 the combined primary, second-
ary, and tertiary enrollments were 62%, a fairly high ratio for
Africa. Similarly, more than two-thirds of adults were literate.
The government has established five regional campuses of the
University of Yaoundé, each with a different area of specializa-
tion. Approximately one of three adults cannot read or write.

" CULTURAL HERITAGE

The current popularity of Cameroonian modern written litera-
ture, film, and makossa and bikutsi music owes its success to
an extremely rich and diverse cultural past. In 1974 the Cam-
eroon government decided to protect this heritage by organiz-
ing a national culture festival. For Cameroonians, traditional
culture expresses beliefs and tells stories about the physical
and supernatural worlds. Therefore, it is impossible completely
to separate culture, religion, and art from each other.

In traditional society, people still perform ancient rites with
music, dance, masks, and statuettes. Among the Mouktélé in
the north, music and dance are closely linked to farming and
growing cycles. Young women play flutes (madij) when the
millet sprouts from the earth. As harvest approaches in Octo-
ber, they are joined by young people playing bark flutes (talok-
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wai). Others stamp rhythmic beats on the earth with their feet.
The neighboring Toupouri dance to tam tams, cover their bod-
ies with butter, and apply a red mineral powder to their chests.

The Bamoun of Foumban play dirge music at night to ac-
cuse a person of a serious crime. Fortunately, this gruesome
procedure occurs rarely. With lifeless voices, singers march de-
liberately, hitting iron bells, and tapping on buffalo-skin bags.
Fang musicians and storytellers dance and play the mvet, a
harp-sitar that uses calabashes as acoustical amplifiers. They
tell fables and legends, and narrate heroic events. The Pygmies
all sing, improvising many parts and hitting sticks together
to celebrate after a successful hunt (see Folk art, crafts, and
hobbies).

> WORK

Most Cameroonians (70%) work in agriculture as subsistence
farmers, herders, and plantation workers. The remaining 30%
are divided fairly equally between services (17%) and indus-
try (13%). Like much of Africa, formal jobs with regular sala-
ries and benefits in Cameroon are scarce, and tend to be in the
public sector. With an unemployment rate of about 30%, most
Cameroonians in the service sector make their livings doing
informal jobs such as peddling goods on the street, tending
market stalls, or providing the odd service. For example, one
70-year-old Cameroonian woman, Noubissi, is a traditional
healer. Her profession is semi-formal in that it is protected by
a Cameroonian labor union. She casts out evil spirits while
burning herbs that she uses to treat her patients. She specializ-
es in gynecology, pediatrics, female sterility, birthing, and in-
fant health. She only prescribes natural medicines made from
herbs that she herself gathers in the forest. Her unfading cli-
entele suggests her efficacy. When asked how she cures people
she answers, “Only God knows. He guides my hands.”

' SPORTS

Cameroonians are soccer fanatics, and rightly so. Cameroon’s
national team, “The Lions,” qualified for the 1982, 1990, 1994,
1998 and 2002 World Cups, and went to the 1990 World Cup
quarterfinals. In the 2008 Africa’s Cup of Nations, Cameroon
was defeated by Egypt in the championship match. Young men
and boys play soccer with any kind of ball on nearly any kind
of field, giving Cameroonians a constant source of entertain-
ment. In 2008 Cameroon and China signed agreements to
construct multi-million dollar soccer stadiums, Olympic-sized
swimming pools and other world-class sports infrastructure in
Doula, Yaoundé, Bafoussam, and Limbe. Other popular sports
include basketball, tennis, and handball. Some men are fond of
chess and checkers.

VENTERTAINMENT AND RECREATION

Socializing at baptisms, weddings, and parties or going out to
night spots where music is played and people dance often pass-
es as entertainment; and at these venues Cameroonian makos-
sa music defines much of the popular culture. People play it
everywhere: on their transistor radios, at truck stops and taxi
stands, in pubs and restaurants, and in nightclubs. Musicians
such as Manu Dibango and Sam Fan Thomas became interna-
tional celebrities. A blind Bamiléké singer, André-Marie Tala,
nicknamed Ray Charles, topped the charts in the 1970s. The
music is hard-hitting with a tight, fast-paced rhythm that has
spawned a number of rivals among them the extremely popu-
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lar bikutsi. Bikutsi comes from the Beti people around Yaoundé
and means “to beat the earth.” It is danced at parties, weddings
and funerals and has generated controversy for the sexual con-
tent of its lyrics and suggestive dancing styles. Current top art-
ists are Patou Bass and Ovasho Bens.

Cameroonian television consists of the government station,
which has limited broadcast hours. However, with the coming
of satellite dishes, Cameroonian audiences increasingly tune
into world culture beamed from outer space.

BFOLK ART, CRAFTS, AND HOBBIES

Cameroonian art is rich and meaningful. Through art, people
tell their history, or express their beliefs about nature, procre-
ation, leadership, divinity, and the afterlife. Artists use their
natural materials to sculpt, carve, shape, and fashion objects to
help them express their understanding of the world to young-
er generations. Art objects include “elephant” masks; wood-
en, bronze, and bead-covered statuettes; carved pillars and
bed posts; woven baskets; and pottery. The Tso dancers of the
Kuosi (one Bamiléké community) wear fabulous, intricately
beaded elephant masks when a chief or an important dignitary
dies. Statuettes with fat cheeks symbolize good eating, while
protruding bellies represent fecundity.

Many other crafts have cultural, practical, or monetary val-
ue. Craftspeople fashion tam tams and various kinds of flutes.
Contemporary artists copy ancient forms and sell their art to
tourists who come to visit Cameroon for its cultural heritage,
natural beauty, and national parks.

" SOCIAL PROBLEMS

Cameroon’s social problems—unemployment, crime, gov-
ernment corruption, human trafficking, forced child labor
and money laundering—are in part due to a stalled political
transition from authoritarian one-party rule to multiparty
democracy. Newspapers regularly carry stories alleging civil
rights abuses, beatings, and even fatalities related to govern-
ment crackdowns on public protests, demonstrations and
strikes. Some of the violence stems from the rivalry between
the Anglophone west and the Francophone east. In the 1990s
the government sent troops into the western provinces to quell
demonstrations.

Cameroonians also face serious economic and social chal-
lenges. The population growth rate is nearly 3%, which means
by the year 2015 Cameroon will have a population of almost 23
million, most of it younger than 20 years old. The demand for
education, health, and jobs will be very great. Moreover, inten-
sive and unsustainable land uses are contributing to deforesta-
tion, overgrazing, desertification, poaching, and over fishing.
Some reports indicate that Cameroon has become a transship-
ment point for drugs that formerly transited through Nigeria.

20 GENDER ISSUES

Cameroon is a male-dominated society where women face un-
equal treatment under customary and statutory law, and dis-
crimination in private sector employment, the civil service,
political appointments, and in the country’s social hierarchy.
Women are expected to raise children, cook and do household
chores, work in the fields, fetch water and firewood, and gener-
ally do not go out on their own to socialize in public unless it is
at the market or running errands. About 20% fewer girls than
boys enroll in primary, secondary, and tertiary institutions,
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and about 30% fewer women than men are literate. Considered
property of their husbands, women generally do not own land
or inherit property when their husbands die. Girls are subject
to trafficking, early forced marriage, and rape.

Female Bikutsi musicians and performing artists like K-
Tino, who sees herself as a Cameroonian suffragette, use their
music to liberate and emancipate Cameroonian women.
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