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Preface

Africa: An Encyclopedia of Culture and Society is the product of the efforts of more than 50 scholars in the field of African Studies and related disciplines. These three volumes represent an effort by all of these authors to inform, to inspire, and to entertain. By presenting the rich diversity of African life, these volumes challenge stereotypes and assumptions and invite the reader into the world of African Studies.

Africa: An Encyclopedia of Culture and Society comprises 54 entries, 1 for each country in Africa and its associated islands. The decision to divide up a work on the cultural landscape of a continent on a country-by-country basis could be considered controversial, as cultural and political boundaries seldom correspond neatly. Indeed, this is particularly the case in Africa, where colonial occupiers carved out the borders of most of today’s states with little concern for ethnicity or previous political arrangements. However, the obvious alternative, to organize this work along ethnic lines, is fraught with its own perils. By conservative estimates, Africa is inhabited by hundreds of ethnic communities. To attempt to address each one would not only require far more than three volumes but would also necessitate an uncontroversial determination of just what constitutes an ethnic group in Africa. The latter of these two requirements has, and shall likely continue, to elude scholars. Furthermore, even if these prerequisites could be met, the sheer number of groups to be considered would virtually guarantee that this work would be unable to offer each people the attention it merits.

The current political order in Africa has had, and continues to have, a profound effect on the outlooks and practices of all of Africa’s peoples. Organizing these volumes by country serves to elucidate, rather than obscure, the cultural life of the continent by treating the experience of ethnic groups in the context of the nations they inhabit. Equally important in the decision to adopt this organizing principle is consideration for the intended audience. While these volumes are meant to serve as a helpful reference for scholars, perhaps their most essential purpose is to offer the uninitiated a window into the cultural world of Africa. Without a background in this world, student and nonspecialist readers may not know where to begin their inquiries. Organization by country offers readers from outside of African Studies an accessible interface through which to find the answers they seek and, perhaps, to discover new questions.

Africa: An Encyclopedia of Culture and Society boasts considerably more comprehensive entries than most encyclopedic works, providing discussions ranging over a wide array of topics. Each entry in this work begins with a listing of Quick Facts about the country—Capital, Major Cities, Population, Languages, Government Type, Ethnic Groups, and Religions—and concludes with a bibliography of important print and electronic information resources. The entries themselves are divided into 15 topical sections:

Introduction (covering Geography; People and Ethnicity; and Languages)

Religion

Social Customs

Lifestyle and Leisure

Employment

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Cuisine

Dress

Sports and Games

Festivals and Holidays

Music and Dance

Visual Art

Architecture and Housing

Literature and Oral Traditions

Media

By incorporating such diverse themes as these into each entry, Africa: An Encyclopedia of Culture and Society provides a reference that can address the needs of the dedicated scholar, the intrepid traveler, or simply the inquiring mind.

Contributing authors for these volumes come from diverse fields of African Studies—from gender studies to education and from anthropology to the history of science. Africa: An Encyclopedia of Culture and Society draws on the scholarship of experts from many institutions, scattered across three continents. Many of these experts have lived in Africa or are Africans, themselves. Thus, the voice of Africa’s people is alive and well in these volumes.
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Introduction

At 11.67 million square miles, Africa is the second largest continent on earth, encompassing just over one-fifth of the planet’s landmass. Residents of Africa represent fully one-seventh of the total world population, and population growth estimates routinely project expansion beyond 2 billion by the end of the century. Despite these facts, popular, and even academic, treatments of Africa often leave much to be desired. In popular media, Africa is rarely favored with mention, except in cases of war, famine, or disease. Africans are regularly caricatured as simple, backward, and inherently prone to lawlessness and violence. Such an image reduces Africans to hopeless victims of environmental, cultural, and even biological determinism. Such an image of Africa risks echoing the worst prejudices that have been hurled at the continent—claims of inferiority and helplessness that have been used to justify economic exploitation, colonial conquest, and slavery (United Nations Population Fund).

Within the academy, these views have seeped into many works over the years, and the funding and personnel needed to combat the slandering of one-seventh of the human race is, more often than not, lacking. For decades, however, many daring scholars have fought to bring the true Africa to light—a region that has strongly influenced the course of human history, a land of staggering diversity, a continent that has known suffering but has also known dazzling achievement. Africa: An Encyclopedia of Culture and Society brings together the work of more than 50 esteemed authors, many of whom are Africans themselves, to continue in this proud tradition.

Background

As massive and diverse as Africa is, some background information is justified. Particularly for the uninitiated reader, a broader look at the regional history of the continent may help to place the entries in these volumes into a wider context. Of course, a complete historical background of Africa would be a work of many volumes unto itself, and well beyond the purview of these brief introductory remarks. However, offered below is at least a small sampling of Africa’s past.

North Africa

North Africa includes all of the lands to the north of the Sahara Desert, from the Atlantic coast to the Nile River, as well as the Nile Valley up to the first cataract. The region consists of a strip of fertile land along the southern shore of the Mediterranean that grows more arid as one travels south toward the Sahara. Parallel chains of mountains run along the southern flank of the coast lands as far as modern-day Libya, the greatest of which being the Atlas Range. Along the riverbanks of the Nile Valley lay what once were some of the richest soils in the world, continually renewed by the annual flooding of the Nile until the construction of the Aswan High Dam during the 1960s and 1970s.

The Neolithic Revolution first arose in the environs of Egypt. Potential evidence for the cultivation of wild vegetation for later consumption has been found dating from 16,000 BCE to 15,000 BCE. However, the true beginnings of Egypt’s Neolithic period are to be found around 8800 BCE to 6800 BCE, in its Western Desert. Situated well within the Sahara’s last humid period, these communities would have had access to ample water and grazing for the herds upon which they based their livelihoods. Agriculture first came to maturity in Lower Egypt around 5300 BCE, as inhabitants came under increasing pressure from the desiccation of the Sahara. Neolithic change began across the rest of North Africa around 6000 BCE, proceeding similarly from pastoralism to farming where lands permitted.

Techniques for working in copper and its alloys entered North Africa from the Near East toward the end of the fourth millennium BCE. Arriving first in Egypt, these techniques spread down the Nile Valley into Nubia, as well as westward across the coastal plains. Iron first arrived in North Africa in 670 BCE. The Assyrian army, flush from victories in the Near East and well equipped with iron weaponry and implements, swept aside all opposition in the Nile Valley, forcing Egyptians and Nubians alike to adopt the new technology. In the succeeding centuries, iron metallurgy would spread to the rest of North Africa through commerce, as well as conflict. As it was cheaper, lighter, and more reliable than bronze, iron revolutionized agriculture, hunting, and warfare everywhere it spread—allowing for ever larger and more complex societies.

A defining feature of North Africa, as evidenced by its metallurgical history, is its interaction with other regions. Connected by the Sinai Peninsula to Asia, by the Nile River to East Africa, by various Saharan oases to West Africa, and to the entire Mediterranean Basin by the sea, the story of the region is one of interaction between numerous peoples. In Egypt, the Assyrian conquerors were followed by the Persians, then the Greeks. To the West, the Berber population of the coastal belt witnessed the establishment of trading posts and ultimately city-states by Phoenician and Greek adventurers. One of these city-states, the Phoenician colony of Carthage, would grow to become a sizeable empire, controlling the coast from Tripolitania to beyond the Strait of Gibraltar. Demand from this Mediterranean power stimulated trade across the Sahara, bringing the economies of North and West Africa one step closer to integration.

By the start of the Common Era (CE), the Roman Empire had all but broken the great powers in North Africa, establishing its authority over almost the entire region. Roman rule would thoroughly integrate North Africa into a social, political, and commercial unit that encompassed the whole of the Mediterranean Basin, Western Europe, and much of the Black Sea coast. Additionally, the introduction of the camel to North Africa during the third century CE revolutionized trans-Saharan trade in the succeeding centuries. Able to weather the hardships of travel on the high desert like no other pack animal, the camel made practical, for the first time, direct travel by individuals across the full expanse of the Sahara.

The collapse of Roman power starting in the fifth century brought Germanic Vandal and Sicilo-Norman invaders from the West and Arab forces from the East. In the end, it would be the Arab incursion that would have the most profound consequences. Beginning in the seventh century, waves of Arab Muslim settlers and soldiers swept across the Mediterranean coast and down the Nile, bringing Arabic language and customs, as well as their faith, to the entire region. Various Islamic states, from the Umayyad Caliphate to Mamluk Egypt to the Ottoman Empire, would claim suzerainty in the region.

The local population was hardly passive in this centuries-long process. Inland mountain ranges offered independent-minded Berber pastoralists shelter from before the Hellenistic period. Powerful indigenous states periodically emerged during the period of invasions, including Saite Egypt and the Berber caliphates of the Almoravids and the Almohads. Perhaps most importantly, the peoples of North Africa were never simply the conquerors or the conquered. With each encounter between cultures, ideas were exchanged and new ways of life devised. Thus, the history of North Africa is far more one of ongoing transformation, than of conquest and resistance.

East Africa

The region of East Africa runs from the border of modern Egypt in the north, through the Horn of Africa, and down through the Great Lakes Region and present-day Mozambique. The southern portions of this region are characterized by savannah and woodlands, dominated by the Great Rift Valley, which run northward like a spine through the region and serves as a repository for particularly fertile soils. Further to the north, the land rises into the Ethiopian highlands. At these higher altitudes, arable land is distributed among innumerable mountain valleys, which has historically served as a pressure toward political decentralization. To the east, the highlands slope down into the dry Somali plains. To the northwest, monsoon runoff flows downhill into the tributaries of the Nile River. From the highlands, the waters of the Nile unite in the open savannah country of southern Nubia, before entering the desert and finally passing the first cataract into Egypt.

In ancient Nubia, which straddled the border between today’s Egypt and Sudan, the emergence of agriculture is associated with the same phenomenon in Egypt—thus developing independently between 16,000 and 15,000 BCE and leading to settled communities by 5000 to 4000 BCE. By 6000 BCE, farming had spread southward to the environs of Khartoum. Around the same time, cultivators of the Ethiopian highlands began to exploit their own unique crops, such as noog (an oil plant) and tef (a cereal). To the south, fishing and especially pastoralism played the greatest role in encouraging settled life, though agriculture was present as far south as the equator prior to the introduction of iron working. In fact, remains of domesticated cattle dating at least to 5000 BCE have been recovered from the Great Rift Valley and the Serengeti Plains. By the second millennium BCE, pastoralism was well established throughout the area.

Metalworking in Nubia is closely associated with that of its Egyptian neighbor, and by the end of the fourth millennium, bronze working was well established. Iron working would proliferate as a result of a devastating external shock to the ancient Nubian kingdom of Kush. Once colonized by Egypt, two and a half centuries later the Nubians had generated an indigenous state powerful enough to conquer their former overlords starting in 730 BCE. The so-called Ethiopian Dynasty of New Kingdom Egypt would be short-lived, however, as a new power made a bid for supremacy in the Nile Valley. The Assyrians, recently ascendant in the Near East, invaded Egypt in 670 BCE. Equipped with skilled cavalry and iron weapons, the invaders quickly drove the Kushite army back up the Nile. In 593 BCE, an Egyptian force sacked the Kushite capital of Napata, precipitating a retreat beyond the fifth cataract. The Kushites established a new capital at Meroe, a site well within the savannah zone. Protected by the confluence of the Nile and Atbara rivers and rich in hardwood and iron ore, Meroe rapidly became a great center for the production of iron tools and weapons—sometimes described by archeologists as the “Birmingham of Africa.”

From Meroe, iron-working technology diffused out to surrounding regions. By 400 BCE, iron metallurgy had reached the Ethiopian Highlands, reaching the environs of Lake Turkana shortly thereafter. Further south, the origins of iron technology become less clear. By 250 BCE, Bantu- and Kushitic-speaking peoples had reached subequatorial East Africa, both groups wielding iron implements. More intriguing still is evidence dating from the seventh century BCE suggesting an independent development of iron-working techniques near Lake Victoria/Nyanza. Regardless of the origins of iron technology, wherever it spread, increased productivity, population, and settlement size ultimately followed. These developments led to the establishment of large polities in both the Horn and the Great Lakes region.

Situated as it is at a crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa, East Africa’s development was subject to considerable influence from beyond the continent. In the Ethiopian Highlands, the kingdom of Aksum was founded under both local influence and that of Sabaeans from the Arabian Peninsula. During the fourth century CE, Christianity entered the Highlands through Aksum via Christian scholars from Alexandria, and soon Nubia also boasted Christian kingdoms. Islam also made its presence known in the Horn of Africa, initially entering the area through trading contacts but ultimately culminating in the establishment of powerful Muslim sultanates like Ifat and Adal.

All along the coast of East Africa, foreign influences were also felt. Greek texts from the second century CE attest to a thriving trade extending as far down the coast as Mozambique and involving the exchange of goods from three continents. As Islam made headway on the coast and Arab, Persian, and Indonesian merchants expanded their commercial enterprises, trading settlements grew in population and wealth. By the second millennium of the Common Era, a string of competing city-states had emerged along the coast, dominating medium-distance coastal exchange and the transfer of goods to and from the interior. From Mogadishu in the north to Kilwa in the south, the fortunes of these East African poleis rose and fell based on their ability to control the flow of ivory, gold, porcelain, captives, and other commodities to and from the Indian Ocean.

West Africa

West Africa incorporates the lands south of the Sahara Desert from the Atlantic Coast to the present-day borders of Chad and Cameroon. To the north, the region consists of the semiarid scrubland called the Sahel. Taken from the Arabic for “coast,” this name refers to the fact that the Sahel abuts the vast wastes of the Sahara, which Arabic-speaking travelers often likened to a sea of sand. South of the Sahel, rains fall more abundantly, allowing for a band of savannah and sparse woodland that spans much of the width of the continent at this latitude. Within these grasslands are found many of Africa’s famed megafauna. Along the southern and western coasts of West Africa lies a belt of tropical forest, which eventually links up to the extensive equatorial forest of Central Africa.

From roughly 8000 BCE to 4000 BCE, the Sahara experienced a period of much higher precipitation than is to be found today. Rather than a parched waste, the Sahara was a belt of grasslands, punctuated by numerous rivers and lakes. Cattle, goats, and sheep, the domestication of which had begun in North Africa 6,000 to 7,000 years before the Common Era, were soon widely exploited in the area. Following a widespread desiccation phase during the sixth millennium BCE, pastoralism—especially cattle keeping—began to impact West Africa to a significant degree.

In contrast to developments across the Eurasian Belt, pastoralism significantly predated agriculture as a subsistence practice of note in West Africa. The Neolithic would come after the Saharan wet phase, spreading across the region from 3000 to 1000 BCE, as dryer conditions posed new challenges to fishing, herding, and hunter-gatherer communities. In the savannah belt, sorghum, millet, and a West African rice became important. Meanwhile, in the forest zone, tree cultivation and the planting of root crops like yam predominated. Along with farming came a concurrent increase in fishing.

Also distinct from Eurasian patterns is the manner in which regional commerce emerged. Unlike in lands to the north, where trade was founded heavily upon craft specialization and exchange, in West Africa trade was initially stimulated by subsistence specialization. West Africa’s closely adjoining yet quite diverse ecological zones, combined with its challenging climatic oscillations over both the short and long term, ensured that the region’s peoples would engage a variety strategies to ensure a steady food supply. As each group developed its own specialized approach to food production, the potential advantages of exchange increased. Thus, farmers of the forest belt traded their tubers, fruits, and nuts for the cereals of their savannah counterparts, while fishermen and hunter-gatherers similarly plied their catches. Over centuries, this intraregional trade would diversify and expand, linking West Africa to the eastern Sudan, the equatorial forest, and across the Sahara Desert to the shores of North Africa.

Metallurgy spread across West Africa during the period from 800 BCE to 200 BCE. Unlike many regions in the Old World, iron production was not preceded by a period of metalworking in copper and its alloys. Rather, evidence for copper and iron smelting and manufacture suggests that the two metals were adopted more or less simultaneously in West African communities. Though it has been suggested that metalworking may have developed independently in West Africa, correlations in style among metal artifacts found in North and West Africa suggest that metallurgical techniques were transmitted from the north across the Sahara. This has not, however, limited the expertise of West African metalworkers, whose stunning achievements are perhaps epitomized in the famed bronzes of Ife and Benin.

The introduction of the Iron Age to West Africa increased the productivity of hunting, fishing, and—especially—farming. Equipped with lighter, sturdier hoes and iron-edged scythes that easily felled tough-stalked sorghum and other cereals, West African farmers produced a surplus the likes of which had not previously been seen in the region. The result, unsurprisingly, was increased population growth among settled communities and the steady decline of hunting and gathering as a primary means of subsistence. Iron metallurgy also served to reinforce social stratification as iron smiths increasingly assumed a privileged position in society—both economically and spiritually. As the first millennium of the Common Era progressed, the triune forces of population growth, social stratification, and long-distance exchange led to the proliferation of urban centers across the region. These urban centers would provide the nuclei for the great West African states of the second millennium, including Takrur, Ghana, Mali, Songhai, Kanem-Bornu, and the Hausa states.

Islam entered West Africa from the north during the second half of the 10th century and would play a key role in the history of these states. Carried south by trans-Saharan traders, Islam appealed especially to West African merchants and rulers. With Islam came not only the Arabic script—West Africa’s first form of writing—but also Islamic scholarship and closer connection to the broader Muslim world. These new developments would enhance commerce and statecraft across much of the region.

Despite this, Islam would remain the faith of a relative few throughout much of West Africa’s history. Further, among practitioners, the Islamic faith was often blended with indigenous traditions. This state of affairs continued until the great Sudanese jihads of the 19th century, which spread more orthodox interpretations of Islam and led to the establishment of powerful new Islamic states, including the Massina and Sokoto caliphates.

Central Africa

Central Africa, as a region, is usually demarcated as expanding southward and eastward from the eastern coasts of the Bight of Biafra (in modern-day Cameroon) to the lands north of the Zambezi River. This region encompasses much of Africa’s equatorial rain forests, as well as extensive areas of more open woodlands and savanna to the east and south. In contrast to West Africa, and due in part to the agricultural limitations of woodland soils, Central Africa has historically experienced a relatively sparse population distribution. Due to these low population densities, arteries of trade and communication tended to be thin in comparison to those in other parts of Africa.

By the fifth century CE, Iron Age agriculture had spread to most amenable regions in Central Africa. This expansion of Iron Age technology is most often associated with the migrations of Bantu-speaking peoples. The Bantu family of languages derives its name from the noun ntu, meaning “person,” and the pluralizing prefix ba-, derivations of which are common to most of the constituent tongues. A subsidiary of the Niger-Congo group, the Bantu language family likely had its beginnings in the Benue area of southeastern Nigeria and the grasslands of modern-day Cameroon. Based on linguistic and archeological evidence, historians theorize that, around 500 BCE, Bantu-speaking groups began migrating southward through the equatorial forest, as well as eastward along the forest’s northern edge. By the first centuries of the Common Era, this process had distributed Bantu-speaking communities across Central Africa. With the establishment of these communities, characterized by relatively large-scale political organization and a settled lifestyle, came the spread of iron use, the expansion of herding and agriculture, and an explosion in the quantity and quality of earthenware.

It would be erroneous, however, to think of the Bantu expansion as a literal “migration.” In fact, the initial Bantu population was quite small—hardly sufficient to sweep across half of a continent. Rather, Bantu speakers moved gradually into new regions in small groups, intermarrying with and incorporating local peoples as they went. Thus, the Bantu expansion represents less a movement of people and more a transfer of language and ideas. Furthermore, this transfer was hardly unidirectional. As Bantu-speaking migrants drifted outward in search of promising agricultural plots, they adopted many of the practices of the peoples whom they encountered. For example, it has been suggested that the adoption of techniques for cattle keeping and cereal cultivation from Kushitic speakers of the eastern savannah was essential to the successful expansion of Bantu groups, particularly along the edge of the rainforest. At times, Bantu-speaking groups that had developed in isolation from each other met, exchanging technologies and ideas and transforming themselves in the process. Even factors beyond the shores of Africa played into the expansion of Bantu-speaking communities, as Asian crops like bananas and Asian yams revolutionized forest agriculture. The Bantu expansion was a process that began in the region of the present-day Nigeria-Cameroon border but developed and reinvented itself at points across Central and Southern Africa.

The centuries surrounding 1000 CE witnessed a dramatic increase in political, economic, and technological development in Central Africa. New techniques in farming, fishing, herding, mining, and manufacture greatly increased peoples’ ability to exploit the resources in their environments. Unable to compete with growing agricultural and pastoral communities, or perhaps eager to share in the windfall from their techniques, Stone Age hunter-gatherers, who had lived alongside iron-using settled communities for centuries, were gradually assimilated or relegated to the most marginal of lands. With this increase in productive capacity came an increase in specialization. As individual communities began more and more to emphasize a single enterprise above others, interregional trade flourished as never before.

Rising trade, productivity, and population allowed for perhaps the most dramatic development of the period—the emergence of polities on the grand scale. As regional chiefs surpassed village authorities as the primary loci of political and religious authority, powerful new states emerged across the region. Along the Atlantic coast, the 14th and 15th centuries saw the consolidation of such powerful states as Kongo, Ndongo, and the commercially oriented Loango Empire. Further inland, in the environs of today’s Shaba Province in the Democratic Republic of Congo, the Luba had established a centralized kingdom by 1300. The Lunda Kingdom, under Luba influence, would come to maturity three centuries later.

While large, centralized states proliferated widely during the centuries following 1000 CE, such political configurations were not necessarily the rule. In fact, many of Central Africa’s peoples chose to retain localized forms of administration, among these the Gbaya of the lands of the western Central African Republic and the Mbuti of the equatorial forest. That such peoples, well aware of the advantages of centralized sociopolitical structures, chose to forgo such arrangements challenges popular assumptions of the inherent superiority of large political entities.

Southern Africa

From the bend of the Zambezi River to the southernmost tip of the continent extends the region of Southern Africa. The north of the region is dominated by the Kalahari Desert to the west and the Highveld, a vast upland plateau, to the east. To the east and south, the Highveld is separated from a strip of fertile coastal lowlands by an escarpment, reaching its crescendo in the Drakensburg Range. At these southerly latitudes, the region experiences a temperate climate.

As was the case in parts of Central Africa, prior to the Bantu expansion, Southern Africa was lightly peopled by late Stone Age hunter-gatherers of the Khoisan language family. As Bantu speakers began to enter into the region during the first millennium, Khoisan speakers began to diverge into two distinct populations—San and Khoi Khoi. The San consist of those Khoisan speakers who maintained the older hunting and gathering way of life. The Khoi Khoi, however, differentiated themselves by incorporating sheep and cattle pastoralism into their livelihoods. Whether this change was a result of contact with Bantu or Kushitic speakers remains unclear. By 1000 CE, sparse settlement of Bantu speakers had penetrated the Highveld and spread far down the eastern coastline. As population densities increased and commercial contacts across the Indian Ocean intensified, the stage was set for significant social, economic, and political change.

The period following the first millennium saw a similar expansion in craft, food production, and resource extraction to that which occurred in Central Africa. Southern Africa, however, saw a particular emphasis on cattle keeping—especially on the Highveld and in the coastal plains. As was the case to the north, these changes opened the door to political consolidation. Great empires such as Great Zimbabwe, Torwa, and Mutapa capitalized on cattle and gold wealth to dominate vast stretches of the region. South of the Limpopo River, political organization was limited to smaller chiefdoms. However, increasing competition for land and cattle led to the 19th-century mfecane, an explosive process of conflict and state formation that began among the Nguni of the eastern coastlands, but quickly spread across Southern and Central Africa.

European Contact and the Slave Trade

During the 1440s, Portuguese ships began to appear off the coasts of West Africa, inaugurating a new era of direct contact between Europeans and sub-Saharan Africans. As this contact increased, Europeans were also beginning to wear down the power of the Muslim states of North Africa. Due to the presence of powerful states and the hazards associated with the climates of Africa’s tropical zone, the European presence was largely confined to the coastlands (the most significant exception being Dutch and British settlement of temperate Southern Africa). Despite this limitation, Europeans would wield an influence over the course of African events far out of proportion to their numbers.

Initially, European traders were interested primarily in the gold and other mineral wealth to be extracted from the continent. However, as their colonial empires expanded in the New World, a frantic demand erupted for laborers to exploit these new domains. The local population had been decimated by disease and abuse, few Europeans were willing to toil across the Atlantic, and East Asian slave sources presented daunting transportation costs. This left sub-Saharan Africa as the market best positioned to meet the demand for workers in the Americas. By the mid-17th century, a stream of captives flowed from the coastal markets of West and Central Africa to the plantations of the New World.

The nature of the relationship between European and African actors in the slave trade has long been a point of contention among scholars. At one end of the spectrum are those who argue that, though for the most part Europeans did not have the ability to enter the continent and seize slaves directly, Westerners nonetheless imposed this disastrous trade upon African rulers. Historians of this persuasion argue that Europeans could offer irresistibly high prices for slaves, because they had access to economies of scale spanning the Atlantic. Further, they contend that because Europeans exchanged slaves for guns, horses, and prestige goods—all of which had the potential to enhance the military might and following of a ruler—various polities were compelled to war on each other for captives rather than risk falling behind their rivals. Against these and related arguments, other members of the historical community emphasize the agency of African potentates. They hold that the ability of African states to ward off European incursions throughout the slave trade period is evidence of their ability to ward off any significant European economic or political coercion. Adherents to this line of argument stress African military and economic strength and insist that the importance of European weaponry on the African battlefield prior to the late 17th century has been considerably exaggerated. According to these historians, the European demand for captives was met by drawing upon a pool of enslaved Africans that had been present in sub-Saharan Africa long before the arrival of European slavers, and no significant distortion or disruption of the prevailing socioeconomic climate was necessary.

Much debate has also surrounded the extent to which the slave trade damaged the economies and societies in Africa. While no respectable scholar would deny that the trade brought about horrendous suffering, some argue that the case has, at times, been overstated. Such scholars tend to argue that the ability of European demand to incite wars that would not otherwise have occurred has not been definitively established. They also tend to claim that the African population was sufficient to weather the demographic shock of millions of transportations. Scholars at the other end place a greater emphasis on European influence and claim that mass exportation of the enslaved led to labor shortages and dangerous imbalances in the sex ratios among many African populations. Additionally, they suggest that overemphasis on warfare and the export of labor crowded out any effort to establish a more sustainable commodities export market.

Whatever one’s stance may be on these matters, there can be no denying the tragedy of the transatlantic slave trade. One need only consider the plight of the more than 13 million souls who endured the horrors of the Middle Passage and New World enslavement, or the millions of others who bore the brutality of the slave wars. The trade lasted from the 1440s until the 1860s—a 400-year blight on the history of the Atlantic World.

Colonialism and Independence

The onset of industrialization and the emergence during the late 1700s of the abolitionist movement in Britain finally led Parliament to ban the slave trade in 1807. It would take decades of enforcement on the high seas and numerous conflicts within slaveholding countries to finally bring the trade to an end, however. Despite this, the decline of the slave trade made way for a new Western interest in African raw materials to feed the factories of Europe and America. Merchants, missionaries, and explorers poured into the continent, filling long-standing blanks on Western maps and touting opportunities to save souls or make money. Europe, in the midst of a lengthy recession and, perhaps, excitable after an unusually long period of peace, took particular interest.

By the closing decades of the 19th century, Western technological advancements had opened a considerable gap between Western militaries and those of African polities. The outdated firearms, artillery and non–chemically propelled weaponry of African states were simply no match for breech-loading rifles, machine guns, and accurate artillery equipped with exploding shells. In addition, Western medical and technical expertise had overcome the natural obstacles that had previously safeguarded the interior. Steamships could penetrate formerly unnavigable rivers. Rail lines and telegraph wires could establish fast and reliable lines of communication. Quinine at long last offered a viable defense against malaria. In 1884–1885, as tensions rose among the European powers, a conference was held in Berlin to decide the fate of Africa.

At the Berlin Conference, the ground rules for the partition of Africa were laid down. In short, claims would be based foremost upon “effective occupation,” the presence of national troops within the claimed territory. With Germany and Leopold II of Belgium immediately seizing the opportunity to stake claims, the brutal “Scramble for Africa” was under way. Within three short decades, virtually all of Africa, with the notable exceptions of Liberia and Ethiopia, had been subjugated by the European colonial powers.

The colonial period in Africa would last until after the World War II. Though a relatively brief period of occupation in comparison to the experiences of Latin America and parts of Asia, the period of European occupation in Africa took a heavy toll on colonial subjects. Though the colonizers brought to the continent new technologies and infrastructure, as well as unprecedented opportunities for a privileged few, they also brought violent oppression and virulent racism. For the majority of Africans, the colonial experience was one of humiliation and exploitation, as their very way of life was denigrated and assaulted in an effort to incorporate them into cash crop and mineral export economies as cheap—and at times unpaid—laborers.

However, from the few who managed to benefit from the limited opportunities of the colonial regimes emerged a new, African educated class. Frustrated by limited opportunities within their colonial administrations due to discriminatory hiring practices, this class grew increasingly bold in its demands, first for reform and later for independence. In most colonies, they would serve as a lightning rod for popular discontent.

On March 6, 1957, the Republic of Ghana declared its independence from the British Empire. Over the next two decades and after countless years of struggle, other African nations asserted their own independence. A new Africa was born, comprising more than 50 newly independent nations. It is the purpose of these volumes to explore these young nations, to inform the reader of what they are, why they are, and who dwells within them.

Further Reading

Akyeampong, Emmanuel Kwaku, ed. 2006. Themes in West Africa’s History. Athens: Ohio University Press.

Birmingham, David. 1981. Central Africa to 1870: Zambezia, Zaire and the South Atlantic—Chapters from the Cambridge History of Africa. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Falola, Toyin, ed. 2000. Africa, Volume I: African History before 1885. Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press.

Falola, Toyin, ed. 2002. Africa, Volume 4: The End of Colonial Rule, Nationalism and Decolonization. Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press.

Naylor, Phillip C. 2009. North Africa: A History from Antiquity to the Present. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Omer-Cooper, J. D. 1987. History of Southern Africa. London: James Currey.

Shillington, Kevin. 1995. History of Africa. Oxford: Macmillan.

Thornton, John. 1998. Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World, 1400–1800. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

United Nations Population Fund. www.unfpa.org/public.


Chronology

There is no consensus on the periodization of African history, but this chronology adopts the most common periodization. Many dates before the 15th century are approximations, some based on carbon-14 dating techniques. Written Arabic and European documentation improved historical records after the 15th century, although dates are not always precise. This chronology is by no means comprehensive and is only offered as a guide to better understand the entries in this encyclopedia.

Ancient Period








	40,000 BCE

	Prehistory: Homo sapiens sapiens (“modern man”) emerged.




	5000 BCE

	The Agricultural Revolution occurred, with profound consequences for African civilization.




	

	Early states such as Egypt began to be created.




	4000 BCE

	Metal working (copper) was known in Sinai.




	3100 BCE

	Egypt developed a centralized government. The states of Upper and Lower Egypt were unified, and the civilization of Pharaonic Egypt emerged. The Sahara was in its last wet phase, before it became a desert.




	1800 BCE

	Agriculture, urbanization, and centralized political authority were now established in many parts of North Africa.




	1650 BCE

	The Hyksos invaded and governed Egypt until ca. 1500 BCE. Horses and chariots were used in Egypt.




	1000 BCE

	The Berber civilization arose in North Africa. Horses and donkeys were used to drive carts and chariots to cross the Sahara between North and West Africa.




	950 BCE

	The Nubians (Kush) regained independence from Egypt. Palestine also broke away from the Egyptian Empire.




	814 BCE

	Carthage was founded by the Phoenicians in Tunisia.




	730 BCE

	Kush rose to power in Northeast Africa. The first “Iron-Age” kingdom developed. Kush became powerful enough to successfully invade Egypt.




	670 BCE

	The Assyrians invaded Egypt, forcing the Kushite kings to permanently withdraw to Nubia.




	500 BCE

	Ideas of iron working began to spread in West, Central, Eastern and Southern Africa, largely in association with the dispersal of the Bantu-speaking people. Trade continued between West Africa and North Africa. The Nok culture in Nigeria was a successful example of the use of iron.




	332 BCE

	The native Egyptian dynasty ended when the Greeks invaded Egypt and established the Ptolemaic dynasty, which lasted for 300 years.




	146 BCE

	The Romans conquered Carthage and began their control of the coastal parts of North Africa.




	100 BCE

	Iron working spread to many parts of Southern Africa; camels were now replacing horses and donkeys in the trans-Saharan trade.




	30 BCE

	Egypt was conquered by the Romans.




	23 BCE

	A Roman army invaded Kush and sacked the city of Napata.






Precolonial Period (CE)








	100

	The kingdom of Aksum was established.




	

	The use of camels transformed the trans-Saharan trade.




	

	The East African coast was part of an international trade with the states of the Persian Gulf and western India.




	300

	The knowledge of iron working was now firmly established in many parts of Africa; prosperous cities emerged in Roman North Africa.




	

	Ghana had probably emerged as a small state.




	350

	Aksum attacked Meroë to put an end to a kingdom that had lasted for centuries.




	

	The Ethiopian Orthodox Church was founded in the reign of King Ezana, 320–356.




	

	The Vandals, a group of Germanic warriors, overran the Maghrib and ended Roman rule.




	622

	The Islamic calendar started at year zero. The new religion of Islam was established.




	640

	An Arab army entered Egypt, and the spread of Islam in North Africa followed.




	710

	The Aksumite army was defeated by Arab Muslims.




	800

	The empire of Ghana in West Africa became powerful and controlled the gold and salt trade across the Sahara; Gao emerged as a major center in West Africa.




	

	The Muslim conquests in North Africa and Spain recorded great successes.




	

	Egypt became a great center of Islamic civilization.




	

	The state of Kanem was founded in the eastern Sudan.




	945

	Arab settlers reached the East African coast.




	

	Ghana was at the height of its power; the king of Gao accepted Islam in ca. 1010.




	

	A number of Hausa and Yoruba states were founded; the empire of Kanem expanded.




	

	The Fatimid Caliphate in Egypt existed from 969 to 1171.




	

	Coastal cities in East Africa were part of the Indian Ocean trade.




	

	Iron working was known in many parts of West Africa.




	1054

	The Almoravids captured Audaghost from Ghana.




	

	Ghana began to collapse under the Almoravid attacks. The Almoravids established new Muslim states in Morocco and Spain from 1061 to 1117.




	

	Arts and sciences flourished in North Africa.




	1086

	The king of Kanem (Hume) accepted Islam, thus drawing parts of the eastern Sudan and the Lake Chad region into the Islamic world.




	1150

	The Zagwe dynasty was founded in Ethiopia. It adopted Christianity as a state religion and governed till 1270.




	

	Swahili culture and city-states had emerged, with such notable coastal cities as Mogadishu, Mombasa, and Kilwa.




	1200

	Political confusion reigned in the western Sudan, leading to the fall of the Ghana Empire. The Benin Kingdom came under the Eweka dynasty. The Almohads established a new Muslim state in North Africa and Spain (1147–1289).




	1230

	Sundiata became the king of the Mandinka state of Kangaba. A legendary and cult hero, he defeated Sumanguru and other neighbors to found the kingdom of Mali in about 1235.




	

	The Christian kingdom of Nubia fell.




	1255

	Mamluk soldier-kings ruled in Egypt from 1250 to 1517. Gao attained great commercial power. The first Kanem-Borno Empire rose around Lake Chad.




	1270

	The Solomonid dynasty emerged in Ethiopia and governed till 1550.




	

	Wolof states were founded in Senegal; the kingdom of Ife among the Yoruba was flourishing.




	1315

	The Mossi Kingdom was founded.




	

	The Nubian king converted to Islam.




	1324

	Mansa Musa of Mali went on pilgrimage to Mecca.




	1325–1353

	Ibn Battuta was traveling in different parts of Africa.




	1327

	Sankore University in Timbuktu, Mali, was founded.




	1375

	The kingdom of Adal was founded.




	1415

	East African trading ambassadors visited the capital of the Chinese Empire.




	

	The Portuguese captured the port of Ceuta in northwestern Morocco.




	

	Timbuktu and Jenne in West Africa became famous centers of Islamic scholarship.




	

	Mamluk Sultans were in control of Egypt; Benin was a strong empire in West Africa; the Portuguese reached the West African coast.




	1450s

	The transatlantic slave trade began.




	1464

	The Zimbabwe Empire was in existence.




	1468

	Sunni Ali established the Songhay Empire.




	1472

	Morocco was attacked by the Portuguese and Spanish; the Portuguese reached the Bight of Benin.




	1480s

	Portuguese missionaries arrived in Kongo.




	1482

	The Portuguese built a fort at El-Mina (later called Elmina), on the Gold Coast, in West Africa.




	1491

	King Nzinga Nkuwu, the Manikongo, became a Christian and adopted the name Joao I (John I).




	1505

	The Portuguese reached Mwene Mutapa (or Monomatapa). Christianity was established there. The Portuguese destroyed the notable Swahili city-state of Kilwa.




	1506

	Henrico, the son of King Afonso I of the Kongo, became the bishop of Utica. He was the first black Catholic bishop in Africa.




	1509

	The Bunyoro Kingdom was established in Uganda.




	1517

	The Ottoman Turks conquered Egypt.




	1519

	Mahmud el-Kati began writing his famous history of the Sudan, Chronicle of the Seeker after Knowledge.




	1520

	A Portuguese expedition reached Ethiopia and established diplomatic relations.




	1525

	The Turks took control of Algiers.




	1529

	Ethiopia was conquered for the first time by an external power, in an Islamic jihad led by Ahmad ibn Ghazi, a Somali Muslim. Muslim control lasted until 1541.




	1530

	Christianity was introduced in Benin.




	1540

	King Andriamanelo and the Imerian Kingdom were in power in Madagascar.




	1571

	Portugal conquered Angola to establish its first African colony.




	1591

	The Moroccans invaded Songhay.




	1614

	Idris Alooma of the Kanem-Borno Empire introduced the use of guns.




	1625

	The foundation of the kingdom of Dahomey was established.




	1630

	Nzinga led a resistance struggle against the Portuguese in Angola.




	1650

	The Portuguese government sent settlers to Mozambique.




	

	Wegbaja became the first king of Dahomey.




	1652

	The first Dutch settlement in South Africa was established. The Dutch East Indies Company established Cape Town as a “refreshment center” and a fort.




	1659

	The French occupied St. Louis in Senegal. St. Louis became the first French colony in sub-Saharan Africa.




	

	The first Dutch-Khoi war in South Africa was fought.




	ca. 1670

	Osei Tutu founded the Asante Empire.




	1690s

	Osei Tutu established the Asante Confederation.




	1705

	Asante became a strong empire under Osei Tutu.




	1713

	Britain was now the biggest slave buyer and carrier in Africa; the Bambara state of Segu was established.




	

	French settlers and slaves arrived in Mauritius.




	1725

	The imamate of Futa Jallon was established.




	

	A series of frontier wars began between the Boers and the Bantu-speaking Xhosa of South Africa.




	

	The Islamic revival movement spread in the Western Sudan. Euro-African trade expanded in the Niger Delta.




	1765

	The British established a colony in Senegambia that lasted until 1783.




	1784

	The Omani Arabs gained control of the Swahili city-states.




	1791

	Freetown (Sierra Leone) was founded.




	1797

	Mungo Park, a European explorer, attempted to locate the source of the River Niger in West Africa.




	1804

	The jihad of Uthman Dan Fodio began.




	

	The Church Missionary Society established a mission in Sierra Leone.




	1806

	The British took over the Cape Colony.




	1811

	Muhammad Ali attained power in Egypt.




	1814

	The first European-type school was established in West Africa: the Christian Institution, at Leicester, for recaptive children.




	1816

	The first church was established among Africans in Kissy, Sierra Leone, by a Nova Scotian settler, Rev. C. F. Wenzel, a Baptist. In 1817 it became St. Patrick’s Church.




	1817

	The Yoruba Wars began.




	1819

	Shaka founded the Zulu Empire.




	1820s

	Lesotho emerged as a leading state in Southern Africa.




	1822

	Liberia was founded by 12,000 liberated slaves.




	1827

	Fourah Bay College was founded in Sierra Leone, the first Western college in West Africa.




	1828

	Merina rulers established control in Madagascar.




	1830–1832

	The Rivers Niger and Nile were mapped.




	1830

	The French attacked Algeria.




	

	The Oyo Empire fell and Ibadan began to rise.




	1834

	The Boers began their “Great Trek” into the interior of Southern Africa.




	1842

	The Orange Free State, the first Boer republic in the interior of Southern Africa, was established.




	1840s

	The Ndebele state emerged in the area of modern-day Zimbabwe.




	1845

	The first grammar school in West Africa was established in Sierra Leone.




	1847

	Abd el-Kadr of Algeria surrendered to the French.




	1851

	The French established Libreville to resettle freed slaves.




	1853

	Botswana forces defeated Boer invaders.




	1853–1879

	Egypt expanded.




	1855

	Emperor Tewodros founded modern Ethiopia.




	1858

	Martin Delany, an African American, negotiated the foundation of an African American colony in Nigeria. This potentially important project never got off the ground.




	1861

	The British annexed the colony of Lagos.




	1864

	Samuel Ajayi Crowther was appointed the second bishop of a Christian church in Africa.




	1866

	Diamonds were discovered in South Africa. Gold was discovered 20 years later, and both minerals transformed the economy of this region.




	1873–1874

	The Anglo-Asante war was fought.




	1880

	Almost half a million converted to Christianity in Uganda when the kabaka (king) was converted.




	1881

	The Mahdist revolt in Sudan began.






Colonial Period








	1882

	Egypt was conquered by the British.




	1884–1885

	The Berlin Conference took place and the Scramble for Africa began.




	1885

	King Leopold proclaimed his authority over the Congo.




	1891

	Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther died.




	1892

	Dahomey was conquered by the French, and a French protectorate was declared.




	1893

	The Yoruba wars ended.




	1895

	The Battle of Fashoda was fought.




	1896

	Ethiopia defeated Italy at the battle of Adowa.




	

	The French acquired Upper Volta.




	1899–1902

	The Boer War was fought in South Africa.




	1890s

	Black-controlled Ethiopian Christian churches in South Africa were formed.




	1897

	The British invaded Benin City, in what they called a “Punitive Expedition.”




	1898

	Samori Toure’s resistance against the French ended in defeat.




	1900

	British colonists began to settle in the highlands of Kenya.




	

	The first Pan-African Conference was held.




	

	The Buganda Agreement was signed between the British and Buganda. This enhanced the power of the kabaka, king of Buganda, whose agents were used to extend British authority to other areas of Uganda.




	1901

	The Yaa Asantewa War was fought between the Asante and the British.




	1903

	The Seychelles were separated from Mauritius to become a British crown colony.




	1905

	The Maji Maji Rebellion in Tanganyika (Tanzania) was suppressed by the Germans.




	1908

	The Congo was formally annexed by Belgium after reports of brutality by private companies.




	1910

	The Middle Congo became part of French Equatorial Africa.




	

	White minorities acquired power in South Africa.




	1912

	The African National Congress (ANC) was formed in South Africa.




	

	Edward Wilmot Blyden died.




	

	The French took control of Morocco.




	1914

	World War I began.




	

	Blaise Diagne was elected as the first African in the French National Assembly.




	

	The Universal Negro Improvement Association was formed.




	1916

	Belgium acquired control in Rwanda and Burundi as mandated by the League of Nations.




	1917–1919

	The influenza pandemic took place.




	1919

	Clements Kadalie of South Africa organized a union of mine workers, numbering almost 100,000, the largest in the continent.




	1920

	The National Congress of British West Africa was established.




	1921

	Simon Kimbangu founded the Kinbagu church, Africa’s largest independent church.




	1922

	An Anglo-Egyptian treaty declared Egypt to be no longer a British colony, although independence was in name only.




	1924

	The South African Nationalist Party came to power and began to institute a policy of racial discrimination against Africans.




	1929

	An economic depression began and lasted for at least five years.




	

	The Aba Women Riots occurred in Nigeria, organized by women to protest tax increases.




	1935

	The Italian invasion of Ethiopia provoked an international crisis.




	1939

	World War II broke out.




	1941

	British troops liberated Ethiopia.




	1944

	The Brazzaville conference was held. This was the conference that de Gaulle called to “liberalize” colonial rule in French Africa, but its tepid reforms demonstrated that Africans would not be rewarded for their participation in the war and that de Gaulle had no intention of letting the colonies go.




	1945

	Post–World War II ideas of liberation and self-determination put colonialism in crisis.




	1948

	Apartheid became official in South Africa.




	1951

	Libya became independent of Italy.




	1952

	Mau Mau resistance against the British in Kenya began.




	

	Egypt became the first African country to gain independence from European rule.




	1954

	Nasser came to power in a military coup in Egypt.




	

	The Algerian War of Independence began.




	1955

	At the first interracial conference in South Africa, the South African Freedom Charter was created.




	1956

	Morocco, Sudan, and Tunisia became independent.




	1957

	Ghana became independent.




	1958

	Guinea became independent.






Postcolonial Period








	1958

	The United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) was set up.




	1960

	This was the Year of African Independence. Gabon, Senegal, Mali, Burkina Faso, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Chad, Cameroon, the Central African Republic (CAR), Benin, Mauritania, Niger, Madagascar, Togo, Nigeria, and Somalia obtained their independence.




	

	A civil war began in Congo and lasted till 1965.




	1961

	Patrice Lumumba was murdered in the Congo.




	

	The Eritrean liberation struggles began.




	

	Sierra Leone and Tanzania became independent.




	

	The Republic of South Africa was established, independent of the British Commonwealth.




	1962

	Algeria, Rwanda, Uganda, and Burundi became independent countries.




	1963

	The Organization of African Unity was founded in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.




	

	Nelson Mandela, the leader of the ANC, was jailed for treason. He would not be released until 1990.




	

	A military coup took place in Togo, the first in sub-Saharan Africa.




	

	Kenya became independent. Nationalists in Guinea-Bissau began armed struggles.




	1964

	The Tanzanian African National Union (TANU) became the only legal party in Tanzania.




	

	Malawi and Zambia became independent.




	1965

	The Unilateral Declaration of Independence was made in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe)—a white minority government declared itself free of Britain.




	

	Gambia became independent.




	1966

	The First Festival of Negro Arts (later known as FESTAC) was held in Dakar, Senegal.




	

	Military coups took place in Nigeria and Ghana.




	

	The Namibian War of Independence began.




	

	Basutoland became independent as Lesotho, while Bechuanaland became Botswana.




	1967

	The Arusha Declaration in Tanzania established a socialist program.




	1968

	Equatorial Guinea, Swaziland, and Mauritius became independent.




	1969

	Eduardo Mondlane, leader of the FRELIMO independence movement in Mozambique, was assassinated.




	1970

	The Nigerian civil war ended.




	

	In Egypt, the Aswan Dam was completed, and Nasser died.




	1971

	Hastings Kamuzu Banda became president-for-life of Malawi.




	1972

	Zambia became a one-party state under the United National Independence Party.




	1973

	Amilcar Cabral of Guinea-Bissau was assassinated.




	1974

	The imperial government of Haile Selassie was overthrown in Ethiopia.




	1974–1975

	The Portuguese colonies of Guinea Bissau, Angola, Mozambique, São Tomé, Cape Verde, Comoros (without Mayotte) became independent.




	1975

	The Economic Community of West African States was formed.




	1976

	The Soweto uprising took place in South Africa.




	

	Ethiopia and Somalia went to war over the Ogaden province.




	

	The Seychelles became independent.




	1977

	Djibouti became independent.




	1978

	The African National Congress recorded success in its armed attacks on some targets in South Africa.




	1979

	Jean-Bedel Bokassa, self-crowned emperor of the Central African Republic, was deposed.




	

	Tanzania invaded Uganda and ended the dictatorship of Idi Amin.




	

	Jimmy Carter visited sub-Saharan Africa, the first American president to undertake an official visit.




	1980

	The Lancaster House Agreement ended white minority rule in Rhodesia. The country was renamed Zimbabwe.




	

	The Lagos Plan of Action for Continental Development was drawn up.




	1981

	The World Bank (Berg) Report for the Recolonization of Africa was published.




	1982

	AIDS was reported in Africa.




	

	The Southern African Development Co-ordination Conference was established.




	

	The Sahrawi Democratic African Republic (formerly Spanish Sahara) was recognized as independent by the Organization of African Unity.




	1983–1985

	The World Bank/International Monetary Fund Structural Adjustment Programs (SAP) began to be imposed on African countries.




	1989

	The ECA’s African Alternative Framework-Structural Adjustment Program was published.




	

	The Liberian civil war began in December.




	1990

	Namibia became the last colony to gain independence.




	1991

	The central government in Somalia collapsed, leaving various factions vying for power.




	1992

	The United Nations intervened in Somalia to restore order. The administration of President George Bush authorized U.S. troops to enter Somalia on a humanitarian mission.




	

	The civil war in Sierra Leone began.




	1993

	Eritrea became independent.




	1994

	Apartheid ended and Nelson Mandela was elected president in South Africa.




	

	Genocide occurred in Rwanda.




	1998

	A border war between Ethiopia and Eritrea began. It would continue for two years.




	1999

	Presidential elections were held in Nigeria and Algeria.




	

	After three years of relative peace, civil war reemerged in Liberia.




	

	Africans from West Africa living in Libya complained of racial discrimination by Arabs and hundreds of them returned to their countries. The crisis had implications for continental solidarity and reopened old wounds in regional conflicts.




	2001

	The Africa Union was created to replace the Organization of African Unity.




	2002

	More than four years of civil war began in Côte D’Ivoire.




	2003

	A six-year civil war erupted in Darfur, Sudan. Several hundred thousand were killed.




	2004

	A three-year civil war began in the Central African Republic.




	2005

	A five-year civil war began in Chad.




	2006

	Ethiopia sent troops into Somalia.




	2007

	Togo held its first democratic elections.




	

	Tuareg insurgents began campaigning against the government in Niger and Mali. By 2012, this insurgency had become a full-fledged separatist movement.




	2007– 2008

	Ethnic violence erupted in Kenya after a disputed presidential election.




	2010

	In Tunisia, vegetable cart operator Muhammad Bouazizi immolated himself in protest against police and government abuse. Outrage over the incident led to riots and the ouster of President Zine el Abidine Ben Ali. Publicized through social media, events in Tunisia inspired a wave of political unrest across much of the Middle East—a movement referred to in the Western press as the “Arab Spring.”




	2011

	South Sudan became an independent state. Ethnic violence soon erupted in the new nation.




	

	Protests, most famously in Tahrir Square, toppled the regime of President Hosni Mubarak in Egypt.




	

	Civil war began in Libya. The ruling regime was toppled and President Muammar Gaddafi was killed by rebels.




	2012

	A border war broke out between Sudan and South Sudan.




	

	Civil war began anew in the Central African Republic, with rebels claiming that the government had not lived up to the terms of the 2007 peace agreement.




	2013

	Civil war erupted in South Sudan.




	2014

	Boko Haram fighters kidnapped more than 200 school girls from the northern Nigerian town of Chibok, evoking international outrage.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Algiers

Major Cities: Algiers, Oran

Population: 38,813,722

Languages: Arabic (official), French (lingua franca), Berber major dialects: Kabylie Berber (Tamazight), Chaouia Berber (Tachawit), Mzab Berber, Tuareg Berber (Tamahaq)

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Arab-Berber (99 percent); European (less than 1 percent). Although almost all Algerians are at least part Berber in origin and most have no Arab origins, only an estimated 15 percent of the total population identify themselves as Berber only. Arab denotes a common cultural base due to centuries of Arab and Berber interactions.

Religions: Islam (official; predominantly Sunni) (99 percent); other (includes Christianity and Judaism)



Introduction

Algeria is a located on the north coast of Africa and is part of the Maghrib. Al-Maghrib is Arabic and historically refers to North Africa west of Egypt. Early influences began with the ancient Greeks and Phoenicians, then European, Arabic, and Turkish peoples. The earliest groups arrived by ship to control the coastal ports, while initial Arab military invasions arrived on land from Egypt by the seventh century. The second Arab influx was through Arab Bedouins who migrated across the semiarid coastal plains and desert with their camels and goats establishing new homes. The area now known as Algeria changed hands several times between the 15th and 16th centuries as European and Turkish interests vied for control of Algiers, its most important port city. By the 17th century the Ottoman Empire controlled the area, but allowed Algeria to function semi-independently. In 1830, the French initiated a full invasion that resulted in a long and protracted struggle to control Algeria. According to Kevin Shillington (2012), it was 1879 before France could claim all of Algeria as under colonial rule. Although the French claimed victory, resistance continued, especially in the Berber-controlled Saharan Atlas Mountains and the hinterlands south of this range.

In 1962, under the National Liberation Front (FLN), Algeria proclaimed its independence from France and established a presidential republic under one-party rule. In 1988 Algeria allowed for multiparty elections that resulted in the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) taking initial wins in 1991. This was followed by an FLN-supported military coup on the new FIS government that quickly developed into civil war that lasted from 1992 through 1998. With the FLN in control in 1999, Abdelaziz Bouteflika became president in what was widely viewed as a fraudulent election. President Bouteflika was reelected in 2004. Since the parliament’s 2008 constitutional amendment to remove term limits, Bouteflika was reelected for a third term in 2009 and a fourth term in 2014. Algeria officially maintains a multiparty government, but the FLN dominates national government branches. In recent years the government faced multiple challenges, especially during the Arab Spring that resulted in limited concessions. In 2011 it lifted an almost 20-year state of emergency and, according to the Bertelsmann Stiftung’s 2014 “Algeria Country Report,” increased women’s seats for elected assembly positions and expanded press or journalism rights. The current government is also battling extremist acts from the Al Qaeda in the Lands of the Islamic Maghreb, a group that developed from a merger of the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC) and Al Qaeda in 2006. In response to ongoing challenges Algeria’s constitution is currently under parliamentary review.

Geography

Algeria’s northern coastline runs along the Mediterranean Sea with Morocco on its northwest border and Tunisia on its northeast border. It also shares borders with the disputed Western Sahara, Mauritania, and Mali to its west and southwest, Niger to its south, and Libya to its east. As of July 2014, Algeria’s population was at approximately 38,813,722 based on the CIA World Factbook with 73 percent living in urban areas. The rate of urbanization for 2010–2015 was estimated at an annual increase or rate of change of 2.49 percent. Algeria with a land area of 2,381,741 square kilometers is the 10th largest country in the world and the largest in Africa. Its population was ranked 34th in 2014 with the majority living along the coastal plain in urban areas and the High Plateau area north of the Sahara Atlas Mountains. Several salt lakes are located in the High Plateau. South of the Sahara Atlas Mountains is the Sahara Desert, which is minimally occupied by nomadic groups. The Sahara Atlas Range sprawls north and northeast into the High Plateau and south into the desert. North of the High Plateau smaller mountains and plateaus break up the coastal plain. The lowest elevation point is at Chott Melrhir, a salt lake in the northeast at 40 meters below sea level, and the highest elevation is at Mount Tahat located in southern Algeria in the Ahaggar Mountains at a height of 3,003 meters. Even though Algeria is a large country, its arable land is only 3.15 percent or approximately 75,025 square kilometers. Of this arable land, about 6,000 square kilometers of land are irrigated. Algeria has many natural resources including petroleum, natural gas, iron ore, phosphates, uranium, lead, and zinc. Natural gas and petroleum are its two largest exports with Algeria holding the 10th largest natural gas reserves and 16th largest oil reserves in the world. Its climate varies from a Mediterranean coastal climate with dry, moderate summers and mild, rainy winters. In the High Plateau there are dry, hot summers and rain in the winters but less than on the coast. Higher elevations in the mountains experience colder temperatures with the threat of floods and mudslides during the winter rainy season. Earthquakes also occur in Algeria’s mountainous areas. On average the warmest months in Algeria are July and August with winter arriving in October and the average coldest month in December. Like many countries with limited arable land, population pressure results in soil erosion from overgrazing and poor farming practices; desertification also threatens arable land. Water pollution is evident in the Mediterranean Sea due to waste from the oil industry, soil erosion, and fertilizer runoff. Algeria does participate in many international agreements to address climate change and land and water conservation, including but not limited to the Climate Change-Kyoto Protocol, Desertification, and Hazardous Wastes international agreements.
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Ahaggar (or Hoggar) Mountains as seen from Mount Assekrem, Wilaya Tamanrasset, Algeria. Situated in the south of the country, the Ahaggar Mountains have hosted a variety of Saharan peoples. Rock paintings found in this mountain range date back as far as 6000 BCE. (imageBROKER/Alamy)

People and Ethnicity

Of the 38 million plus people in Algeria in 2014, 99 percent are of Arab-Berber descent and the other 1 percent are European (primarily French, Maltese, Italian, Spanish), Turkish, Corsican, and sub-Saharan African people. Most Algerians consider their roots Arab-Berber with an emphasis on Arab culture. This Arab identity is culturally based on shared religion and language. The majority have historical lineages of Berber and Arab Bedouin as mentioned previously. Only about 15 percent identify as Berber exclusively with most of this population residing in the mountainous regions where they were removed from much of Arab and later French cultural influences. Regardless of their cultural affiliation as Arab-Berber or Berber, 99 percent of Algerians identify as Muslim with predominately Sunni affiliation. Algerians’ common language and religious affiliation serve as foundations of their national identity.

Languages

Algerians speak Arabic, French, and a range of Berber or Imazighen languages. Arabic is the official language; French is a lingua franca used for business, government, and education while the Berber languages are maintained as first languages or mother tongues. Algerian languages have distinct dialects in different areas of Algeria. Berber languages in particular include a range of dialects that represent the various ethnolinguistic groups who have maintained much of their indigenous culture and identity. Many Berber groups view themselves as somewhat independent from the national Arab-Berber Algerian political and cultural status quo. This is seen through political action for semiautonomous control of their home territories and for a unified initiative to include Berber languages in Algeria’s education system.

Even though Berber languages are the oldest languages in Algeria, Arabic spread rapidly in the area along the northern coastal region through military invasion in the seventh century. The spread of Arabic and Islam went hand in hand, and by the 10th century an Arabic-Islamic corridor was established across the African north coast that stretched from Egypt to the Atlantic Ocean at Morocco. A second wave of Arabic influence from about 950 CE through to 1350 CE arrived with more than a quarter million Arab Bedouins settling in Algeria and mixing with many of the Berber societies. By the time the Ottoman Empire seized control of the coast in the 16th century, Arabic was the lingua franca of what would become Algeria. Arabic maintained its strength throughout Turkish and French invasions.

While standard Arabic is Algeria’s official language, there are several dialects that were developed by North African speakers. The widest and perhaps the oldest, since its usage is found across the Arab North African corridor, is Algerian spoken Arabic. According to Lewis, Simons, and Fennig (2014) as of 2012 it was the primary language of more than 26 million Algerians. It is viewed as the working language of the country. It is sometimes referred to as Algiers, Constantine, or Oran Arabic, which reflects its dominance in the urban north. Two other Algerian Arabic dialects are Algerian Saharan and Hassaniyya. Algerian Saharan is found along the western and southern areas of Algeria, sharing speakers in Morocco, Mauritania, Mali, and Niger with approximately 100,000 of 140,000 total speakers located in Algeria. This dialect represents a confluence of influences from trans-Saharan trade routes that crossed through a range of West African Bantu civilizations. The Hassaniyya Arabic dialect in Algeria is found almost exclusively in Tindouf Province with approximately 150,000 speakers. It is a Western Sahara dialect as its speakers are Western Saharan refugees. Arabic’s integral role in Algerian culture is demonstrated by its vitality even during French colonization.

French is still spoken and written widely in Algeria, but is primary an academic and administrative language. Most national government Web sites are in Arabic and French and a majority of Algeria’s institutions of higher education are dual language. While Arabic is the official language of instruction, French is pervasive in the higher education system. The continued use of French in higher education is a reflection of its origin under French colonialism and its continued connections or partnerships with European higher education institutions. While it is used as a working language, it also reflects social status since most Algerian French speakers are university educated. French was not only mandated under the French colonial system as the language of government and education, but it was a requirement to be fluent in French in order to be a citizen in French Algeria. As of 2012 a little more than 10,000 Algerians spoke French. Algeria was unique in its ability to adopt Arabic after independence as most former French colonies in Africa maintained French as their national language.

While Berber is the oldest surviving language group in Algeria, it is surprisingly the most controversial. Imazighen is how these civilizations identify themselves, meaning “noble or free person.” The term Berber is a composite of Greek and Arab meanings for “barbarian” and “primitive or foreign,” respectively. This language group is the only indigenous group to the area. Their presence in Algeria began more than 4,000 years ago. There are several distinct Berber subgroups with many not mutually intelligible. In Algeria there are a total of 11 Berber languages that have a significant population and are tracked by census data. Of these Kabyle is the mostly popular with at 5 million speakers according to Algerian 2012 census data. This language is found primarily in Bejaia province just east of Algiers, but is spread throughout the Kabyle Berber population. Kabyle was established as a statutory language of national identity under the Algeria constitution, Revision, Law No. 02–03 in 2002. It is the only Berber language to hold this status. There is a continued push to include Berber languages as part of the national languages and to teach them in Algeria’s public schools. The second most spoken Berber language is Tachawit with 1.4 million located in the Aures Mountains south and southeast of Grand Kabylie. Other Berber languages with more than 10,000 speakers in Algeria include Tumzabt or Mzab with 150,000 speakers; Chenoua with 76,000 speakers, located just west of Algiers; Taznatit with 58,000; and Tahaggart Tamahaq, also known as Tuereg, with 40,000 speakers in Algeria. While there is a continual push for Berbers to become more “Arabized” culturally and linguistically, it is clear that Berber mother tongues are still vigorous in modern Algeria.

There is also one small non-Berber group, the Korandje, who are located in three villages, Kwara, Ifrnyu, and Yami located at the Tabelbala oasis. This language is also indigenous, but is of Nilo-Saharan, Songhai origin and likely is a result of trans-Saharan trade between Timbuktu and Sijilmasa during the 13th century. According to Lameen Souag (2011) Korandje people are a mix of sub-Saharan, Berber, and Arab, which also reflects the mingling of groups along the trans-Saharan routes. They are Muslim, and many view Korandje as a threatened language as its role in the larger society is not included in formal education, business, or government. While there is a written form, it is used mostly by older generations and may be dying out with successive generations, who are not taught it. Korandje serves as a reminder of Algeria’s long and complex history in North Africa.

Religion

Regardless of their cultural affiliation Arab-Berber and Berber, 99 percent of Algerians identify as Muslim with predominately Sunni affiliation. During the 10th to 14th centuries Arab Bedouins mixed with indigenous Berbers. These syncretic groups, known historically as the Hawwara, spread Islam and Arabic throughout the northern section of this region. Although Algeria is almost exclusively Muslim, there are variations in religious cultural practices across communities. There is also political tension among Islamic groups as some seek an Arabized Islamic democratic government, others want an Algerian secular government representative of Arab and Berber, while some campaign for an Islamic government under sharia law. The other 1 percent of Algerians identify as Christian or Jewish. Although this tiny minority is almost invisible, their religions played important roles in the early history of Algeria.
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A Koranic school in a mosque in southern Algeria. Islam has been the predominant faith in Algeria since the seventh century CE. Prior to that time, however, Algeria was host to various Christian sects, as well as religious traditions from Phoenicia, Greece, Rome, and other ancient societies. (Wostok Press/MAXPPP/Newscom)

Algeria has a long and complicated history of religion as Berbers, Phoenicians, Christians, Jews, and Islamic groups alternately merged and resisted one another. The indigenous religions of the Berber and Korandje developed as nature-based belief systems commonly referred to as African Traditional Religions. Although all Berber groups and the Korandje identify as Muslim in modern times, many still practice cultural customs that originated from their earlier religions. As with tribal or indigenous peoples in the Middle East, the various Berber groups adapted many of their original religious customs to fit within their adopted Islamic faith.

The earliest outside religious influences were brought by the Phoencians from the ninth to the first century BCE, who also practiced polytheism. Many of their gods and goddesses were adopted or merged with existing Berber deities and later with Roman deities after Roman invasion of North Africa beginning in the first century CE. One such example was the Phoenician goddess Tanit introduced to North Africa by 800 BCE. She was the moon goddess and appears on Phoenician sacrificial stone monuments called stelae and Berber gravestones. It is likely that over time she replaced or was synthesized with an older Berber goddess. Several hundred Phoenician stelae are preserved in Algerian museums, while some remain in their original location in a Phoenician cemetery or “trophet” at Constantine.

By the first and second centuries CE Jews were expelled from Palestine under the Roman Empire and settled on Algeria’s coast. This also resulted in Berber conversions to Judaism. One of the more famous Jewish Berber leaders was Princess Kahina in the seventh century, whose story is related in detail under the Oral Traditions and Literature section below. Early Christians, expelled from Rome by the second century CE, established churches in North Africa and attracted many Berbers. Some Berbers developed a Christian sect known as Donatists, which was viewed as more inclusive and less tied to Roman hierarchy. While not a Donatist, the most famous Berber Christian was Saint Augustine of Hippo, who was born on November 13, 354 CE at Tagaste (modern Souk-Ahras). His father was a Traditional believer and his mother a Christian. He became the patron saint of brewers as he turned from life of indulgence to a life of poverty and charity. He was the Bishop of Hippo from 396 CE until his death in 430 CE. These early centuries left religious ruins and relics that still mark the Algerian landscape. Sometimes they stand next to each other in stark contrast, as can be found in the ancient Tiddis ruins in Constantine where a Christian church was built directly across from a Roman Mithraic sanctuary.

From the seventh century on, Islam became the dominant religion across North Africa, and Algeria was no exception. Arab Sunni Islamic groups had gained control of the coast converting many urban Berber followers, while nomadic and rural Berbers became attracted to Shiite or Kharijite movements introduced by Arab Bedouins. Shillington (2012) explains that just as the Berbers reacted to Roman Christian elites by forming the Donatist sect, so too they reacted to Arab Islamic elites by following more inclusive Islamic movements. At the height of this movement away from Arab Sunni Islam was the Fatimid dynasty that claimed its authority from Muhammad’s daughter Fatima. Beginning in Algeria in 909 CE, Ismaili Shia with support from Algeria’s Kutama Berber led a major resistance against Arab Islamic control. By 969 CE this dynasty had control of the Maghrib and the Nile Valley claiming independence from the caliphate in Baghdad. From the 10th century, Algeria maintained Islam as its majority religion, although individual practice varied widely across Arab and Berber cultural groups.

At the end of the 15th century with the initiation of the Spanish Inquisition, many Muslims and Jews fled to North Africa to escape persecution. By the mid-16th and throughout the 17th century the Ottoman Empire held control of maritime trade along Algeria’s coast, which effectively protected it from European invasion and served to solidify Islam in Algeria. By this time Arab cultural influences effected a transition back to Sunni Islam as the majority Islamic sect, but many Berber groups remained Kharijite followers as part of an effort to maintain their ethnic identities. Between 1830 and 1871, France won a brutal and protracted war of invasion resulting in more than 100 years of colonial rule in Algeria. In order for Algerians to share in French citizenship under colonial rule, they were to convert to Christianity. In the end only a small minority converted and more used their religious solidarity to develop effective resistance against colonial rule. By July 5, 1962, 132 years after France’s initial invasion, Algeria established an independent secular government that recognized Islamic tradition.

Social Customs

Algerian society celebrates family at its center. This is evident in rites of passage that include births, baby-naming ceremonies, weddings, and funeral rites. While the history of people in Algeria dates back as far as 30,000 BCE, the Berbers are the only surviving indigenous ethnolinguistic group. Berbers arrived in Algeria about 4,000 years ago. Berber societies maintain many of their original cultural norms and practices, especially for groups in the mountainous and arid rural areas, even in the face of centuries of Roman, Arab, and French influences. This creates a multicultural experience across Arab Berber and Berber practices.

For birth and naming practices, Islamic Algerians will take their baby to the mosque one week after the birth, where the marabout, Islamic holy man, and the child’s father will give the baby an Arabic name from the Koran. Nomadic Berber groups like the Tuareg will celebrate on the evening before the Islamic naming ceremony by older female relatives carrying the baby around the mother’s tent. They give the baby a secret Tuareg or Berber name. The next day, the baby’s hair is shaved off to cut its ties with the spirit world. That day at the mosque the marabout will announce the baby’s official name as he cuts the throat of a ram in offering to Allah. The sacrificing of a ram depends on the economic ability of family and friends to provide the offering. In any case the baby is welcomed into the family with feasts and dancing, and for the more affluent, maybe even camel races throughout the day and into the evening.

Weddings are major social events and may last for days. The groom is responsible for the cost of the celebration, but all his family members help with the preparations. After several days of guests and singing and eating, the bride is brought by the wedding party to the groom. Their official union is marked by another week of music, food, and celebration. The gender roles are significant and are discussed in the Gender Roles, Marriage and Family section below. Berber families augment these celebrations with specific customs and practices to ensure the couple’s marriage.

Under Algerian Islamic practice funerals are comparatively austere to naming and wedding events. Under Islamic tradition the burial is arranged as soon as possible after the person dies. There is a cleansing and wrapping process for the body. The marabout provides graveside prayers and condolences or iwichken follow immediately after the burial. Relatives and friends share in a memorial feast traditionally held at the home of the deceased.

Social etiquette in Algeria is warm and inclusive of family and guests. Algerians shake hands to greet each other and it is common for good friends of the same sex to kiss on the cheek. More orthodox religious women and men will only shake hands with the same sex, but still extend verbal greetings to the opposite sex. Algerians are known for their hospitality. Guests are routinely treated to tea with pastries and sweets. Even strangers are subject to Algerian greetings and small talk in local tea shops and other public venues. For most public events men and women are separated, but it is common to see families strolling in the shopping areas or in parks with their children on the weekend. Under Islamic tradition, dating is not allowed, so single men and women attend public functions in same-sex groups.

Greetings can be quite elaborate and tend to include a series of questions, including but not limited to “How are you? How is your family? How is your work?” While the questions can be extensive, in polite conversation it is the convention to reply “In health only.” Exchanging gifts is an important sign of friendship, especially among women. Age and hierarchy continue to matter as younger persons show deference to older people and male dominance remains, for the most part, a family and public norm. In Berber societies, especially where family descent and inherited occupations are maintained, social categories are still recognized, such as imajeghen (nobles) and inaden (smiths and artisans). Unfortunately, due to French oppression and the civil war of the 1990s, many families were displaced, resulting in a more nuclear family lifestyle and the loss of much of their heritage.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Algeria’s population of 38,813,722 in 2014, according to the CIA World Factbook (2014), had an annual growth rate average of 1.88 percent from 2010 through 2015. In 2011 Algeria’s people lived primarily in urban areas at 73 percent of the population, while the rural population stood at 27 percent. Its annual urban population growth for 2010 through 2015 was 2.49 percent. Half of Algeria’s population in 2014 was 27 years old or younger with a median age of 27.3 years. There are slightly more men than women with an overall ratio of 1.03 males to females. While males are born at a slightly higher rate at 1.05 males to females, females live slightly longer with only 84 males to females age 65 or older. Life expectancy for the total population at birth was 76.39 years in 2014 with males living on average to 75.12 years and females living on average to 77.72 years.

Severe housing shortages over the years have also led to new lifestyle arrangements. The first housing shortage appeared after independence, but deepened after the 1990s. As a result it has become commonplace, especially among the working class, for families to share housing even if they are not related by blood. The government has worked to build new housing over the past decade with some small improvements. There is hope that investment in new housing will continue at a rapid pace.

Algeria’s education system includes compulsory primary and junior secondary education for students ages 5 through 15 years. From there they choose a track to complete senior secondary education. These tracks include general (comprehensive), technical, and vocational tracks. At the end of their senior secondary track, they may take an exam to qualify for university, technical, or vocational higher education studies. Education accounted for approximately 4.3 percent of Algeria’s government expenditures in 2008. In 2014 the literacy rate of Algerians age 15 and older was at 72.6 percent, with male literacy at 81.3 percent and female literacy at 63.9 percent.

While Arabic is the official language of instruction, French is pervasive in the higher education system. This is due partly to colonial heritage and also to commerce and education partnerships with Europe, especially with France. Many Algerians work in France either long term or short term and/or have relatives who are third- or fourth-generation French. Algerian universities also attract a large number of students from other French-speaking African countries.

According to UNESCO (2014) data on Algerian school enrollments for 2012, there is some disparity between male and female enrollments. Ironically even though literacy rates show a significantly higher rate for males at 81.3 percent versus females at 63.9 percent, females currently go to school longer at 14 years versus males at 12 years. This may be a generational shift, and future literacy rates may increase for females. Berbers, in the past, often resisted sending their children to public schools in preference for Koranic schools. Now most Berbers, even in rural areas, complete at least primary school and those in urban areas complete junior and senior secondary school. There are still significantly fewer Berbers attending universities as compared to their Arab Berber counterparts.

Algeria spent 3.9 percent of its total GDP on health care in 2011, which ranked it low at 166 in world country comparisons. As of 2007 there were approximately 1.21 physicians for every 1,000 people and in 2004 there were only 1.7 hospital beds per 1,000 people. In spite of their low ranking on health expenditures, in 2014 they ranked 82nd in infant mortality rate at 21.76 deaths per 1,000 live births. The maternal mortality rate was slightly better at 75th with 97 deaths per 100,000 live births. Contraceptive prevalence was also significant at 61.4 percent as of 2006. Overall there is a focus on increasing preventive care and establishing more clinics for community care as part of Algeria’s national health care policy.

With a relatively healthy population leisure activities include civic and public entertainment at culture centers, museums, and public parades. Cinemas are quite popular and as discussed under the Media section below, Algeria has its share of famous directors. Indian and Chinese films are also popular. People stream to the beaches in the summers for relief from the heat as there are few public pools. Of course, sports, especially soccer (commonly known as football in Algeria), are major leisure activities both as participants and as spectators. In rural areas local festivals, board games, radio, and community television are also major sources of entertainment and leisure activity.

Employment

Algeria’s economy is largely controlled by the state as a legacy of its formation of a socialist government at independence. In the early 2000 there were some concessions made to encourage private industry, but privatization of state-owned industry is limited by strict regulations and restrictions on imports and foreign involvement in Algeria’s economy. Hydrocarbons make up about 60 percent of national budget revenues, 30 percent of the gross domestic product (GDP), more than 95 percent of export earnings. As noted above Algeria is the 6th largest gas exporter with the 10th largest reserves in the world. It holds the 16th largest oil reserves in the world. These reserves ensure Algeria a secure economy, but one that is heavily dependent on hydrocarbons.

A 2014 International Monetary Fund Report indicated continued economic growth but also provided a few cautionary statements. The report noted that since 2012 inflation has subsided and economic growth was maintained. But dependence on natural gas and oil posed threats to maintaining a stable economy. As natural gas and oil prices fluctuate, so too will Algeria’s economy. This combined with slowed production and continued public spending could result in a national deficit. Although Algeria has not recorded a deficit since 1999, a deficit was predicted for 2014. The main recommendation was to diversify in order to balance any highs or lows in hydrocarbon production or export earnings.

Employment overall was at 89.7 percent in 2013 with an overall unemployment rate of 10.3 percent. Unemployment remains higher among youth, women, and some Berber groups. In spite of its hydrocarbon production, Algeria had a poverty rate of 23 percent in 2006. This figure is not likely to have improved as the gross domestic production per capita (PPP) was only $7,500 in 2013. Algeria was very low in country rankings for PPP in 2013 at 137th.

The Algeria’s GDP in 2013 was located in agriculture at 9.4 percent, industry at 62.6 percent, and services at 28 percent. Algeria’s labor force in 2013 was distributed across several occupations, including agriculture at 14 percent, industry at 13.4 percent, construction and public works at 10 percent, trade at 14.6 percent, government at 32 percent, and other at 16 percent. However, it was noted that the last official figures available on labor force occupation were from 2003, according to CIA’s The World Factbook (2014). Still, as a centralized economy it is not surprising that the bulk of Algeria’s labor force is found in government and public works employment.

While women demonstrate consistent underemployment, Berbers also have a long history of under- or unemployment in Algeria’s economy. They are often underrepresented in city and town employment, including government positions. In rural areas forced migrations and unstable climate patterns have reduced livestock and salt production. Many rural Berbers combine camel herding, caravan trade, and oasis gardening of dates with migrant work in neighboring towns or even in bordering countries. A few maintain leather, silver, or woodworking crafts to supplement their incomes.

The IMF recommended a few specific ways to diversify Algeria’s economy to ensure a strong GDP and increased employment. A major recommendation was to increase openness to private investment and trade and to reduce the regulations on import and export agreements to develop an “export-friendly business climate” (2014: 1). The IMF also recommended stronger investment in higher education in order to adequately support research and development and provide more relevant skills for the future workforce.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Views and roles on gender, marriage, and family vary across Algeria. While Islam dictates certain ceremonies and expectations, there is some variance among and between Arab-Berber and Berber societies. Family life is structured primarily around the nuclear family, especially in urban centers where the majority of Algerians reside. This is a fairly recent structure as before French occupation, most Algerians, urban and rural, lived in extended family systems. It was commonplace for families to live with or near their husband’s parents. Then later, when parents were older, their children’s families would take care of them. If a daughter became divorced or widowed, she would also live with her parents. Children were raised by the family, not just the parents, and tight-knit communities developed where the welfare of family and friends was central. The civil war of the 1990s compounded this historical displacement of family through many more deaths and the destruction of many residential areas. These events left individuals to rebuild families and forced newly wedded couples to rely on their individual incomes.

While Algerians are family centered, gender often plays a deciding role in individual expectations within the family and wider society. For Algerian men one ancient rite of passage that is inescapable is circumcision. In the old days, before modern hospitals, Algerian families would prepare for a home circumcision, according to Hayim El Hadi, with women whitewashing the courtyard patio and preparing sweet cakes for the child.

The most common time for circumcision was and is at Eid al-Fitr at the end of Ramadan when there is much celebration. Young boys, barely school age, were brought to the barber by their fathers for haircuts, and musicians would play for them. Then they were brought home and a hadjam, an older male skilled in the art of circumcision, would drape the boy to ensure privacy. While the adult males distract the boy, the hadjam quickly and skillfully completed the circumcision. Once the announcement was made, the women would uluate, a sound signifying joy and celebration, and a party would commence. The boy would receive sweets and money and the family would look after his comfort.

In modern times, the hadjam may only exist in rural communities as doctors and hospitals have replaced home circumcisions in most Algerian communities. While circumcisions are still celebrated primarily during Eid al-Fitr, the preparation and feasts are not as extensive. The father and uncles bring the young boy to the hospital and, once the procedure is completed, take him home where the mother and aunts have prepared special foods and sweets. Family members also bring gifts for the boy, and everything is done to keep him comfortable. The family still celebrates this symbol of male rite of passage, but with much less pageantry.

For some Berber communities, like the Tuareg, a veiling ceremony is an even older rite of passage than circumcision. When Tuareg males reach the age of 18 years a veiling ceremony is performed. Their initial veiling is performed by a marabout with special verses from the Koran recited. He wraps the dark blue veil around the young man’s head. This signifies he has reached the age of marriage and manhood. Tuareg male veils are important social symbols, as discussed further in the Dress section below. Berber women also wear loose veils as a sign of adulthood, but typically do not cover their faces.

Algerian weddings are the result of parent- or matchmaker-arranged marriages. This is not say that love does not enter into the equation or into the marriage, but that it is not the deciding factor of whom one marries. While a man and woman can desire to marry, they still must have the consent of their parents. So it is the groom’s parents who will make inquiries to the bride’s parents and it is the parents who will decide whether or not the man and woman will marry. Once the marriage is approved, then the plans move forward by scheduling a visit to the mosque to begin the engagement ceremony.

Items are purchased for the marriage and will follow the bride to their new home. Traditionally wool, gold, and a range of household items are included; this is referred to as shoura. It ensures the young couple’s home is equipped for their new life. Before the wedding sweets are distributed, and traditional music and ritual baths are provided for the bride as her female family members and friends prepare her for the big day. The couple is instructed on the importance of learning about each other and understanding their responsibility toward each other in marriage. They spend time learning about each other, so they may build a lasting partnership in marriage.

On the wedding day the bride arrives in elegant clothing and an excessive amount of gold jewelry. Her hands and feet are intricately decorated in henna. Henna is also exchanged at the wedding instead of rings. The wedding takes place in a community hall or other large venue to accommodate family and friends. The Nikah, the marriage sermon, is read by the marabout, and at least two witnesses and the bride’s guardian must witness the sermon. It is customary to congratulate the bridegroom upon completion of the sermon. Sweets and other finely prepared foods are served to the guests and music is played in celebration of the new couple.

After this initial celebration the bride is escorted to the groom’s home. Once in her new home, she is seated in a decorated chair and then the groom arrives to greet her. Family and friends will sing and dance around them in celebration of their marriage. This begins another round of festivities that, depending on the wealth of the families, may go on for days. Algerians take great pride in providing for the wedding party as a show of their family’s generosity.

Berber groups also invest in similar wedding preparations to ensure an elaborate celebration that lasts typically for seven days. In the rural areas the groom’s family arrives at the bride’s village on decorated camels and donkeys. There are camel races and evening festivals featuring songs and dances. The senior female relatives build the bride a special tent. This tent is the new home for the couple and their children to come. The tent is named after the woman and is hers to take in the event of divorce. The couple will stay within the matrilineal home compound, the woman’s mother’s compound. While fathers are the disciplinarians of the family, other men, especially maternal uncles, play a major role in helping with small children. Grandmothers on both sides will also help with the children, as well as cousins. Although in-laws are treated with respect, they are not automatically considered part of the family. Even though Tuareg are matrilineally located, by tradition two-thirds of a family’s property is inherited by its sons and only one-third is inherited by the daughters.
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Algerian women decorate the hands of a bride with henna, a reddish-orange dyestuff, during her wedding party in Algiers. Traditionally, brides appear at their weddings adorned in elegant clothing and large amounts of jewelry. In addition to serving as decoration for the bride, henna is often exchanged in place of the wedding rings popular in Western ceremonies. (Fayez Nureldine/AFP/Getty Images)

In Tuareg society political or leadership titles usually pass from father to son. It is not clear if the women also carry specific titles. It is important for Tuareg women to have daughters to help with maintaining the home and livelihood, so much so that a woman who lacks daughters will often adopt nieces to maintain the home and ensure female community. Whether in Berber or Arab-Berber communities, national law limits female rights regarding inheritance, marriage, divorce, child custody, and legal representation. While some reforms were instituted in the past 10 years, many women, especially widows and divorcees, live in comparatively insecure circumstances within Algerian society.

Cuisine

Agriculture in Algeria was one of the initial draws of the Romans and later the French as the rich northern farms produce an abundance of wheat, barley, oats, grapes, olives, citrus, and fruits. Agriculture is a water-intensive production when it is considered against land use. While arable land is only 3.15 percent of Algeria’s total landmass, agriculture uses as much as 63 percent of Algeria’s water supply annually. Oasis gardening is used to grow dates by laying piping deep underground to irrigate the trees. Cattle and sheep are also herded in the north and along the oasis systems. Drinking water is of the utmost importance in Algeria. As of 2011, 85.5 percent of the urban population and 79.5 percent of the rural population has experienced improved water supplies. The arid climate mandates that Algeria is proactive to prevent drought or pollution threats to their precious water supply.

Algerian cuisine has a distinct Mediterranean style to it. Of course specific foods vary from culture to culture and region to region. The most common food in Algeria is couscous, steamed wheat semolina in the form of tiny granular particles. It can be eaten warm or cold and is combined with a range of foods to meet dietary needs and tastes. Served warm it may be paired with dates and nuts, and meats like lamb and chicken (pork is prohibited by Islamic tradition). Served cold it may be complemented with fresh diced tomato, cucumber, and onion and a light oil and lemon dressing.

Protein is more often provided through dairy products such as milk, cheese, and yogurt. Dried and pounded vegetables are added to sauces, while fruits are usually eaten in season, such as dates, figs, and melons. Meat is served on holidays and special occasions such as naming ceremonies and weddings. An Algerian specialty is eghajira, a sweet, thick beverage served at special occasions. It is made from pounded millet, dates, and goat cheese mixed with water. It is traditionally eaten with a ladle.

In the urban areas, food is slightly more varied. Middle- and upper-income families may include imported yogurt, meats, and vegetables, but are still likely to see these as specialty items and not staples. Weddings are events where food is served in large quantities. Traditional dishes like makroud (a semolina-based pastry, often stuffed with dates or almonds) and baklava are served with rich sauces. Of course mounds of couscous are served with lamb or chicken and vegetables. Tajine, a meat and vegetable stew, may also be offered to guests. Fruit traditionally tops off the wedding menu to round out the meal. Alcohol is not served at weddings, but sweet yogurts, teas, and juices are served in abundance.


Chicken Stuffed with Dried Fruit

Below is a recipe for an Algerian chicken dish.

Ingredients

5 tablespoons olive oil

1 onion, chopped

¼ cup pine nuts or chopped almonds

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

Salt to taste

3½ pounds whole chicken

package of couscous

Directions

Preheat oven to 325°F. Heat 2 tablespoons of olive oil in a frying pan, and cook the onion in the oil until the onion is pale gold. Stir in the nuts and cook for 2 to 3 minutes. Add the fruits and salt. Let cool. Place chicken in casserole or roasting pan, breast side up. Stuff the chicken with the fruit mixture and tie the legs together with twine. Place pan on the stovetop and brown the chicken in the remaining 3 tablespoons of oil. Place the chicken on its side. Cover and cook in the oven for 1½ hours, turning the chicken every 30 minutes. Leave chicken breast side up for the last 30 minutes.

While the chicken is roasting, prepare the couscous according to instructions on the package. Serve chicken and couscous.

Source: Adapted from Walden, Hilaire. North African Cooking. Edison, NJ: Chartwell Books, 1995.



Dress

Algerian dress is a mix of traditional and Western styles and components. Urban residents are more likely than rural residents to wear Western styles, but even then modest attire is the norm among women and men. Many Arab-Berber women wear a haik, a long piece of cloth draped over the entire body and head, or a hijab, a long, loose dress and hair covering, when they are out in public. Some wear these garments as a sign of piety, while others wear it to interact in public without the distraction of gender. During the civil war, such dress became politicized in the view of those in conflict. During colonial times, the French banned women from wearing these garments, but most women ignored the ban. During the 1990s many women were harassed or even killed as government supporters took wearing these clothes as an indication of their support of the Islamic Front, while other women were harassed or killed by Islamic extremists for wearing Western clothes. Berber women rarely wear such garments. They traditionally wear long, wraparound skirts and loose cotton blouses. If they are married women, they will also wear long, colorful veils to cover their heads, but they do not cover their faces. In fact they often wear inked markings on their faces, most often on the chin. Berber men also wear inked markings on their faces for special occasions and events.

Algerian men wear Western-style clothes in urban areas, but many also wear the traditional burnous, a long, hooded robe with baggy pants. In urban centers, men may wear Western suits to the office and change into traditional wear at home, while in rural areas the burnous is the clothing of choice year round. Modesty is valued for men in Islam tradition, so it is rare to see men, outside of a soccer match, wear shorts or sleeveless shirts.

For Tuareg males veils are important social symbols. This veil can have several meanings is a symbol of male Tuareg identity. The veil has a practical use in shielding the man from the harsh wind and sand of the desert, but is also is believed to protect him from evil spirits. The veil is used as a fashion statement, and intricate styles are common especially for single men who are attempting to attract potential brides. Finally the veil is worn differently for specific occasions. For example, if a man is addressing an elder, an in-law, or titled person, he is likely to cover his nose and mouth.

Wedding clothes will vary from region to region in color and detail, but the richness of the cloth and intricacy of the stitching is very important as gold and silver embroidery is common adornment on the wedding clothes. Expensive laces and velvets are traditional wedding cloth. Women purposely overaccessorize with jewelry on their wedding day. Gold braided headdresses and multiple hoops of gold earrings with layers of gold and pearl necklaces and bracelets make the final touches to their delicately henna-etched hands and feet as their prepare for their wedding day. Dress in Algeria is never dull. Fashion and color are important, and dressing for each occasion is serious business. While women may walk down the street in a haik or hijab, they will be dressed in their best clothes at home with family and friends.

Sports and Games

Traditional sports in Algeria are numerous, but, during the precolonial era, the region was perhaps best known for two. Hunting can be traced back to antiquity in Algeria, to when the bounty of the chase filled the markets of the Mediterranean with exotic animal products and sated the thirst of the Roman arenas for fierce wild beasts. The hunt was, and continues to be, a favored pastime for many in the countryside, peasant and elite alike. Today, common game includes hares, partridges, quail, and wild boar.

The other pursuit for which Algeria has historically had an esteemed reputation is equestrian sport. The skill of Berber horsemen is well attested in ancient sources. During the Middle Ages, the introduction of Arabian horses to the region took breeding and horsemanship to even higher levels. Algeria become renowned, in particular, for its destrier stock—the medieval “great horses” so prized by the knights of Europe. Today, equestrian events continue to be held in Algeria, featuring jumping, endurance, and other events.

Modern sport, in its Western iteration, emerged during the 1920s as part of a nationwide renaissance of Algerian politics, art, and culture. As Algerians struggled against colonial segregation and marginalization, sports served as an essential affirmation of identity. Clubs like Le Mouloudia Club d’Alger (established 1921), Le Club Sportif de Constantine (established 1926), and L’Union Sportive Musulmane de Bel Abbès (established 1938) typify the flowering of city and neighborhood athletic associations that buttressed urban solidarity during the interwar period.

For some athletes, sports offered a way out of the colonial ghettos. This was the case with Ahmed Boughèra El Ouafi, who, with a time of 2 hours, 32 minutes, and 57 seconds, won gold in the marathon at the Amsterdam Olympics (1928). Chérif Hamia and Omar Kouidri, both postwar boxing champions in Europe, enjoyed similar elevation. However, success stories like these were the exception to the rule, and, far too often, athletes like these were employed by the colonial administration to convey the false impression of equity in Algeria. During the war for liberation, the Front de Libération Nationale called upon Algerian athletes to abandon their French-operated teams to form the “glorieuse équipe du FLN” (glorious team of the FLN), intended to be the pride of the FLN forces and an international symbol of the perseverance and ability of the Algerian people.

Upon independence in 1962, the sports regime was renewed along the lines of its colonial predecessor. On October 18, 1963, the National Olympic Committee was formed, and it received international recognition early the following year. In 1975, Algeria won the gold in a final soccer match against France during the Mediterranean Games in Algiers, a nationalistic highlight in Algerian sport. In 1976, the Algerian government enacted reforms mimicking the practices of many Eastern countries. Control over sport was now centralized, and athletics were divided into three levels: mass sport, school sport, and performance sport. The latter received the lion’s share of government patronage, and stadiums and sports complexes rose in a number of cities with public support. In 1982, Algeria triumphed over West Germany at the World Cup in Spain, affirming the government’s reforms and securing Algeria’s place as a serious contender in international soccer. Team members like Rabah Madjer, Lakhdar Belloumi, Ali Fergani, and Chaabane Merzekane became heroes overnight. Meanwhile, under the leadership of Aziz Dérouaz, Algerian handball came to dominate the African continent, and the Algerian national team was every bit a rival of the greatest handball powers in the world.

In the wake of the youth riots of October 1988, the state began to divest itself from the management of athletics. The clubs and national teams continued to perform admirably, most notably in soccer. In 1990, Algeria wrested a prestigious victory from Egypt while hosting the Africa Cup. However, in 1992, violence once more threw a pall over Algerian athletics, creating deficiencies in infrastructure and personnel. Despite this, Algerian athletes persevered. On August 31, 1991, Hassiba Boulmerka and Noureddine Morceli took gold in the women’s and men’s 1,500-meter race at the World Championships in Tokyo. Boulmerka would go on to win gold at the Barcelona Olympics (1992), while Morceli would later do the same in Atlanta (1996). Sadly, Boulmerka was eventually forced to conduct her training in Europe, as complaints from conservative groups concerning her running attire escalated to death threats.

Racing continues to be popular in Algeria today. In fact, two major competitions attract attention from all over the world. The Western Sahara Marathon, held in late February, starts from the Sahrawi refugee camp in Tindouf. It incorporates a number of races, varying from 5 to 41 kilometers. The Marathon des Dunes is a three-stage race, starting from the oasis town of Béchar. It attracts athletes from across the globe who wish to challenge themselves and the desert.

Despite episodes of colonial oppression, political instability, and violence, Algerian sports have persevered and even thrived. Indeed, though it is far from the wealthiest or most populous nation, Algeria has shown, time and again, that it is ready and able to contend with the great powers.

Festivals and Holidays

Algeria is host to a variety of festivities, too numerous to mention in brief. Festive occasions vary in scale from the local to the regional, national, and even international. Some of the most prestigious of these observances are listed below.

Convened early in the year, the National Amazigh Film Festival is generally held in the west of the country and features full-length films, documentaries, short films, and animation. The festival is intended to promote Amazigh (Berber) culture, both in Algeria and abroad. To the latter of these two ends, subtitles are offered in a number of languages. Also, each year, a national guest of honor is selected. In 2014, that nation was Romania.

The Ghardaia Carpet Festival is celebrated in mid-March of each year and represents the highlight of the city of Ghardaia’s festival circuit. This colorful event draws weavers from across the region, who display and sell their wares. The festival is highlighted by traditional music and a celebratory procession, as well as competitions to determine the greatest weavers in the region.

The Strawberry Festival in Jijel is held every second year and offers a superior exhibition of strawberries and strawberry production. Famed across the country, it attracts participants in all aspects of the industry, as well as locals and tourist eager to sample the wares. The festival always falls in April.

In early May, artists from 16 countries converge on Algiers, Tlemcen, and Constantine for the European Cultural Festival. Music and dance take center stage during celebrations, and performances include traditional music, flamenco, and jazz. Held over eight days during the same month, the DimaJazz Festival is similarly inclined, attracting famous jazz musicians from across the globe.

Also held in May is the Festival Internacional de Cine del Sahara. Held in the refugee camps along the southern marches of the border with Western Sahara, the event brings international films to the relatively isolated Sahrawi communities in the area. Spanish films, in particular, dominate the program. A unique feature of the festival is the prize offered to the winning director—a white camel. Exposervices, a three-day trade show, is held in May in Algiers. Hosted at venues like the Palais des Expositions d’Alger and the Hilton Alger Hôtel, the event features the business services industry and highlights the potential of the Algerian economy.

The Pan-African Cultural Festival has been held twice in the country (in 1969 and 2009), both times in the month of July. Including displays, performances, and other events in Algiers, Blida, Tipaza, Bourmerdes, and other locations, the festival showcases art, music, literature, and theater from the member countries of the African Union. Both Algerian hostings were a success, with the 2009 festival drawing some 8,000 artists from across the AU. The Festival du Raï d’Oran, celebrated in the city of Oran, is an event of national significance. Every August, more than 50 artists are featured at this colorful event, celebrating raï music—a fusion of Western rock and Arabic and Algerian folk music.

The Festival International Bande Dessinee d’Alger, a festival celebrating the work of Algerian cartoonists, is held every October in Algiers. Cartoonists from across Algeria, and from abroad, gather to display their works, lead and attend workshops, and engage in competitions. Initiated by the exposure of Algerian artists to foreign comics during the 1950s, cartooning in Algeria has had a profound impact in the political, as well as recreational, sphere. In fact, cartoonists have been outspoken and courageous critics of the status quo at many points in the turbulent history of the country. Thus this festival holds significance for many besides fans of the genre.

The S’Biba is a traditional festival celebrated in the town of Djanet after the Eid al-Adha (generally toward the end of the year). Celebrated for the last 1,000 years, it harkens back to a war between the two dominant Tuareg tribes of the region. Festivities include drumming and other local music, elaborate dance, and friendly jousts. Some celebrants don elaborate warrior’s attire and reenact battles from a millennium past. In 2014, UNESCO announced that the S’Biba will henceforth be officially classified as an intangible cultural heritage of humanity.

In addition to these events, Algeria’s calendar is littered with vibrant local festivals, celebrating regional cultures, folklore, crafts, or agriculture. Sadly, recent conflict in the country has hindered the celebration of many festivals. However, the Algerian festival circuit remains resilient. In 2014, more than 200 local festivals were held. It is clear that the traditions of the Algerian people cannot easily be subdued.

Several public holidays are recognized in Algeria. For example, on January 1, New Year’s Day is observed. As in many countries, Labour Day (May 5) is also celebrated. On June 19 of every year, Algerians gather to celebrate the ouster of Mohammad Ben Bella in 1965. Independence Day is celebrated on July 5, harkening back to emancipation from French rule in 1962, while the anniversary of the revolution is remembered on November 1.

As the population of Algeria is predominantly Muslim, many Islamic holidays also enjoy official recognition. The most significant of these are the Islamic New Year, Ashura (10th day of the month of Muharram), Mawlid (birthday of the Prophet), Eid al-Fitr (feast ending Ramadan), and Eid al-Adha (feast of the sacrifice). Because Muslim holidays are reckoned by a lunar calendar, these observances fall on different dates each year by the Gregorian standard.

Music and Dance

Two strains of music, Arab and Berber, have had the most profound influence upon Algerian music. The latter dates back to before recorded history, and its impact cannot be ignored. The Arab musical tradition, however, is the more obvious influence in most Algerian music today. Arab music and dance predate the introduction of Islam in Algeria. This can be plainly seen in the early influence of such Arab poets as ‘Addi bin Rabi’a, ‘Alqama bin ‘Abada, El-Khansa, and Al A’cha Maimoune. Arab poetry during the era of these artists (circa 400 to 800 CE) was usually sung, and thus there was little distinction between the poet and the singer or songwriter.

The arrival of Islam during the ninth century accelerated the infusion of Arab influence into what would become Algeria. Indeed, Arab music made great advances under the Umayyad (661 to 1031 CE) and Abbasid (750 to 1258 CE) caliphates. Caliph Abdelmalik (reigned 685 to 705 CE) was himself a composer and musician. His son, Caliph Suleiman (reigned 715 to 717 CE) continued his father’s patronage of the arts, holding lavish music festivals at which the finest musicians were richly rewarded. During this time, competing schools of music emerged in Mecca and Medina—the first of many—and soon, across the Muslim world, Arab music evolved beyond an art into a highly sophisticated science.

Eastern influence reached its height under the caliphs El-Hakam and Abd al-Rahman (796 to 852 CE). However, the decline of the Umayyad Dynasty during the 10th century led to a decrease in the influence of Near Eastern artists. With the fall of the Umayyads, inspiration became largely local—centered upon the western Maghreb and Andalusia (Muslim-controlled Spain). In fact, aside from some limited Turkish impact during the 16th century, the tide of influence was largely reversed. From the 12th century, the music and dance of Andalusia and the Maghreb radiated outward across Europe and the Near East, where it had a significant impact on local traditions.

The classical tradition of Arab music came under serious threat for the first time when French occupiers entered the country in 1830. Once they had secured their position in the country, French authorities established a segregated and deeply prejudiced society. French settlers (called colons or, later, pied-noirs) were favored socially, economically, and politically. Indigenous Algerians, on the other hand, were marginalized, and their Arabic language and music was suppressed. As colonial authorities demonized Arab music as barbaric and actively promoted Western alternatives, local musical traditions declined. However, Algerian artists and patrons preserved their traditions in the countryside and in the cafés of the cities, where café songs/concerts became a genre unto themselves.

Following World War I, Algeria witnessed an awakening in politics, journalism, literature, and the arts—a poignant response to colonial segregation and the marginalization of Algerian culture. Music was not passed over in this process. Amateur musical associations sprang up across the country, and classical Arab music proliferated once more. The attendance of Algerian delegates at the Congress of Classical Arab Music in Cairo (1932) was a high point in this renaissance. The phonograph, introduced to Algeria around 1910, and the radio, arriving in 1928, accelerated the revival of classical Arab music. However, these innovations also doomed the genre of café songs and concerts.

Today, a number of musical genres flourish in Algeria alongside the classical tradition. Though to encapsulate all of the musical tastes of Algerians would be a daunting task indeed, a few particularly influential genres merit mention. Haouzi, meaning “that which is outside the city enclosure,” is a style popular all over the Maghreb. Branching from the classical tradition, haouzi is a less formal style and tends to center upon narratives of love and exile, among other topics. This genre is generally less technically demanding than classical forms. El-âroubi is a style that broke away long ago from haouzi. Dating to the period of the Rashidun (“Rightly Guided Caliphs,” 632 to 661 CE), this is an improvisational style, featuring solos and flute accompaniment.

El-mahdjouz is a more lively style. A youthful form, its vibrant rhythms and melodies highlight all instruments in turn. El-mahdjouz compositions often include the zorna (a small woodwind instrument played by covering and exposing holes drilled along the shaft) and ghaïta (a bagpipelike instrument). El-mahdjouz music is a must for celebrations of life like marriage and circumcision ceremonies. Zedgel, in contrast, is a much more sober form. As such, it is perhaps the least demanding of musical styles on vocalist and instrumentalist, alike. The rhythm of zedgel music is driven by a cycle of beats, clapped out by hand. This style has traditionally appealed to corporations (in the older sense, similar to guilds) of skilled laborers, such as blacksmiths, mariners, and dockworkers.

El-medh is another lively form. However, its motivation is more profound. El-medh music was developed for Sufi ceremonies, such as the hadra. The vocals resemble chanting more than song, and the rhythm drives along at a feverish pace. Dancers are carried along with the rhythm, attempting to transcend their bodies in their exertion and thus reach out to the patron saints of their order. Aside from choreographed cultural displays, el-medh music is largely confined to the Sufi brotherhoods.

Chaâbi, meaning “folk” music, is relatively autonomous from the classical tradition. The style emerged at the start of the 20th century and is inspired by Arab and Berber vocal traditions. Its instrumental accompaniment typically consists of rising and descending string instruments, with the piano tracing the melody and percussion reinforcing the beat. Chaâbi lyrics center on such visceral themes as love, loss, betrayal, and exile.

The most internationally renowned of Algeria’s musical genres is raï oranais. Raï oranais emerged during the 1970s, when Algerian musicians around the city of Oran began to experiment with combining Bedouin music with Western pop and electrical instruments. Trumpets, electric guitars, and synthesizers became common components of raï bands. During the 1980s, the style rose to national, and even international, prominence, as it incorporated elements of reggae, rock, and funk. Algerian cheb and chebba (male and female raï singers, respectively) were soon performing in such diverse locales as New York City, London, Capetown, and Tokyo. The key to the stellar rise of raï oranais is its role as a medium of expression for marginalized Algerian youth. Songs often hurl powerful social and political critiques; and societal taboos, like money, love, and alcohol, are addressed openly.

Visual Art

Algeria is home to cave paintings in Tassili-n-Ajjer that date as far back as 8,000 BCE. While most Algerians cannot pick up and go visit these paintings, many can visit the National Bardo Museum in Algiers. They can browse some of the finest prehistoric collections of rock paintings, both of original specimens and detailed replicas.

Some Berber traditional crafts, especially found among the Tuareg, include metalworking, leather crafts, and woodworking. Metalwork artisans create detailed silver jewelry worn by many Algerian women. Leather crafts include saddle and box making for camels, sandals, and travel bags. Woodworkers produce intricately designed serving spoons and ladles among other household and decorative items.

Architecture and Housing

Algeria’s architecture and housing has a long history that dates to the sixth century BCE. Early invaders are reflected in architecture to this day. Phoenician stelae, stone sacrificial monuments with engravings of gods and goddesses, are the oldest architectural remnants after the cave paintings of long lost civilizations of the Green Sahara. These stelae are found in ancient cemeteries or “trophets.” One such trophet located in Constantine was excavated and hundreds of stelae were uncovered. These stelae are the most unique to Phoenician culture and stand as an architectural testament to their long history in North Africa.

Roman architecture is found throughout Algeria from complete city centers like the ruins at Djemila untouched by time to vivid reminders in the midst of modern cities like Constantine. John Ferguson (1966) described parts of Algeria’s Roman landscape:

Djemila is the ancient Cuicul, and is actually a first-century foundation of Nerva…. The eye is first caught by a fine triumphal arch belonging to Caracalla’s reign. This leads to the great third- century forum, dominated by the temple to Septimius Severus and Iulia Domna…. From this forum a finely paved street leads to the old forum. It passes temples, public buildings, and private houses, … From this well-explored area one passes back to an excellent theatre with a seating capacity of 3,000…. South of this is the Christian area, with churches of the fourth and fifth centuries, and a fourth-century baptistery, whose mosaics are said to be preserved in situ, … the outstanding features are the great baths, covering an area of no less than 2,600 square metres, and a curiously attractive little conical fountain…. In the neighbourhood of Constantine the most important site is Tiddis, Castellum Tidditanorum …Tiddis was presumably an outpost fort controlling the approaches to Cirta … Tiddis is built on a terraced site, like Thugga in Tunisia. Huge cisterns ensured the water-supply, and one wonders whether the use of the excellent public baths was rationed. Admiration for the engineering mingles with wonder at the beauty of the site with the deep red of its stone. Certainly no one must visit Tiddis without pressing up to the top of the hill and gazing down at the Rhumel as it tosses through a narrow gorge far below. (172–73)

Some ruins are better known for their religious significance, such as Hippo-Regius, where Saint Augustine presided over the Catholic see of Numidia, now part of the Constantine see. Its religious ruins include a Catholic hospital built by the ancient order of the Little Sisters of the Poor and a basilica dedicated to Saint Augustine.

Typical Algerian houses are surrounded by high walls and include at least one central patio with a garden. If the family is fortunate to have land, then there will be small gardens and patios around the outer part of the house as well. The rooms are build around the central patio. Typically there is a receiving or sitting room, bedrooms, a kitchen, a bathroom, and possibly a second patio. Older homes may include an outdoor kitchen or stone oven, while modern homes have gas or electric appliances. Most houses are made of whitewashed brick or stone. The housing shortage makes it difficult for the average Algerian to afford such a home for their family, so it is not uncommon to see two or three families sharing a house. In more recent times, apartments have provided less appealing, but somewhat more private, accommodations for families who can afford them.

Berber rural compounds are made up of tents and sometimes, in less nomadic areas, stone or mud and mortar one- and two-room houses. Each family has a tent of their own, and several related families live in common grounds. This arrangement allows for community support in setting up and breaking down settlements as needed and for the daily needs of the community. The compound design also provides additional protection from intruders or thieves.

Literature and Oral Traditions

As with most civilizations oral tradition produced and carried origin stories of their people from generation to generation. For the Tuareg, oral tradition and archaeological evidence combine with the origin story of Tuareg nobility. In the Hoggar region a group of French archaeologists were exploring at the Abaless Oasis during the 1930s. There they came across the ruins of a fortified farmhouse and sought out the local residents to ask about its history. They were told the story of Tin Hinan, a white woman, who many, many, many years ago rode out of the desert with her caravan. They were sorely in need of food, but were saved by her maid, who found a store of grain in an anthill. They were saved from starvation by her maid’s quick thinking. Tin Hinan settled at Abaless and became the ancestor of Tuareg nobility. As the story goes, the archaeologists laughed in disbelief, but went up to investigate. They found a grave in the fort where the skeleton of a white woman of Egyptian upper-class characteristics, based on Pharaonic monuments, was laid to rest. Found with her in her burial mound was a coin of Constantine the Great, fragments of fourth-century glass, and Roman lamps of the third-century type. Ferguson (1966) cites this origin story as a stellar piece of oral tradition that maintained its accuracy over a more than a 1,600-year span.
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The interior of what was once a French adobe fort at Tamanrasset, Algeria. The French occupation of Algeria lasted from 1830 to 1962. During the 19th century, Algerians bitterly resisted French occupation under leaders like Abd al Qadir and Lalla Fatma N’Soumer, but it would take 92 years and a liberation struggle claiming hundreds of thousands of lives for Algeria to finally break free of French control. (age fotostock/Alamy)

Oral tradition also maintains the history of significant events and people, which contributes to their identity as a society. While many ancient Berber stories were lost due to conversion to Islam and pressure to assimilate to Arab, then French, then Arab cultural traditions and norms, a few stories of their leaders survive. One such story is about the Princess Kahina, who ruled over the Jerawa Berbers of the Aures Mountains located in eastern Algeria and into Tunisia. While some historians claim she was of Jewish descent, others identify her as Berber. In any case she led Berber resistance in the northern and eastern parts of Algeria against Arab forces. Soon after the Arab general Hassan ibn al Numan took Carthage in 698 CE from the Byzantines, Kahina’s forces defeated him. Hassan retreated and the area was ruled by Kahina and her forces for two decades. While she strengthened her rule over nomadic Berbers, she created urban Berber resistance against her forces. Kahina controlled Carthage and the northern coast, where she led a campaign to destroy the wealth of the cities. Her belief was that the Arabs would not return if they saw no wealth to gain. In 702 CE Hassan returned with his forces and defeated Kahina. Tradition says that she ordered her sons to convert to Islam and join the Arab forces. In this way she secured a safe haven for the Jerawa Berber lineage. It is not clear whether Kahina died in battle or was executed, but her legacy lives on especially among nomadic Berbers in the Aures Mountains.

While much of Algeria’s history is written in Arabic and French, Berber cultures continue to use oral tradition and written records to preserve stories of famous Berbers in Berber languages, such as Saint Augustine of Hippo (354–430 CE) discussed under the Religion section, undoubtedly one of the earliest and most well-known Berbers from Algeria, as well as other heroes and heroines, including Hocine Ait Ahmed, a 20th-century Algerian patriot who rebelled against French rule. In 1963 Hocine Ait Ahmed, a Kabyle leader of the anti-French Resistance, led a revolt against the newly independent Algerian government in response to its repression of Berber culture and rights. The first president of independent Algeria, Ahmed Ben Bella, moved to ban Berber language and culture in an effort to Arabize Algeria. The revolt was crushed and Ait Ahmed was arrested and sentenced to death. He was able to escape and fled to France to form the Front des Forces Socialistes (FFS). Such efforts at Berber repression continue to the present government, resulting in many Berber stories of heroes and heroines who fought for Berber equality within Algeria.

Algerian literature is found in Arabic and French. Two of its most famous writers are Albert Camus and Algeria’s adopted son, Frantz Fanon. Albert Camus was born in Mondovi, Algeria, in 1913. During his time at university (1935– 1939) Camus cofounded the Théâtre de l’Equipe, or the Workers’ Theatre. This group wrote a collective play called Révolte dans les Asturies. This play was Camus’s first experience as a playwright. During World War II he wrote for a anticolonial paper and then for the resistance against Nazi occupation in France. Camus was an accomplished novelist, philosopher, essayist, journalist, and playwright. He used his talents to argue against war and to defend human rights. In 1957 he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature for his essay Réflexions Sur la Guillotine as an influential work on behalf of human rights. He died in a car accident in 1960, but his work continues to challenge people to act for humanity.

Franz Fanon connected Algeria to African resistance for Africans. While he was not born in Algeria, he came to be identified with Algerian liberation. He was born in another French colony, Martinique, in 1925 and raised in a middle-class home, attending French schools and eventually going to university in Lyons, France. There he had his first real encounter with blatant racism and wrote Black Skin, White Masks (1952). He trained in psychiatry and medicine and eventually accepted a chief of staff position at a hospital in Algiers, where he treated both French soldiers who were traumatized by their own brutal repression of Algerians and their Algerian torture victims. He did not survive this position long before he decided to work for the Algerian National Liberation Front (FLN). In 1961 he wrote The Wretched of the Earth, which became a standard text in African and African Diaspora Studies around the world as one of the great works of postcolonial literature. In the early days of independence Fanon served as ambassador to Ghana under the newly independent Algerian government. Fanon died in 1961 and was buried in Algeria, his adopted country. These two authors exemplify Algerian literature, history, and philosophy. They are models for Algeria’s modern-day writers.

Media

For thousands of years oral tradition and literature were the main media of Algeria. Most societies in Algeria had some form of literacy by the first century CE or even earlier. An example of Roman influence is Tuareg’s written alphabet, Tifinagh. Even though Tuareg are Muslim, the Tifinagh alphabet uses Latin instead of Arabic letters. The original Tifinagh or Proto Tifinagh dates back to the third century BCE. Today many Tuareg use a modified Tifinagh alphabet or Neo-Tifinagh. Although written Tuareg is not in wide use, it is used for symbolic representation of Tuareg identity in Web sites, books, and other media. Scholarly records that date back to the first century make up part of Algeria’s original media.

In modern times Algeria’s media is complete with the latest in communication mediums. Most of these mediums are state-run communications systems, but this network is expanding through radio, cable television, and the Internet to include more and more independent venues. Newspapers and radio are the most popular media across all groups. Algerian newspapers are published in Arabic and French. Television and radio are state owned and operated under Radio-Television Algerienne. Television and radio are aired in different Algerian languages—Arabic, French, and Berber. There are several television channels and satellite dishes are widespread, so there is easy access to European and Arab satellite stations. The state-run radio operates several national stations and at least 40 regional stations.

Algeria’s Internet country code is “.dz” and as of 2012 serviced 676 Internet hosts with a world Internet rank of 178. In 2009, according to the CIA World Factbook, Algeria reported approximately 4.7 million Internet users. In 2012 while Algeria maintained 3.2 main line or landline telephones, it had more than 3 million mobile cellular phones. In 2000 the Algerian government licensed three mobile cellular companies and by 2005 granted a 15-year license to Egypt’s Orascom Telecom to build and operate a fixed-line network. Their purpose is to develop high-speed data and other specialized services for Algeria.

Algeria has a commendable cinema industry both in production and in moviegoers. Their cinematography goes back to early independence with director Gillo Pontecorvo’s black-and-white classic The Battle of Algiers (1966). His film won the Grand Prize at the Venice Film Festival and it was nominated for three Academy Awards in Hollywood for best screenplay, best director, and best foreign language film. It is still viewed as a testament to the Algerian War of Independence as it features rare footage of actual guerrilla fighters. Another award-winning director is Mohammed Lakhdar-Hamina, who won the 1982 Cannes Film Festival award for Desert Wind. This film depicted the lives of Algerian women within traditional society. Algerian moviegoers outnumber the available cinemas in Algerian cities and towns, but satellite television and cable are bringing theater home to them.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Luanda

Major Cities: Huambo, Benguela, Lobito, and Lubango

Population: 19,082,000

Languages: Portuguese (official). Other languages include Kimbundu, Kikongo, Umbundu, Kioko, Ganguela

Government Type: Republic, Multiparty Presidential Democracy

Ethnic Groups: Ovimbundu (38 percent); Mbundu (25 percent); Bakongo (15 percent); Lunda-Chokwe (10 percent); Nganguela (Ganguela) (6 percent); Nyaneka-Humbe (Haneca-Humbe) (3 percent); Ovambo (2 percent); Herero (0.5 percent); mestiço (people of mixed European and African descent) (2 percent); European (1 percent)

Religions: Christianity (Roman Catholicism 38 percent, Protestantism 15 percent); Traditional Religions (47 percent)



Introduction

Geography

Officially referred to as the Republic of Angola, Angola, as it is commonly called, is located in the west-central part of the African continent. It lies between latitudes 5°S and 18°S, and between longitudes 12°E and 24°E. The country is bounded in the north and northeast by the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), in the east by Zambia, in the south by Namibia, and in the west by the Atlantic Ocean.

About twice the size of the state of Texas, Angola is the seventh largest country in Africa. The coastal stretch in the west runs over 1,000 miles from the north to the south on the Southern Atlantic. From the coast, Angola’s landmass extends roughly over another 1,000 miles inland to the border of Zambia in the central part of the country. The country’s territory includes Cabinda, an oil-rich enclave of 2,807 square miles located about 30 miles from the Angolan mainland in the northwestern tip of the country and straddled between the DRC and the Congo Republic. Angola’s landmass and inland waters, inclusive of Cabinda, is about 481,354 square miles.

Angola’s climate is generally tropical, although local weather could be affected by altitude in some areas such as in the central highlands where the temperature is more temperate. Annual rainfall varies, high in volume in the northern and central plains and greatly diminished in the southwest. The wet, rainy season with cool temperatures lasts roughly from November to April in the north, and the remainder of the year is the dry season, characterized by hot temperatures. The south is semiarid along the coast from Luanda.

Vegetation is varied in Angola; the far north including Cabinda is characterized by tropical rain forest, which gradually gives way to woodland and grassland down the coast. East of this terrain from the north to the central part of the country is the savanna zone, although there are patches of evergreen forest. Deciduous forest and grassland generally characterize the rest of the country except for the Namib, a desert in the southwest corner along the coastline from Lobito.


Kissama National Park

Kissama (or Quiçama) is Angola’s major national park located 43 miles from the nation’s capital, Luanda. It covers almost 70 miles of the Atlantic coast, extending inland through thick forest and savanna landscapes. The park’s diverse vegetation provides a rich ecological system. Some of the park’s game attractions are turtles, waterbucks, birds, antelopes, buffalos, elephants, and rhinos. Angola’s long civil war, illegal poaching, and progressive deforestation as a result of tree harvesting and road and housing construction have led to significant reduction in the park’s wildlife, thus greatly affecting its tourism appeal. However, since the end of the civil war in 2002, efforts have been made by the government to improve the park through infrastructural development and wildlife rehabilitation.



In terms of elevation, in the coastal west is the lowland plain that varies in width, from about 30 miles at its narrowest point in the Benguela area to over 90 miles in the north in the Luanda area around the Cuanza (Kwanza) River Valley. Further inland away from the coast, the lowland gives way to a belt of hills and mountains, extending to about 90 miles in the north and narrowing down to about 20 miles in the center and in the south. Straddling east of the hills and encompassing virtually the rest of the country is the high plateau that has an average elevation of about 6,000 feet, but reaches higher altitude in some parts of the country. The highest point is Moco Mountain (8,596 feet) in the Province of Huambo. Angola’s major rivers include the Cuanza, Cunene, Cubango, Cuando (Kwando), Cassai (Kasai), Cuito, and Chicapa.

People, Ethnicity, and Languages

Angola is a multiethnic state made up of people who are predominantly of the so-called Bantu stock. The Ovimbundu, mostly found in the West Central region around the Benguela Plateau and who speak the Umbundu language, is Angola’s most prominent ethnolinguistic group. The second largest ethnolinguistic group located north of the Ovimbundu in the northwestern provinces, is the Mbundu, speakers of the Kimbundu language. The Bakongo, located in the north and northwestern parts of the country particularly in Uige and Zaire provinces, and in Cabinda, represents the third largest group.

There are numerous other ethnolinguistic groups that are smaller in population. They include the Lunda and the Chokwe, and other related people who live principally in the area between the Cuango and Cassai rivers in the Lunda provinces; the Nganguela (Ganguela), found in the east and south of the Ovimbundu; the Nyaneka-Humbe (Haneca-Humbe) located south of the Ovimbumdu; the Ovambo in the south-central provinces, predominantly Cunene; the Herero, in the far southwestern corner in the provinces of Namibe, Benguela, and Huíla; and the Xindonga, found in the southeastern corner of the country. In small numbers, and scattered in communities in the southern Angola, particularly in Kuando-Kubango, Cunene, Namibe, and Huíla provinces, are a number of non-Bantu, nomadic or seminomadic groups who are primarily hunters, gatherers, and occasionally herders. Prominent in this group, believed to be native to the region, are the Khoisan, distinguished by their characteristic diminutive physical stature and light complexion.

Apart from the smaller ethnolinguistic groups, also constituting the country’s minority population are Europeans and mestiço. Europeans, particularly Portuguese found mainly in the large coastal cities such as Luanda and Benguela, make up about 1 percent of the country’s population. Mestiço are people of mixed European and African origins, mostly found in urban areas and constituting about 2 percent of the population.

Portuguese is Angola’s official language bequeathed by the country’s former colonial master, Portugal. As the lingua franca, Portuguese is the language of instruction and official state business. However, Angolans also speak their native African languages and dialects, the most widely spoken being Umbundu, Kimbundu, and Kikongo. The Khoisan groups are noted for what is commonly referred to as “click languages,” so called because of their distinctive tonal click sounds.

Religion

Most Angolans belong to one religious tradition or another. Christianity is the country’s dominant religion, and the majority of Christians are Roman Catholics. Catholicism has a history dating to the 15th century when the Portuguese first introduced it into the Kongo Kingdom. In later years, evangelical work by Portuguese Roman Catholic missionaries ensured a solid footing of the mission in Angola. The colonial period also saw its growth as the Portuguese colonialists were mainly Roman Catholics.

The Roman Catholic Church in Angola, (Igreja Catolica em Angola) is made up of 19 dioceses and 5 archdioceses, and members constitute about 38 percent of those who profess the Christian faith. The church has its widest following in the densely populated coastal west, particularly among the Bakongo in Cabinda, and the Mbundu of Luanda and Cuanza Norte provinces. Catholicism diminishes further inland from the coast to the eastern and southern provinces. One important legacy of Catholicism is that it has played a large role in the provision of Western education to Angolans, at least at the elementary level. Up to the early 1960s, the source of education for Angolans was almost exclusively the Catholic mission schools.


Angolan Civil War (1975–2002)

Angola’s civil war was a long, devastating conflict that engulfed the country in the immediate postindependence period with brief cease-fires in the 1990s. After Angola obtained its independence from Portugal on November 11, 1975, a power struggle ensued between the ethnically based nationalist organizations—the ruling Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), the opposing coalition of the National Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA), and the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). In the 1970s and 1980s, the prevailing Cold War power politics ensured that the Marxist-oriented MPLA obtained diplomatic recognition from the Organization of African Unity, and military and diplomatic support from the Soviet Union, Warsaw Pact countries, and Cuba. The rebel forces of the FNLA and UNITA, on the other hand, obtained military aid from the United States and apartheid South Africa. The war adversely affected every facet of the nation’s existence, and the government has continued to grapple with the enormous postwar challenge of reconstruction and development.



By the late 19th century, other protestant missionaries, from the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom, had joined the Catholic Church in mission work in Angola. Thus, today, the Angola Christian community includes other Protestant and Evangelical denominations such as Methodists, Baptists, Congregationalists, and Assemblies of God. Although during the colonial period, Protestant and Evangelical activities were frowned upon, which stunted the growth of Protestantism, this segment of Christianity has seen tremendous growth since Angola’s independence in 1975. Protestants now comprise about 20 percent of the Angolan population. Indeed, some of the fastest growing denominations in the country are Protestants. Non-Catholic, Protestant, and Evangelical churches include the Evangelical Reformed churches, the Baptist Mission, the Assemblies of God, the Seventh-Day Adventists, the Presbyterian Church, the Church of Christ, and the Congregationalist Church. There are also a growing number of Pentecostal Evangelical churches.

Some Angolan Christians belong to indigenous, independent African churches, some of which had existed since the colonial period. These churches were established by charismatic Africans who led breakaway African congregants from European mission churches. In Angola, there are broadly three types of these churches. The first type, often referred to as the Kimbanguist churches, follow the doctrine of Simon Kimbangu, a prophet and founder of one the first independent churches in the region, established in the Belgian Congo in the early 1920s. An example of Angolan Kimbaguist church is the Our Lord Jesus Christ Church in the World (Igreja do Nosso Senhor Jesus Cristo no Mundo), established in 1949 by Simon Mtoko (Simão Toco), a charismatic figure from Uíge Province. The Mtokoists, as members of the church are often referred to, incorporate elements of African tradition and cultural practices into the Christian religion.

Apart from the Kimbanguist churches, the charismatic, Holy Ghost churches constitute the second type of independent African churches. Pentecostal in doctrine, they believe in the manifestation of the Holy Spirit in Christianity, expressed through biblical speaking in tongues. They emphasize holiness in Christian living, adopt a literal interpretation of the Bible, and believe in prophesies and miracles, especially healing from every manner of ailment. Their worship form is informal, characterized by ecstatic singing and dancing and incorporating loud prayers, in contradistinction to the solemn, reverent worship of the mission churches. They are also different from the Kimbanguist churches in that they reject the infusion into the Christian faith of some African religious beliefs and practices deemed incompatible to the faith. Thus, members of these Pentecostal churches are not permitted to take part in many traditional African festivals and ceremonies under the belief that they are demonic.

The third type of independent African churches are those that could be situated in between the Kimbanguist and the Pentecostal churches. Unlike the former, they do not subscribe to overt infusion of African tradition into Christianity; and unlike the latter, emphasis is not placed on the primacy of the Holy Spirit, and thus they are considered less spiritual. Typical of these types of churches is the African Apostolic Church in Angola (Igreja Apostolica Africana em Angola).

The tremendous growth of Christian churches and other Christian organizations in Angola since the early 1990s has had the important effect of impacting the society in a more profound way than ever before. For example, apart from engaging in civic, educational, and humanitarian work, Christian churches have been a vocal advocate of social justice, good governance, and respect for human rights. During the long and brutal Angolan civil war, the church was a vanguard of conflict resolution, peace, and national reconciliation. The church has also been active in providing social services to rural areas often neglected by the government.

Christianity, although predominant, is not the only religion in Angola; a small but appreciable segment of the population practice Islam. During precolonial and colonial times, Angola was heavily susceptible to Euro-Christian civilization through Portuguese influence; thus Islam did not emerge as a major religion. However, the religion has seen some growth in the last few decades, and Muslims now constitute about 25 percent of the population. For the most part, the Muslim community is made up of predominantly foreigners, most especially businessmen and migrants from West Africa and Southwest Asia. But there are also some Angolan Muslims, mainly converts to Islam, who had adopted the religion as refugees in neighboring states with strong Islamic presences. It is worthy of note that in recent years there has been a wave of anti-Islamism in Angola and the government has cracked down on some mosques.

Apart from Christianity and Islam, a considerable number of Angolans, an estimated 47 percent, still practice various forms of traditional African religion, sometimes in conjunction with Christianity or Islam. The practice of indigenous African religions is mostly popular among the rural population, especially those with little or no Western education. Indigenous religions come in many forms and each has its own set of beliefs, values, rituals, and worship system. However, they share certain commonalties such as ancestor veneration and belief in a supreme deity.

There are other forms of religion in Angola practiced mainly by foreigners, a tiny sector of the population. These include Hinduism and Judaism in the Asian and Jewish communities, respectively. There are also Greek Orthodox churches.

Social Customs

Social customs in Angola are ingrained in the culture and traditions of the people and in their historical experiences. Some traditional customs are anachronistic and are no longer practiced in modern times, while others are infrequently performed or are restricted to rural populations. However, there are many traditional social customs that are still currently performed, and which constitute an important part of social life in the country. Generally, social customs differ from one ethnic group to another, but that is only in matters of detail. Although there may be differences in the manner in which each group performs ceremonies, rituals, and rites; social customs have the same utilitarian value of advancing the well-being and harmony of the society and of individuals.

Ceremonies of various kinds abound in both traditional and modern Angola, and they constitute an important component of social customs. Many traditional ceremonies have been discontinued largely because of the influence of Euro-Christian culture, but some of the most common relate to the circle of life. First, the birth of a child calls for a naming ceremony by which the newborn is welcomed to the world and to the family, and is officially provided a name often given by the father.

In traditional societies and in some rural communities, a vital part of a child’s development is the rite of puberty (iniciação da puberdade). This is an elaborate initiation ceremony that varies from group to group in terms of duration and form. But the custom serves the purpose of initiating adolescent boys and girls into adulthood and prepares them for their respective roles as adult men and women in the society.

A key element of the rite of passage is circumcision. This ritual, known as mukanda by the Lunda-Chokwe, is common for boys and is practiced among many ethnic groups. Its completion confers adulthood on would-be men; meaning that as men rather than children, they could now freely associate with other men. While female circumcision is known among some groups, especially in the southern part of the country, it is not a very common practice in modern Angola. For adolescent girls, the ritual is intended to prepare them for wifehood and motherhood. Indeed, there is the belief that female circumcision eases childbirth.

Angolan customs also require rites of transition to prepare the dead for afterlife. In many places, elaborate funeral ceremonies and rites are observed as Angolans believe that proper burial must be accorded the departed one. An important aspect of funerary rites is a mourning period, the duration of which varies depending on factors such as the age of the deceased person. Burial rites are not conducted the same manner everywhere, but common to most groups is the ceremonial preparation of the body for burial, a ritual that includes washing of the body, and embracing and kissing it by family members. It is believed by some that the failure to accord the proper burial rites would render the soul of the dead restless and it would become a nuisance to the well-being of the living.

In many parts of Angola, some traditional ceremonies such as puberty rites are occasions for masquerade dance and performance. Masquerade participants appear in assorted masks and in elaborate and colorful costumes. Among the Chokwe, the initiation mask is an important paraphernalia of boys’ puberty rites, usually worn by initiation leaders. The female mask, Mwnaa-Pwo, is adorned by male masquerade dancers during such rites, and the cikunza masquerade is believed to promote fertility. Apart from performing traditional and spiritual functions, masquerades also entertain. The Makishi masquerade dance is part of the welcome ceremonies for newly initiated boys.

Lifestyle and Leisure

The lifestyle of the Angolan people not only stems from their customs; it is also a product of other factors such as impacts of Western culture, the country’s protracted and destructive civil war, the AIDS pandemic, and the ever-expanding information superhighway. Of course, lifestyle differs depending on location, socioeconomic status, age, gender, and religion. But in general, the people of Angola love to enjoy life and indulge in a variety of leisure activities through which they could have a fulfilling life to the extent possible in their prevailing circumstances.


Queen Nzinga Mbande (d. 1663)

Queen Nzinga Mbande is regarded by Angolans as one of their most celebrated historical figures. An enterprising Ndongo ruler, Nzinga ascended the throne of the Mbundu kingdoms of Ndongo and Matamba in 1624 and ruled until her death in 1663. At a time when the Portuguese were establishing their presence, especially in slave trading in the coastal area of Southwest Africa around Luanda, the enterprising queen offered the most formidable resistance to their expansion. Although she has been portrayed as a brutal ruler in some accounts, today, Nzinga’s life-size statue stands in the heart of Luanda as a tribute to her heroism in Angola’s historical past.



[image: Falola]

A dance mask depicting Mwana Pwo, an archetypal female ancestor representing fecundity and the importance of women to matrilineal societies. These masks are often generalized ideal forms, but they are sometimes modelled on individuals as well. (Werner Forman Archive/Corbis)

In rural areas where there is lack of basic social amenities such as electricity and water, and where the population is less Westernized, lifestyle tends to be traditional, and more relaxed than in the city with its hustle-bustle life. Rural dwellers are more tuned to practicing traditional customs such as festivals and ceremonies. In urban, cosmopolitan centers such as Luanda, lifestyle is more complex and is greatly influenced by Western culture. Urban lifestyle tends to reflect Portuguese more than African culture. Colonial infusion of Western values and postcolonial reinforcement necessarily entrenched European lifestyles to the extent that many Angolans, particularly the elite, have abandoned many traditional practices that they consider uncivilized. Other customary practices, such as marriage ceremonies, have been modified to suit their Western, and sometimes Christian, outlook.

Many urban dwellers find leisure in a number of activities. Irrespective of social and economic status, sports, most especially football (soccer), are popular. In large cities such as Luanda, Benguela, Huambo, and Lobito, nightclubs and pub houses provide a vibrant nightlife. People enjoy sightseeing at museums and galleries and have picnic times in parks. Some love to eat out occasionally at restaurants, some of which can be quite expensive and exclusive to more affluent people. Many Angolan cities such as Luanda, Benguela, and Lobito have beautiful beaches that provide relaxation for many people, especially on weekends. Residential swimming pools are not common, but rivers provide opportunities for swimming for many people as well as recreational fishing. Many favorite pastimes, especially in the expatriate community, include scuba diving, surfing, and deep-sea fishing. Wildlife safaris at natural parks such as the Kissama National Park are also popular among expatriates. Angolans love social functions, and partying is a very common pastime. People take every opportunity to throw parties accompanied by music, dances, assorted dishes, complete with soft and alcoholic drinks.

Modernity in modern Angola has come with new agents of social interaction. Professional associations such the Associação de Journalists das Mulheres de Angola (Association of Women Journalists of Angola, AMUJA), and the Associação Angolan Dos Médicos (Angolan Physicians Association, AMEA), along with social clubs and church-based groups, have replaced traditional age-group associations in facilitating social interaction. Also, advancements in information technology have provided Angolans with easier connections to the global community. In particular, the Internet, social media, and cell phone access have altered the social habits of many. Angolans are more connected to the outside world than ever, and this is reflective in more acquisitions of foreign values, demonstrated in Western popular music and Western-style clothing.

Angola went through a brutal civil war that began in 1975 and lasted for almost three decades. The war experience necessarily affected the lifestyle of the people, especially in the areas devastated by the long conflict. During the war, Luanda’s population swelled but there was no concomitant provision of necessary infrastructure to care for the population explosion. Although great strides have been made since the cessation of conflict, Angolan cities still generally lack an adequate treated water supply, efficient transportation system, reliable power supply, and working sanitation system. The lack of basic amenities has made life a harrowing experience for thousands of Angolans. In contrast to the lifestyle of the vast majority of Angolans, many of whom are reduced to a low-quality life in city slums such as Luanda’s musséques and neglected rural areas, a small minority of affluent people display ostentatious lifestyle by their flashy cars, lavish parties, and expensive homes.

While leisure activities abound in Angola, urban social lifestyle is somewhat negatively impacted by the lack of security. Nightlife can be unsafe as a result of the high crime rate. Luanda is one of the most expensive cities in the world with a large army of unemployed youth, which has made the city prone not only to petty crimes such as robbery, mugging, pick pocketing, auto break-ins, and home invasions but also to more serious ones like homicide.

The HIV/AIDS pandemic is prevalent in Southern Africa, and Angola has been hard hit. In 2013, an estimated 250,000 people were living with the disease, and another 12,000 died from it (UNAIDS, “Angola”). Although the country’s health care system is poor, information and aggressive education about the spread of the disease has forced many people to modify their sexual lifestyle, reducing risky sexual behavior, especially having multiple partners.

Employment

Angola’s economy has improved significantly in the last few years and is, indeed, one of the fastest growing in the world. However, the unemployment rate is still high, about 25 percent in 2012 (Trading Economics 2012). This means that a large number of Angolans are unemployed, contributing to rampant poverty in the country. Estimates indicate that about 68 percent of Angolans live below the poverty level.

The public and private sectors of the economy provide employment for Angolans. Governments both at the national and local levels are an important employer of labor as people work in the bureaucracy, state enterprises, parastatals, and other government agencies. As a major oil-producing country, an important source of employment in the public sector is the oil industry. Although a state-owned corporation, Sociedade Nacional de Combustíveis de Angola (Sonangol) is responsible for overseeing the management of the oil sector, the operation of the industry is primarily in the hands of foreign companies such as BP Amoco, ChevronTexaco, ExxonMobile, Shell, and Azienda Generale Italiana Petroli (AGIP). Thus, while the workforce includes Angolans, expatriates mostly tend to dominate upper-echelon administrative and management positions as executives and technical positions as engineers. This is also true of other large-scale extractive industries such as diamonds.

In the urban environment, Angolans work in various sectors of the economy. Construction work is booming in urban areas as Angola continues to rebuild after the 27-year civil war that virtually destroyed the country’s infrastructure. Others work in production and in the service sector in areas such as sales, information technology, computing and programming, marketing, accounting, finance, and banking. There are also doctors, lawyers, journalists, accountants, architects, teachers, and the like. Many also find employment at various levels in the expanding industrial sector, in industries such as manufacturing, metal works, textiles, cement and glass production, beverage brewing, and fish and food processing. A great number of people, especially those living in urban slums like Luanda’s musséques, engage in petty and retail trade and in all sorts of menial jobs.

The agrarian sector provides the major source of work for most Angolans. About 60 percent of Angola’s population relies on agriculture as source of income and employment. Angola is endowed with vast area of arable land that ensures a variety of agricultural resources, both for export and subsistence purposes. Export crops include coffee, sisal, timber, cotton, palm produce, bananas, sugarcane, corn, and tobacco. Export crop producers, however, are often smallholders, with little productivity, since they lack mechanized know-how of agriculture. Also, the lack of necessary developmental infrastructure such as good roads has impeded production.
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Farming in a village near Waku Kungo, Angola. The primary staple of Angola is cassava, though maize, beans, potatoes, sweet potatoes, and bananas are also grown. Important cash crops include coffee, tobacco, tea, cotton, and palm oil. (Joerg Boethling/Alamy)

A component of the agrarian economy is subsistence agriculture, which provides a means of livelihood to many rural people. Although this sector accounts for less than 15 percent of Angola’s GDP, it is, nevertheless, critical as a source of income to a vast number of Angolans who are peasant farmers. The main subsistence agricultural products are cassava (manioc), plantains, and vegetables. Rural farming is also done without the basic tools of the trade so that production is meager, and Angola still has to import over 50 percent of its food supply. But subsistence agriculture enables rural farmers to sustain themselves in a country where rural development programs have never been a priority.

Livestock and fishing constitute another sector of the economy that provides employment for many Angolans. Animal husbandry, a vocation by which people raise cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, and other animals, is popular in savanna regions. Fishing is an important occupation, given Angola’s many rivers and miles of coastline. Indeed, Angola has been a major exporter of fish products and assorted fish including mackerel, tuna, shellfish, and sardines.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The character of gender roles, marriage, and the family has not changed significantly in Angola despite Westernization and modernization. Whether in a traditional or urban setting, patriarchy defines hierarchy and authority and dictates gender roles as well. Historically, Angolan culture recognizes the male as the head of the household. In the family structure, the husband is theoretically the primary breadwinner who is expected to provide all his family’s needs while the wife plays a supportive role. This social arrangement necessitates a gender division of labor in which men generally work outside the home, whether as wage laborers as in the case of people of lower economic status or as professionals as in the case of more educated people. Women’s primary responsibility is in the home front: to care for children and perform household chores.

The stereotype of women’s roles as primarily being that of homemaking dies hard in Angola. Women are not expected to abrogate this responsibility even as they increasingly join the workforce and enlarge their economic roles. Many women from low-income families have had to work outside the home to supplement their husband’s contributions to the family welfare. In combination with their household duties, they are involved in petty trading and other subsistence economic activities. Indeed, in rural communities, women virtually dominate local food production. In urban areas, they also take on the added responsibility of the workplace. Some, the more educated, are in advanced and specialized positions in the corporate world, government employment, and politics, for example. Women’s income has increasingly become more important to the household.

However, gender disparity continues to be a visible part of the Angolan society. Both within the household and the larger society, there is the tendency to relegate women to a position subservient to men. Although the Angolan constitution guarantees gender equality, mere lip service is paid to this and the laws protecting women’s rights are not often enforced. For instance, workplace wage disparity, sexual harassment, discrimination in hiring and promotion, and domestic violence are some of the issues women still face. The persistence of gender disparity to the detriment of women can partly be attributed to lower literacy level among them, which, according to a 2011 estimate, was 58.6 percent compared to 82.6 percent for men (CIA 2011).

Although cohabitation without marriage is not uncommon, the marriage institution is very important to most Angolans. Young and unmarried people look forward to being married and view marriage as an essential foundation on which to build a family. Angola’s marriage code stipulates 18 as the legal age to marry; however, in reality early marriage is common as boys and girls of younger age can tie the knot with parental consent.


Homosexuality in Angola

Although homosexuality in Angola is illegal, the government’s attitude toward the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community has largely been that of benign neglect. However, in a mostly Catholic and essentially conservative society, homophobia is rife. Thus, there is a strong disapproval of homosexual behaviors and transgender lifestyle. Lacking any official recognition and protection by the law, homosexuals are often restricted to the closet, though Luanda has an openly gay community. Nevertheless, there has not been a widespread violent backlash against homosexuals by the populace in Angola as has occurred in some African countries. The growing popularity, in Luanda, of the transgender Angolan singer and kuduro dancer Titica may suggest the lessening of homophobia, at least in the urban sector of Angolan society.



While cohabitation may not be formalized through a wedding ceremony in some instances, the typical Angolan marriage formally begins with a wedding ceremony. The function of the ceremony is to officially join together the couple. The ceremony could take a number of forms depending on the ethnicity of the prospective couple or their religion. Church weddings are common, especially in the Christian community and in urban areas. They are generally colorful and elaborate, and might involve considerable expense. Although not often enforced, some Pentecostal and other denominations require the prospective couple to adhere to certain biblical doctrines such as abstention from premarital sexual relations. Some people who are not inclined to religion or who seek a less elaborate wedding ceremony opt for state-conducted civil marriage. Traditional wedding ceremonies are also widespread especially in rural areas, but are oftentimes combined with church and state weddings. There are also weddings shorn of the usual pomp where parents merely bless the couple in a simple ceremony at home. Whatever the form, an important marriage ritual in Angola that is essential in the culture is the giving of bride-price called alambamento by the groom and his family to the family of the bride. The bride-price, usually in form of gift of variety of articles such as money, clothing, livestock, and food items, is the formal request for the hand of the bride in marriage. It is usually a part of the prewedding introduction ceremony, and the acceptance of the bride-price by the bride’s family indicates consent to the marriage.

In general, Angolans believe in a pattern of marriage that defines the institution as a union between opposite sexes. Homosexual union is regarded as a taboo and is consequently frowned upon both by state and society. As is typical of many African traditions, polygyny, a traditional marriage form that allows a man to have more than one wife, is socially acceptable. Indeed, it is still commonly practiced especially in rural areas, even if it is unrecognized by law. One reason for the prevalence of this kind of marriage form is the shortage of eligible men, a legacy of the long civil war in which hundreds of marriageable men died or were displaced. The result is women marrying among the smaller pool of available men.

While it is the norm for the male to be the head of the family, there has been a growing trend of female-headed households. This trend can partly be explained as an effect of the protracted civil war that claimed the lives of many husbands, leaving a generation of women widowed. But there is also divorce, the rate of which has steadily increased over the years, making many women single mothers and heads of households.

The size of the nuclear family in Angola varies, the average being four to five people. Family size is often larger in the rural areas among people of low educational standards and socioeconomic status than in urban communities especially among the elite. But as a people who treasure strong kinship ties, Angolans define the family not just in its nuclear form. Its extended composition is important, particularly in rural communities; and the family invariably includes grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, and other relations, especially when they live together in the same household.

In Angolan society, age confers authority and power on elders. Parents and other elders in the family are to be respected by children and their instructions obeyed without question. The primary responsibility of bringing up children is that of parents who must ensure their welfare and progress, for example, providing them education. But the African adage that “it takes a village to raise a child” is true of Angola, as relatives are involved in children’s upbringing. It is customary for children to lend helping hands in household chores depending on their ages. For example, older children are expected to help care for the younger ones.

Cuisine

Cuisine is an important element of the culture of the people of Angola. Not only authentic traditional dishes define the country’s food culture: foreign influences, particularly European, have significantly impacted the culture. Angolan cuisine is rich and includes not only main entrees but varieties of appetizers and beverages. Some dishes are national staples, while others are popular regionally, identified as traditional foods of particular ethnic groups.

There are a number of popular national staple foods in Angola, consumed not only in rural areas but also in urban centers. Assorted seafood dishes are particularly common in the coastal provinces of Luanda, Benguela, Cuanza Sul, and Namibe, and also in other parts of the country. One of the most popular Angolan fish dishes is calulu, traditional to Cuanza Sul Province. Calulu is a dish of dried and fresh fish with sweet potato leaves, sliced okra or spinach stew in palm oil. Also traditional to the northwestern province of Bengo but popular in the rest of the country is mufete de cacuso, a grilled fresh tilapia dish prepared with mild spiced onion sauce and served with palm oil and bean stew. Apart from fish dishes, Angola’s cuisine also includes more expensive food items such as chicken and meat. Muamba is a spicy, garlic-seasoned chicken dish. Meat dishes come from domesticated animals such as goats and pigs, and hunted wild game such as deer.

Common in Angolan cuisine are starchy foods. Dishes are made out of boiled or steamed potato, plantain, corn, yams, sweet potatoes, and cassava. A popular starchy dish is funge, a porridge corn meal made from cassava, manioc, or corn flour (pirao). In general, Angolan dishes are served with different kinds of sauces or stews. For example, stew is made from palm oil beans as well as vegetables such as okra; cassava plant leaves (Kizaca) and other greens.

Angola’s cuisine is very tasty and often richly flavored as cooking is accompanied by generous use of different types of ingredients and spices such as garlic, vinegar, and pepper. While they occasionally visit restaurants and local eating places, most Angolans prefer and cherish home-cooked food. Thus, cooking is an essential routine, particularly for women who prepare three square meals a day. Cooking methods include boiling, roasting, grilling, baking, and mashing. In urban areas, few people have access to modern cooking apparatuses such as electric or gas cookers. These utensils are practically nonexistent in rural communities. Most people rely on charcoal or kerosene stoves as well as the use of firewood as cooking fuel, making food preparation in most parts of Angola a laborious task.

Appetizers and beverages such as soft drinks and liquor are important components of Angola’s cuisine. While there is local production of these items, they are generally limited, making importation necessary from countries such as South Africa, Namibia, Portugal, France, and Brazil. Popular appetizers are yogurts, cheese, rolls, cakes, bagels, pastries (samoosa), and others. Beverages include soft drinks such as Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Mirinda, Sprite, Fanta, and assorted juice drinks. Drinks serve an important hospitality function particularly during parties and celebrations and other formal occasions. While alcoholic beverages such as beer and wine are sometimes served at parties, they are mostly consumed in saloons, pub houses, and nightclubs. Also, some hotels and restaurants are licensed to sell alcohol. For people for whom expensive imported alcoholic drinks are beyond reach, locally brewed alcoholic beverages are readily available. Common examples are maize beer, palm wine (maluvu), and corn-flour drink (kissangua or ocissangua). Mongozo, a local drink that has been brewed by the Chokwe people for centuries, has been modernized and produced beyond Angola.

Like many other items, food is expensive in Angola, especially in urban areas like Luanda. Some delicacies and foods such as eggs for breakfast and chicken for lunch are often the exclusive preserve of the rich. Although postwar reconstruction has gone a long way to solving some of Angola’s food crises, the nation is still not self-sufficient in food production; thus the nation continues to import many items. Some of the most common imports are beverages such as foreign wines, staples such as rice, and assorted canned foods. These items are mostly available in supermarkets in Luanda and other big cities. However, most local foodstuffs can be purchased in many of Angola’s open markets all over the country.

Angolan cuisine is greatly influenced by the long period of Portuguese colonialism and continued imports from the former colonial power. Some Portuguese dishes have been adapted to suit local interest. Many upscale restaurants in Luanda, in response to the demand of the large expatriate community, serve international dishes—Portuguese, French, Spanish, Italian, Swedish, and Brazilian. There are also a few exclusively ethnic-oriented restaurants in major metropolitan centers. For example, Chez Wou and So Tam No 8 are Vietnamese restaurants in Luanda, while Shanghai Bahia and Macau are Chinese restaurants. There are also Korean and Indian restaurants, indicating the popularity of Asian cuisine in Angola. Much more numerous and more widespread, however, are small, local eateries with exclusively traditional Angolan menus. These local spots are less expensive and thus provide easy access to the majority of Angolans. Food is also often purchased from roadside food stands.

Dress

Angola’s rich culture is vividly expressed in its dress tradition that comes in a variety of styles, designs, and materials. Dress in a given culture, as in Angola, constitutes not only clothing but also body adornment and ornamentation such as jewelry. Angola’s dress culture can be broadly grouped into traditional and modern. Within this classification, the particular dress format of an individual is dictated by a number of factors such as ethnicity, religion, socioeconomic status, educational level, marital status, age, sex, and location.

Traditional attire dates to the precolonial period before the advent of Western influence on Angola’s culture. Although animal hide fabrics are common among a few ethnic groups, traditional attire for the majority of Angolans is derived from handwoven cotton fabrics. The fabrics can be made into traditional shirts and trousers for men, and blouse over wraparound clothing with head tie to match, for women.

Body adornment and ornamentation are an important part of traditional dress. Some forms of this part of dressing are still current while others are anachronistic. Women’s dress, for instance, still retains much of traditional body adornment and ornamentation. This is true of elaborate hairstyles made from weaving, braiding, and plaiting for the purpose of projecting beauty. Apart from different hairstyles, traditional dress for women includes hair decoration with beads and various ornaments. Women also wear locally made ornamental objects such as shell necklaces, bracelets, anklets, and beads, as a part of their dress.

However, some traditional dress formats are archaic. For example, wearing of tattoos, often in form of chalk or charcoal body marks, has declined significantly and is only practiced in some rural communities especially during traditional ceremonies and cultural festivals. Tattoo adornment by young men and women is still practiced as part of puberty rites among many groups. In addition, for women, tattoos are intended to enhance beauty.

Ceremonial regalia, which are different from one ethnic group to another, are another form of traditional dress. These are worn by men during ritual ceremonies such as initiation rites. The masquerade costume, which consists of elaborately designed garb and mask, is a common form of ceremonial regalia. The colorful makishi masquerade attire worn during mukanda initiation rites of passage for boys provides an example. There is also elaborate attire for royalty.

Modernization and Western influence have not deterred some remote, rural communities from ancient traditions especially concerning dress codes. In southern Angola, the Ovahimba, a seminomadic pastoral people, have continued the tradition of body coating with red ocher and fat as protection against the sweltering Namib Desert sun. Also among this group the wearing of long, braided hair coated with the ocher mixture is popular, and it is not considered as indecent for women to go around bare breasted. Women of the Mumuilas in southern Angola also continue to adorn their necks, arms, and legs with elaborate beadwork and bracelets.

Although in modern Angola traditional attire has retained much of its cultural importance, Western influence, from colonial times to the present, has significantly altered the nation’s dress culture. As a legacy of Portuguese colonialism and missionary influences on Angola, most people, whether in urban centers or rural areas, have adopted Western clothing and European dress types both as casual and formal wear. Popular casual wear for men includes T-shirts and sweatshirts over trousers or shorts. For women, blouses and skirts are popular. Younger people of both sexes commonly wear jeans, trousers, or shorts. It is fashionable for young women, especially in urban areas, to be provocatively dressed in public or sometimes appear in revealing dresses such as tight miniskirts, although society largely still frowns at this mode of dress. Older women, on the other hand, are more favorably disposed to dressing conservatively, like wearing long skirts. While casual wear is everyday dress, it could also be suitable for some informal social outings. As for formal occasions such as weddings, appropriate formal dress is required, which is most often Western attire. Traditional for men are a blazer and trousers, or two-piece suit, along with shirt and tie, while women could wear various types of dresses with hats and high-heeled shoes to match.

In modern Angola, body decoration and adornment are still a vital part of dressing, especially for women. Formal dressing often requires wearing different kinds of jewelry such as necklaces, bangles, and pendants. Many women also apply lipstick and wear perfumes and other types of cosmetics as part of dressing.

The modest but growing Angolan clothing and fashion industry has supported the nation’s dress culture. In Luanda and other urban centers, there are a few modern fashion designers and small boutiques and shops specializing in selling expensive imported items such as ready-made dresses, shoes, bags, and jewelry. Local artisans such as tailors and shoe makers are more available nationwide, who serve their local communities with less expensive dress items. However, their goods are often of low quality as they lack the necessary materials for their products.

Sports and Games

Angolans are ardent lovers of sports, and their nation has featured in regional, continental, and international sports. In 2006 Angola appeared in the World Cup finals held in Germany, the first time it had reached that stage of the championship. In 1996, Angola made its debut in the African Cup of Nations, and in 2010 hosted that preeminent African soccer tournament played by 15 African nations.

Football (soccer) is the preeminent national sport of Angola, loved by everyone, men and women, old and young. The nation’s football governing body is the Federação Angolana de Futebol (FAF), which is affiliated with the world soccer body, the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA). FAF is responsible for managing the national football team, the Palancas Negras (Black Antelopes), and organizing football leagues and national championships.

Football is so popular that it is played at every level. Boys often organize impromptu matches at makeshift playing grounds found in almost every neighborhood. More organized tournaments are held at high school and tertiary institution levels. There are also a number of well-established football clubs that compete in the national league championship, Girabola. Some of the major Angolan clubs based in different provinces are Atlético Petróleos do Namibe, Benfica Luanda (Luanda), CR Caála (Huambo), Sport Benguela e Benfica (Benguela), FC Onze Bravos (Luena), FC de Cabinda (Cabinda), and CRD Libolo (Cuanza Sul). There are also junior teams such as Belinense, 1 de Agosto, Atletico Petros, and Rocha Pinto, some of which also participate in the national league.

Football matches are often crowd pullers. Angola has a number of stadiums; the oldest being Estádio dos Coqueiros, built in 1947 and renovated in 2004. Newer ones include Estádio 11 de Novembro in Kilamba Kiaxi, Estádio Nacional de Ombaka in Benguela, Estádio Nacional do Chiazi in Cabinda, and Estádio Tundavala in Lubango, all of which have hosted huge crowds during national and international soccer matches. However, as a national mania, football is played almost anywhere space and terrain allow improvised pitches, and such unorganized games seldom lack an audience. Angolan soccer’s crowning moments could be said to be its participation in the 2006 World Cup. Although the national team failed to advance beyond the first round of the competition, it came back home to a hero’s welcome in Luanda.

Basketball is another cherished sport in Angola and is another of its most popular sports that also draws large crowds. Angola’s basketball is top seeded in Africa, and ranks high in the rating of the Federation of International Basketball Associations (FIBA). Basketball management is under the Federação Angolana de Basquetebol, responsible for organizing championships; the men’s national league, the Campeonato Nacional de Basquetebol em Séniores Masculinos, (or simply BAI Basket); and the women’s league, the Campeonato Nacional de Basquetebol em Séniores Femininos.

Angola’s national men and women’s teams have represented the country in many international tournaments, and the men’s team has won laurels in competitions such as the Africa Championship, the Summer Olympic Games, and FIBA championships. Indeed, the success of the Angolan basketball teams has been the main reason for the popularity of the sport. The men’s team, which has held a dominant position in African basketball, qualified again to compete in the Spain 2014 FIBA World Cup championship. Apart from the national team, there are major clubs such as Petro de Luanda and Inter Clube de Luanda. The national league includes women’s championships, and there are tournaments in other categories such as under-16 teams.

A host of other sports are popular in Angola, some of which are track and field, handball, ping-pong, lawn tennis, golf, squash, hockey, and volleyball. These sports draw appreciably large crowds of people who see them as leisure activities. Other games also provide avenues for recreation. These include cycling, horseback riding, aerobics and fitness, martial arts, boating, game fishing, and scuba diving. However, there are limitations to these recreational activities. Necessarily expensive athletic gear ensures that they are restricted to affluent people; most also require exorbitant membership fees ordinary people could not afford. Thus, access to many of these leisure activities is reserved for the rich, and most often, to the expatriate community. Games, particularly soccer, are discussed on the streets, in cafés and restaurants, and even at work. Sometimes, a victory by a favorite team or by the national team is celebrated in a carnival-like manner.

Given the high pedestal on which games and sports are placed in Angola, many people religiously follow trends in sports in and outside the country, and this has been made easier by Internet social media. Many Angolans have the latest information about European soccer leagues. They follow closely careers of Angolans playing professional soccer abroad in European, particularly, Portuguese clubs.

Festivals and Holidays

Festivals in Angola can be categorized into two types. First, there are the traditional ones, often religious in nature and primarily an expression of social customs. The second type of festival is sociocultural in character with emphasis on entertainment. The celebration of traditional festivals is, for the most part, a rural phenomenon and is progressively disappearing as more and more Angolans acquire Western education and abandon age-old customs. One of the most widespread traditional festivals celebrated by many Angolan ethnic groups is the initiation rite, both for boys and girls. The initiation ceremony for boys known as mukanda among the Lunda-Chokwe is an elaborate event that could last many days and that includes circumcision. Female initiation rites, wali, among the Chokwe and related groups do not involve circumcision (White 1953: 15), although it is practiced by some Angolan cultures. These traditional ceremonies often involve entire villages and feature ritual dances and masquerade enactments. Apart from initiation rites, festivals celebrating harvest and hunting are performed by some rural communities.

By far the most popular Angolan festivals are those that showcase and promote groups and national social and cultural life. They are festivals of dance, music, and general entertainment. They are also based in the urban centers. Some are annual events, while others are performed intermittently or have ceased to be celebrated.

Quite popular in Angola is a music festival that celebrates different genres of Angolan music and those of other lands. The Luanda International Jazz Festival held in Luanda annually in July and begun in 2009 is a celebration of Angolan jazz but also features jazz artists from other parts of the world including the United States and Europe. Similar to the Luanda festival is the Sumbe Festival, an international music event held in September in the city of Sumbe, Cuanza Sul Province, to showcase Angolan and international music and dance. Emphasis is not only placed on contemporary music: the National Festival of Traditional Music and Dance focuses on traditional music and dance of Angola with a view to promoting traditional cultures. Held in December in Huambo, Huambo Province, the festival assembles from the different provinces of the country an array of traditional dancers and musicians.

Angolans love fashion, and beauty shows are quite popular, although it has not always been so. The annual Lubango Festival held in August in Lubango in the province of Huíla, is an event that, among other things, features the Miss Huíla beauty pageant and a fashion parade. Also, the Miss Angola beauty pageant is held annually in December. It is notable that Miss Angola for 2010, Leila Lopes, won the title of Miss Universe in 2011.

The annual Carnival in March across the country, the highlight of which takes place in Luanda, is the biggest national festival in Angola. Celebrated countrywide, it is reminiscent of the Brazilian Mardi Gras, but with a twist to reflect Angolan history and culture. The festival lasts almost a week and features parades that present Angolan culture through traditional songs and music, dances, and cuisine. An important attraction of the festival is the colorful display of costumes, often in Angola’s colors of red, yellow, and black. Also popular is the famous Angolan semba dance. The conclusion of the carnival features the awarding of prizes in various categories such as best costume.

Angola has holidays throughout the year that are observed nationally both in the public and private sectors. These holidays are generally of two types: secular and religious. The most important secular, national holiday is Independence Day, celebrated on November 11 of every year in commemoration of the nation’s independence from Portuguese colonial rule in 1975. The following year was the first observation of this holiday. Other notable national holidays include Liberation Day on February 4, to commemorate the commencement of the war of national liberation against Portugal, and National Heroes Day on September 17, to commemorate the birthday of Agostinho Neto, the leader of the liberation struggle and Angola’s first postindependence president.

Apart from secular holidays, there are also others of religious nature but restricted to the Christian faith largely because Angola is a predominantly Christian country. No holidays commemorate other faiths like Islam and Traditional Religions. Christmas, which is observed as a public holiday on December 25 as is done worldwide, is the most popular event in Angola’s Christian calendar.

Although associated with Christianity, and widely observed in the Christian community with church services and religious organizations’ community outreach programs, Christmas is really a national celebration that involves people regardless of faith. To most Angolans, Christmas goes beyond the commemoration of the birth of Christ; the season is an occasion for socialization, where families, friends, and social groups congregate and hold parties. In big cities, Christmas festivities are easily visible with decorations and especially parties, sometimes all night long on Christmas Eve. Christmas Day is often observed as a family day when families get together in celebration with music and lavish dishes of rice, potatoes, turkey, meat, fish, and vegetables, and for those able to afford it, delicacies such as cakes and wine. As a public holiday, Christmas Day is also a day to spend time at the beach for those living in coastal areas.

Public holidays are also observed on Good Friday and Easter Monday, both usually in April. Unlike Christmas, which is characterized by pomp and fanfare, Easter, the second major Christian festival, is celebrated in a more subdued and overtly religious manner featuring church services to commemorate the passion of Christ on the cross and his resurrection. However, being a public holiday, Easter Monday is usually spent in some kind of picnic or leisure activities.

Provided below is the list of the Angola’s major national public holidays.








	Date

	Holiday




	January 1

	New Year’s Day




	January 4

	Martyrs of the Colonial Repression Day




	February 4

	Liberation Day




	March 8

	International Women’s Day




	March/April1

	Good Friday




	March/April2

	Easter Monday




	April 4

	Peace and National Reconciliation Day




	May 1

	Labor (Workers’) Day




	May 25

	Africa Freedom Day




	June 1

	International Children’s Day




	September 17

	National Heroes Day




	November 2

	All Soul’s Day




	November 11

	Independence Day




	December 25

	Christmas Day




	December 26

	Boxing Day




	1Day varies, for example, April 18 in 2014, April 3 in 2015, and March 26 in 2016; World Travel Guide, “Angola Public Holidays,” http://www.worldtravelguide.net/angola/public-holidays. Accessed June 5, 2014.

2The day varies, for example, April 21 in 2014 and April 6 in 2015; World Travel Guide, “Angola Public Holidays,” http://www.worldtravelguide.net/angola/public-holidays. Accessed June 5, 2014.






Music and Dance

Music and dance are important components of the rich cultural tradition of Angola. Rooted in the historical development of Angola’s ethnic groups, music and dance constitute the heart and soul of the people. Angolans so relish music and dance that they play an almost indispensable part in virtually every social event in the life of a person. Angola’s music and dance could be divided into two types: traditional and modern.

Traditional music and dance were essential aspects of social and religious life in precolonial Angola and served the social function of entertaining, instructing, and educating. Folk songs and other secular songs accompanied everyday social functions such as child naming, marriage ceremonies, and funeral rites. They were also necessary for religious events such as festivals and rituals. Indeed, initiation ceremonies, like the mukanda, could hardly be performed without ritual songs and the makisi masquerade dance. The chanting of ritual songs was considered a means of reaching and communicating with ancestral spirits.

Traditional musical instruments are of different kinds, shapes, and sizes, and perform different musical functions. Some of these instruments are the chikuvu (Chokwe slit-gongs); marimba (Chokwe xylophone); clochas (double-bell); ngoma (goatskin-covered drums); ochingufo (Umbundu slit-drum); puita, kwita, or mpwita (friction drum); and hungu or mbulumbumba (Khoisan string instrument).
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Men playing the traditional marimba. The sound produced by striking the mallet against the keys resonates through the gourds, amplifying the tones produced. During the centuries of the slave trade, captives from Angola and the surrounding region introduced this instrument to Latin America and the Caribbean, greatly influencing the musical traditions of the New World. (Alida Latham Danita Delimont Photography/Newscom)

Westernization and urbanization have greatly undercut the traditional forms of music, the performance of which is now mostly restricted to rural areas. Modern instruments such as drums, guitars, flutes, trumpets, saxophones, and keyboards have replaced traditional ones. Although traditional music has lost its clout in modern Angola, many contemporary musicians and bands have continued to be influenced by traditional folk music and percussion.

The appearance in Luanda in the 1940s of a nine-man musical group, Ngola Ritmos, signaled the emergence of modern Angolan popular music. Indeed, the group’s leader, Liceu Vieira Dias, an acoustic guitarist and conga drummer, is often identified as the father of modern Angolan music. In Angola of the 1950s, this colonial-era group became widely known especially in urban areas, popular for its use of modern instruments such electric guitar to play traditional and contemporary rhythms. Ngola Ritmos’s authentic Angolan melodious rhythmic music was often political, laden with anticolonial lyrics in support of independence for Angola and rendered in vernacular, particularly Kimbundu. Indeed, the band members were militant nationalists and often incurred the wrath of the colonial authority. However, Ngola Ritmos’s music resonated with the people, and the group made a number of hit tracks such as “Django Ué.”

Ngola Ritmos paved the way for the emergence of other modern musical groups and artists. Influenced by the band, the 1960s and 1970s saw the arrival on Angola’s musical scene of electric guitar pop bands such as Os Kiezos, Orquestra os Jovens do Prenda, Oscar Neves, and Os Bongos. With hits such as Os Kiezos’s “Muxima” and “Princeza Rita”; Os Jovens Do Prenda’s “Lamento De Mae”; Os Bongos’s “Kazukuta”; and Oscar Neves’s “Tia Sessa” and “Mundanda,” these musicians began to change the landscape of Angolan music. This corps of artists was influenced by Brazilian and the Caribbean music, just as local rhythms of semba and rebita, and Congolese rumba, were evident in their music.

The deplorable effects of Portuguese colonialism on Angola and the civil war that soon ensued necessarily shaped the new nation’s music tradition in the immediate postindependence period. Angola’s music projected themes of social degradation and dislocation, violence, and death. The war itself set back the clock of advancement in the music industry as it practically destroyed the nation’s burgeoning recording industry, compelling musicians to look overseas for production opportunities. However, despite the hard times the civil war brought generally to Angola’s popular culture, many of the bands that appeared in the 1960s and early 1970s managed to stay afloat through public appearances. In the next decades in the midst of the devastating war, other talents more creative in style joined the Angolan music scene. Rock and rap music rapidly achieved popularity; lyrics evocative of romance, sex, and love became more acceptable. Yet many musicians continued to employ the genre of folk song into their modern art, producing music in Portuguese and indigenous languages.

Many highly acclaimed musicians have come out of modern Angola, widely known even outside the country. Jose Adelino Barceló de Carvalho, an Afro-pop musician and semba innovator, popularly known in music circles as Bonga (or Bonga Kuenda), is one of the best known of these artists. In the early 1960s, he formed a band, Kissueia, meaning in Kimbundu, “the misery of the poor areas.” Brought up in a poor and rough neighborhood of Luanda, a musséque, his musical themes predictably dealt with social and economic issues like urban poverty and economic hardship. His 1972 popular number in Kimbundu, “Mona Ki Ngi,” considered subversive by the colonial authority and for which he was issued an arrest warrant, reveals his use of music to oppose Portuguese colonialism and serve the course of the liberation struggle. Much of Bonga’s musical career occurred in exile. But he produced many successful albums including Angola 72, Angola 74, Maiorais, Muelmba Xangola, and Kaxexe. The compilation of his greatest hits is O Melhor de Bonga.

Partly because of his sojourn abroad, Bonga’s music has an international appeal. It is known in Brazil and quite popular in the rest of Lusophone Africa—Mozambique, Cape Verde, and Guinea Bissau. Another Angolan modern musician with similar international credentials is the Afropop musician Waldemar Bastos, whose works include Estamos Juntos (We’re Together), Pretaluz, Angola Minha Namorada, Pitanga Madura, and Renascence. Paulo Flores, who also resides abroad, is another notable Angolan musician, noted for his Xé Povo.

Prominent among a number of musicians who are more active at home is Elias DiaKiemuezo, another Bonga innovator regarded as the “King of Angolan Music.” There are others including André Mingas, Raul Ouro Negro, Filipe Mukenga, Mito Gaspar, Eduardo Paim, Ruka Vandunen, Miguel Zau, Teta Lando, Patrícia Faria, and Murtala de Oliveira (Dog Murras). Bands include Kalibrados, a rap/hip-hop group whose 2005 debut album is Negócio Fechado; and the Kafala Brothers‘ debut album Ngola (after the Ndongo king), released in 1989.

Female musicians and groups have contributed to the development of modern Angolan music as well. Mention can be made of Maria de Lourdes Pereira dos Santos Van-Dúnem, who became prominent in the 1960s, noted for popular albums such Monami, Ser Mulher, and Nzambi Kilamba. As Gingas do Maculusso is a sensational female group consisting of young girls that have been dubbed Angola’s “Spice Girls.” From early performances of numbers such “Mangonha” (Lazybones), a nursery rhyme popular among Angolan children, the group has graduated to captivating stage shows and has released numerous blockbuster albums, such as Mbanza Luanda, Luachimo, Muenhu, Malanje, and Xiyame.

Just as aspects of Angolan traditional music may have been transplanted to Brazil and Cuba through the Atlantic slave trade, Afro-Brazilian and Afro-Cuban music, in turn, have influenced modern Angolan music. This is partly due to cultural exchanges between Angola and the Caribbean and Latin America. A few prominent contemporary Angolan musicians have lived in Brazil where they worked with Brazilian artists and likely incorporated Brazilian rhythms into their work. For example, Basto partnered with prominent Brazilian singers to record some of his albums. Also, Afro-Cuban rhythm is evident in André Mingas’s music. The main thrust of Cuban cultural influence on Angola came during the civil war when thousands of Cuban forces were stationed in the country to assist the government. Through the Cuban interventionist forces, elements of their musical culture such as rumba drums impacted Angolan music. A few musicians were able to infuse multinational musical elements into their work. Bastos, in his work, adeptly wove Portuguese fado, Brazilian samba, Congolese rhythm, and Angolan folk traditions.

Dance in the contemporary Angolan music scene ranges from the ever-popular dance-à-deux semba, to the more vibrant, provocative, raw kuduro (or kuduru) that emerged in the 1990s. Semba, thought to be the parent of the Brazilian samba, is probably Angola’s most popular dance form. Somewhat sensuous, dancers, often a duo, dance very close to each other, holding each other by the waist and shoulders as they twist to the rhythm of the beat. In the 1990s, the more energetic kuduro dance, emerging as street dance from the museques, the slums of Luanda, exploded on the Angolan music scene and found acceptance among the younger generation, mostly urban-based Angolans. Although now quite popular around the country, there was the initial tendency to be unreceptive to kuduro by many people, principally older ones. This could largely be attributed to its overt sensuous character in which some of its female dancers appear scantily clad as they thrust and wriggle their bodies provocatively to the rhythm. The music accompanying this dance form is also called kuduro, and it is a hip-hop type of music mixed with local beats. The music has been popularized by musicians such as Dogg Murras, Mutu Moxy, and hip-hop bands including Army Squad, and SSP: South Side Posse. Other popular types of modern dance are kizomba and tarachinha.

Visual Art

Angola has an extremely rich artistic heritage evident in traditional and modern art. Visual art is expressed in virtually all media including metal, wood, ceramic, plastic, and ivory. The most popular forms of Angolan art are masks and sculpture, carving, pottery, textile work, painting, beadwork, and body adornment. Masks and sculpture are the most important forms of traditional art and are known among many ethnic groups.

What has often been referred to as traditional art has been generally commercialized in the contemporary period. But traditional art was not intended to be the object of aesthetic value or to be sold and bought for decorative and other mundane purposes. In traditional societies, masks and sculptures were sacred and carried specific ritual purposes in ceremonies and festivals. Most masks are carved out of wood, bronze, and other metals, and they most often delineate specific ancestral spirits or that of deities. The most common masks are those used during traditional festivals, ancestral worship, and ritual ceremonies such as initiation and fertility rites. One of the Angolan ethnic groups best associated with mask production is the Chokwe, widely known for the mask of their female ancestor Mwana Pwo (young maiden), used in puberty and fertility rituals. This wooden, beaded mask is traditionally worn by male dancers who are dressed like women and wearing false breasts. The fierce-looking, wooden mask of Cihongo (spirit of wealth), supposedly the male companion of Mwana Pwo, is also popular. Apart from the Chokwe, groups such as the Yaka, Mbunda, Lovale, and Lunda are also noted for impressive masks.

Although most masks are made out of wood, there are those that are carved out of metal. Most masks represent human faces, but there are also some that portray all kinds of animals including elephants, rhinos, baboons, monkeys, zebras, leopards, buffalos, antelopes, pigs, snakes, and lizards. Facial masks are usually accompanied by colorful and elaborate body costumes made of cloth, plant fibers, and other ornaments.

Another popular traditional art form in Angola is sculpture, also widely known among groups such as the Chokwe, the Ovimbundu, the Imbangala, the Lwena, and the Luvala. Sculptures are often carved in wood, although sometimes decorated with metal objects. The most common types of sculptures are statues of deified ancestors, and those depicting royal figures such as kings, queens, and nobles. There are also those representing people in some professions such as warriors, hunters, diviners, healers, musicians, and dancers. Some masks are those of ancestors, deities, mythical beings, and even household items, especially those used in royal courts. Angolan sculptures vary in size, from the human life-size to miniature ones. The Chokwe are some of the best sculptors in Angola. The best-known Angolan sculpture, the statue called “Thinker,” comes from them. This sculpture is one of Angola’s oldest artifacts and has become the symbol of the nation’s culture. Other popular sculptures in Angola are the statues of Prince Ilunga and Princess Lweji, the royal ancestor of the Chokwe people and the cultural heroine of the Luba people, respectively.

Angola’s traditional art exhibits elements of Euro-Christian culture, a legacy of centuries of Portuguese presence in the country. For example, Chokwe artists introduced various types of Christian religious icons such as the crucifix into some of their sculptures. Some also carved metal statues of saints. Modern Angolan art also comes in different forms such as painting, craft, textile work, and fashion designs. Modern art is primarily produced for its aesthetic value, unlike traditional art that has its utilitarian value in ritual performances.

From the earliest forms of painting such as rock engraving and sand drawing, called sona by the Chokwe, modern painting in Angola utilizes media such as watercolor, acrylic, pastel, and oil on canvas. Professional artists have produced impressive works based on every imaginable theme, from crime and poverty, depicting the negative legacy of urbanization, to serene landscape, representing the country’s beauty. During the civil war, a popular theme, understandably, was the horrors and devastation of the conflict.

Handcrafts are another important modern art in Angola. Popular forms of this art are pottery and basketry. Many households in Angola use pots as cooking utensils, water vessels, and for other domestic tasks. These pots project an artistic aesthetic in their design and beautiful finish. Terra-cotta and ceramic pots exude Angolan aesthetics in their colorful decorations of beads and other materials. Some are decorated with intricately arranged, hand-painted human and animal figures.

Basket making is more of women’s art, mostly made for household uses to store food materials, or, in traditional societies, to hold ritual paraphernalia. Baskets, which are produced in different shapes, are meticulously handwoven or plaited, displaying great artistic ability. Leatherwork, beadwork, mat making, and calabash engraving are other forms of handicrafts.


“The Thinker”

The Chokwe statue, “The Thinker” (also known as O Pensador), is one of the oldest and, perhaps, the best-known sculptures to come out of Angola. Many variations have been made by artists, but the wooden statue generally depicts an elderly man or a woman seated with knees bent, elbows resting on the knees, and both hands placed on the sides of the head in a pensive posture. The beautiful piece is a symbol of wisdom and knowledge associated with age and life experience. In contemporary times, the statue has come to represent Angola’s national culture; thus its watermark image is on the nation’s bank notes, the Kwanza.



Modern art in Angola is also expressed in textile art. Cloth weaving, predominantly the domain of women, has been known for centuries among many groups. Cloth weavers use modern machines to produce textiles that are richly designed in terms of color and the employment of different artistic and decorative patterns. Embroidery and cloth dyeing are common textile art forms in Angola.

The visual arts in Angola have produced numerous artists, some of whom are highly accomplished and internationally renowned. Well known was the Luandan painter, Vitor Teixeira (simply known as Viteix), who experimented with various art forms such as oils, engraving, and abstract painting. Another artist is the award-winning António Ole, also a painter. Others include Augusto Ferreira de Andrade, Francisco Domingos Van-Dúnem, Jorge Gumbe, Fernando Alvim, António Gomes Gonga, and Álvaro Macieira.

The major avenues to display Angolan art are galleries, museums, and cultural centers. These are often located in urban centers where there is an audience for art appreciation. Some of the biggest galleries are in Luanda such as Galeria Humbi-Humbi, Galeria Cenarius, Espelho da Moda, and Galeria SOSO-Arte Contemporânea. Major museums include the Museu de Angola and the Centro Cultural Português, both in Luanda. The Museu do Dundo, a museum in the Lunda Norte Province, is noted for its extensive collections of Lunda-Chokwe art, one of the finest in the world.

A few local artists operate private galleries to display their works. Others sell in local markets, although these markets are not numerous. Futungo market, near Luanda, is the most prominent art market in Angola. The tourist industry provides the main market for Angola’s art.

Architecture and Housing

Characteristic of Angola’s architecture and housing is a combination of the modern and the traditional. Major cities, especially provincial and other administrative centers, and some coastal cities like Namibe, Benguela, and Lobito, are dotted with modern, Western-style architecture. In some instances as in the capital city of Luanda, which developed as a center of colonial culture, there are Portuguese-style colonial buildings.

One area of noticeable Portuguese cultural influence on Angola’s architecture is within religious institutions. Many early missionary churches in Luanda and other cities bear the stamp of Portuguese architecture. Some are historic buildings, their construction dating to the 16th and the 17th centuries. For example, one of the earliest existing churches in Angola, Igreja da Nossa Senhora do Cabo (Church of Our Lady of Cabo) in Luanda, originally built in 1575 although reconstructed a century later, still retains aspects of Portuguese architecture. Many public buildings are also of modern architecture. Western in style, some of them are very imposing, thus adding Western aesthetic qualities to the city. The Banco Nacional de Angola (National Bank of Angola) in Luanda is an imposing building of Portuguese colonial architecture. With a domed top, the enormous building is considered one of Angola’s most distinctive Portuguese colonial structures. As a major port city and the chief commercial and industrial center as well as the nation’s capital, Luanda has many impressive modern buildings like hotels, stadiums, restaurants, museums, apartment complexes, educational institutions, government complexes, and churches. The downtown area sports many high-rise buildings, creating an impressive skyline.

Housing in Angola’s big cities is generally a function of socioeconomic status. Very wealthy people are able to live in opulence in plush, beautifully designed gated mansions, equipped with the latest amenities. For other well-to-do people, housing could be in the form of large, European-style homes or bungalows, constructed in concrete. Multistory buildings, sometimes with balconies and verandas, provide housing for a lot of working-class people. It is common to have private homes walled to deter intruders and thieves.

In a city like Luanda, there is a marked contrast between the living conditions of the rich and the poor (who are very numerous in the city). Most of the city’s poor live in the small houses of the musséques, the overcrowded slums that lack practically every basic modern sanitation amenity like sewage and garbage disposals, and facilities like electricity and treated running water. The musséques’ architecture is strikingly different from that of more affluent quarters. It is characterized by run-down mud houses.

Rural architecture mostly consists of mud-brick houses with thatched roofs. However, some rural dwellers are able to put up larger and more elaborate mud buildings or even use cement blocks and corrugated iron sheets for roofing. In more rural settings such as farm villages and hamlets, homesteads and huts made of mud and roofed with raffia are common.

To improve the aesthetic quality, house painting and adornment is popular. Artistic wall painting is common among the Lunda, noted for their sand art tradition. In urban areas, homes are usually painted, inside and outside. The choice of color for house paint, whether very bright or dull, depends on the interest of its owner. The exterior walls of mud houses in rural areas could also be painted.

The long civil war dealt a severe blow to Angola’s architecture given the high level of destruction of many important buildings, including some of the best of the Portuguese architecture. A case in point is the destruction in Huambo brought about by military action in the city. But the civil war’s devastating effect was not only on Angola’s urban architecture; sometimes, entire villages were wiped out. However, since the end of the war in 2002, Angola has seen a significant level of architectural rebuilding and restoration of damaged monuments.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Angola is a leader in the literature of Lusophone Africa. Literature before European contact was basically oral, with many forms such as myths, legends, and folktales, proverbs and riddles, and songs. Collectively, these literary genres are called oral traditions. Practically all of Angola’s ethnic groups have myths, legends, and folktales in their traditions. Mythical stories provide an avenue through which Angolans provide rational explanations for puzzling issues such as creation, human existence, and the universe. Myths also relate stories about the foundation and development of societies, communities, lineages, clans, and ethnic groups. Closely related to myths are legends, a literary form through which heroic, often larger-than-life deeds of important historical figures are recounted. Folktales also tell stories, sometimes imbued with animal characters.

Proverbs, often rendered in short, abstract sentences, are a very important aspect of the speech of Angolans. Their primary purpose is to drive home a point or provide an analogy to a serious discourse. Generally, Angolan proverbs have their roots in the histories and experiences of the people. Also derived from societal experiences are riddles, which focus on entertainment but require deep thinking to decode the issue being expressed. Songs, as oral traditions, are employed during ritual ceremonies such as initiation rites and, at times, in praise of deities, gods, and ancestors.

Modern Angolan literature is a product of Portuguese cultural influence on Angola, engendered by centuries of Portugal’s presence in the country. Western education brought by Portuguese colonial rule was responsible for the emergence of a class of intellectuals and writers who became the forerunners of Angolan literature in Portuguese. The development of modern literature in Angola can be divided into two periods: colonial and postcolonial. Three principal historical realities also influenced the development of Angola’s literature. These are the severe form of Portuguese colonialism, the anticolonial struggle in form of a guerrilla war, and the especially long and brutal civil war.

During much of the colonial period, whites of Portuguese origin generally produced literature on Angola that was racist and had the primary goal of promoting colonial interests. However, the works of the white Angolan novelist Fernando Monteiro de Castro Soromenho were a deviation from this Eurocentric convention. Soromenho, often considered the “father of the Angolan novel,” produced works that constituted a biting critique of Portugal’s colonialism in Angola. Some of his works are three major novels, Terrz Morta, A Chaga, and Viragem.

Modern, written nationalist literature in colonial Angola developed as intellectuals, initially mestiços and later black Angolans, began to write. Nationalist literature pursued by black Angolan writers partly sought to incorporate traditional literary elements into Angolan literature as a critique of the colonial system. Writing in the hostile colonial environment of the Estado Novo regime was difficult for these writers. Colonial repression drove writers such as José Mena Abrantes into exile.

As the anticolonial movement shaped up in the 1950s, new writers with revolutionary mindsets injected energy into nationalist literature as they produced fiction and poetry that addressed social, economic, and political issues that kept Angolans down under colonial rule. Some of the writers, such as the poet Agostinho Neto, and novelists including Pepetela and Agostinho André Mendes de Carvalho (pseudonym Uanhenga Xitu) were quite active in the nationalist struggle. A large body of revolutionary works produced by Angolan writers during the anticolonial struggle was an indication of a shift to a more combative nationalist literature. Typical of such works is Pepetela’s Mayombe. Apart from creating a literature of resistance, Angolan writers such as Neto, José Luandino Vieira, Xitu, Oscar Ribas, Arnaldo Santos, LaraFilho, and Mario Antonio promoted a new literature that was authentically Angolan.

In the early postcolonial period, the themes of colonialism and nationalism still pervaded Angolan literature, as demonstrated in Pepetela’s 1984 work of fiction, Yaka. But some focused attention on the postcolonial state, its endemic political corruption, urban poverty, and the devastating civil war. Pepetela’s The Return of the Water Spirit is, for example, an indictment of Angola’s political elite.

The drive to Africanize Angola’s virtually Lusophone literature continued in the postcolonial period. This informed the idea of cultura nacional, which was expected to make literature more reflective of Angola’s cultures and traditions. The idea was evident in the works of some writers like Neto and Henrique Abranches. Some chose to be inspired by traditional forms of oral literature. Pepetela based his novel Lueji on Lunda’s oral traditions. Others like Raúl David, Vieira, Joaquim Cordeiro da Matta, Óscar Ribas, and António Jacinto also borrowed freely from oral traditions and indigenous languages.

Contemporary writers have branched out to explore diverse themes beyond the historical and political preoccupations of their predecessors such as Pepetela, Manuel Rui, Henrique Abranches, and Arnaldo Santos. Writers have been active in the three areas of modern literature, namely, fiction, poetry, and drama. Fiction is the dominant genre, although poetry has seen increased expression since independence. While drama is the least developed part of modern literature, it has seen a number of enterprising playwrights like José Mena Abrantes, a director who has also produced many plays such as Ana, Zé e os Escravos (1988); Nandyala ou a Tirania dos Monstros (1993); Sequeira, Luís Lopes ou o mulato dos prodígios (1993); and A órfã do rei (1996). Although better known for his novels, Pepetela has written important plays. There are also some theater groups including Horizonte Njinga Mbandi, founded in Luanda in 1986.

Women writers have also been prominent in Angola’s literary development. Alda Ferreira Pires Barreto de Lara Albuquerque, born in Benguela in 1930, was a major poet with a considerable literary output, mostly published posthumously. Younger female writers include the poets Maria Alexandre Daskalos and Ana de Santana.

Media

Under the very repressive Portuguese colonial system, the Angolan press was never free. Generally, the colonial authority did not allow free expression of public opinion, especially nationalist sentiments, and press freedom was denied. This attitude was translated to the postcolonial state led by the government of the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), which declared Angola a Marxist state.

In the postcolonial period, Angola embarked on a path toward a dictatorship that stifled the freedom of the press and subjected the media to strict government and party control. Indeed, both the print and broadcast media were nationalized by the government, a step that enabled the state to control the press and impose censorship on it. Invariably, only official state policy could be expressed. The minister of mass media had the responsibility of ensuring that state-run media such as Rádio Nacional de Angola (National Radio of Angola, RNA), Televisão Pública de Angola (Public Television of Angola, TPA), and Jornal de Angola (newspaper), did not violate this injunction. The professional body of Angolan journalists, the Uniao dos Jornalistas (the Journalists’ Union, UAJ), was also required to cooperate with government and ensure that the practice of journalism was within the parameters of state laid-down rules and regulations.

Further restrictions were placed on the press during the civil war. Absolute loyalty of the press to the state was required by the MPLA government. Erring journalists were subjected to harassment, arrests, detention, and imprisonment. Opposition newspapers were also banned at will. The Angolan government’s high-handedness toward the media continued throughout the war.

The lack of press freedom in Angola did not prevent the emergence of an array of newspapers and magazines, which could be grouped into two types. First, there are government-owned and state-controlled publications such as Jornal de Angola, a national daily based in Luanda and published in Portuguese; Diário de República; and Diário de Luanda. Second are privately owned, independent papers including Folha 8, Agora, Comércio Actualidade, A capital, Angolense, Actual, Tempos Novos, O Independente, Imparcial Fax, and Apostolado, a Roman Catholic newspaper.

State control of the press was also extended to broadcast media. Rádio Nacional de Angola is the only station with nationwide reach. However, there are a number of private FM, AM, and shortwave radio stations including Luanda Antena Comercial (Luanda Commercial Radio, LAC), Radio 5 (RNA), Radio FM Estereo (RNA), Radio Luanda (RNA), and Radio N’Gola Yetu (RNA). These are based in Luanda, like many of the stations. But there are also some in other parts of the country such as Radio Cabinda Comercial (Cabinda), Radio Morena (Benguela), and Radio 2000 (Lubango). Although there are a few privately owned television stations such as TV Zimbo, television service is mainly provided by the state-run Televisão Pública de Angola (TPA).

Angolans have had increased access to the Internet in the last few years. Many newspapers now have electronic versions of their publications, just as some broadcast stations—Luanda Antena Comercial, Radio Ecclesia, and Rádio Nacional, for example—have gone online. Thus, current news about Angolan politics, economics, culture, sports, and other areas is readily available on the Internet. Also, social media is very popular in Angola.

News in Angola is managed by Agência Angola Press (ANGOP), the country’s official news agency based in Luanda. It was established in 1975 and is primarily responsible for gathering and processing news about Angola and other countries and disseminating it to the national and international news media. However, in agreement with ANGOP, foreign media organizations such as the French Agence France-Presse and the Pan-African News Agency, have been active in Angola.

Mass media in Angola is still confronted with a number of problems. First, although restriction on the press has been significantly reduced since the end of the war when Angola adopted a democratic, free economic system, there is still considerable censorship of the media. This is despite the fact that the constitution guarantees freedom of speech. Second, finance is a major problem for some of the media houses, especially those privately owned. Without state financial support, many of them operate on shoe-string budgets to the extent that sometimes their publications become erratic. Lastly, for many journalists, the profession has not been very financially rewarding. Apart from being underpaid, some journalists work in environments that are not conducive to productivity, and modern tools of trade are inadequate.

Nevertheless, Angolan news media remains vibrant. Despite state restriction, a section of the press has managed to assume professionalism and offer editorials and news critical of the government when the occasion demands it. The União de Jornalistas has been a formidable instrument in promoting freedom of the press and autonomy.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Porto Novo

Major Cities: Cotonou, Abomey, Ouidah, and Parakou

Population: 9,877,292

Languages: French (official), Fon, Yoruba, Bariba, Peulh (Fulani), Otamari, Yoa-Lokpa, and Dendi

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Fon and related (39.2 percent); Aja and related (15.2 percent); Yoruba and related (12.3 percent); Bariba (Baatombu) and related (9.2 percent); Peulh (Fulani) and related (7 percent); Otamari and related (6.1 percent); Yoa-Lokpa and related (4 percent); Dendi and related (2.5 percent); other (includes Europeans) (1.6 percent); unspecified (2.9 percent)

Religions: Catholicism (27.1 percent); Islam (24.4 percent); Vodoun (17.3 percent); Protestantism (10.4 percent: Celestial 5 percent, Methodist 3.2 percent, other Protestant 2.2 percent); other Christian (5.3 percent); other (15.5 percent)



Introduction

The Republic of Benin is a West African Francophone country established as a sovereign nation-state on August 1, 1960. This entry highlights its rich multiethnic heritage as it looks at various areas of life in Benin. While Benin as a country is only a little more than 60 years old, the 40-plus ethnolinguistic societies within its borders have resided here for several centuries. These societies make up modern Benin and represent a range of cultures. Each developed its own social institutions, such as political structures, religion, education models, economic base, and art forms hundreds of years prior to the French invasion and colonization of this region at the end of the 1800s. This entry opens with a detailing of Benin’s geography that ranges from tropical to the Sahel. It then presents a beautiful mosaic of cultures by describing the diverse ethnolinguistic groups and their languages that make up this country. From the Fon Dahomey Kingdom to the nomadic Peuhl or Fulani cattle herders, each society adds color and texture to the national identity.

There are many religions, predominantly Traditional, Christian, and Muslim. It is important to remember that the term “Traditional” is inclusive of every individual ethnolinguistic society’s religion, for example the Fon and Aja Vodoun religions or the Yoruba religion. These religious groups often live side by side, and all three are commonly found in the same ethnolinguistic society. The strong cultural ties of these societies have developed to accommodate and support religious diversity. While lifestyles and leisure activities vary from location to location, some practices like the Vodoun festival or Independence Day (August 1) bring people together from urban and rural areas alike to celebrate. Traditional and modern occupations exist side by side in the Beninese economy as it grows both domestic and international markets. While traditional occupations often conform to local area gender roles and may even be accessible based on lineage of family lines, many modern occupations are open to both women and men and are based on ability and merit. These new occupations challenge old lineage, class, and ethnic divisions and help to integrate Beninese society.

Cuisine is an area that sees the influence of tradition and international flavors, as it is as modern as it is traditional, with fish as a favorite fare in the southern areas and beef and mutton a common staple of the northern areas. Fashion is a synthesis of West African, European, and Asian designs, ranging from the traditional plain dress boubou as a national mainstay to the latest styles from Paris, Milan, and Hong Kong. The arts from music and dance to visual and performance arts are everywhere in Benin. You cannot miss music and dance at holidays and festivals or even at sporting events. The Beninese football (soccer) team the Squirrels have their game song, while drummers and dancers are at every major holiday or festival event. These festivals are part of the performance arts as the dancers, singers, and drummers remind people of the origins and their gods. Also in the visual arts, from sculpted pottery to the skilled craftsmen of indigenous musical instruments to intricate masquerade masks, the traditional arts remain a robust part of the society. They coexist with major cinema and television productions and the increasingly popular electronic media like mobile phones and the Internet. While the majority of people live in small one- and two-room houses made from mud bricks with grass or tin roofs, more and more people reside in larger multiroom homes equipped with electricity and modern appliances. The city centers continue to expand to make room for high-rise business buildings and banks with the latest electronic and security features. Benin’s rich heritage is found in its oral traditions and in its literature. While Benin is now a unified, sovereign nation-state with French as its official language, the unique character of the country is attributed to the multiethnic richness of its people. Each ethnolinguistic society’s contributions are reflected in Benin’s national heritage and identity.

Geography

Benin is located in West Africa. It shares its eastern border with Nigeria; to its west is Togo, with the countries of Burkina Faso and Niger to its north. The Bight of Benin runs the length of its southern coast. The land comprises 43,483 square miles (112,622 square kilometers) and its geography ranges from a narrow coastal shore in the south to Sahel in the north. Moving from the southern coastal shore north through the country, there are areas of swamp off the coast that gradually turn into forested plateau and savanna areas with a few low mountains before reaching the semiarid northern region. Its lowest point is 0 meters or sea level on the coast and its highest altitude is Mount Sokbaro at 658 meters (2,159 feet) located on its western border. Benin has no natural harbors, river mouths, or coastal islands, and the presence of sandbanks greatly limits access to its coast. There are forested hills and plateaus in the northwest and savanna in central to eastern Benin that provide rich agricultural land. Benin’s arable land totals approximately 22.5 percent of its total landmass. Unfortunately deforestation and desertification negatively impact the plateau and savanna areas. The northern half of Benin is primarily influenced by the harmattan winds that accompany the dry season from December through March annually. Benin’s climate is arid in the north covering approximately 55.8 percent of the land where 23 percent of the population reside. The remaining 77 percent of the population reside in the country’s tropical wet and dry savanna climates to the south. Overall Benin has a humid to arid tropical environment with an average temperature of 79°F. With a total population of 9,877,292, Benin has a rural population of 55.1 percent and an urban population of 44.9 percent, with an urbanization annual rate of change (urban increase) at 4.12 percent as estimated for 2011–2015 according to the CIA World Factbook (2013).








	Benin: Major Ethnolinguistic Groups




	Ethnolinguistic Identity

	Language Spoken & Dialects




	Fon (Dahomey)

	Fon (Fongbe); Dialects: Agbome, Arohun, Gbekon, and Kpase




	Aja (Adja, Ajagbe, and Hwè); Aja is also referred to as Ewe in Ghana.

	Aja; Dialects: Dogbo, Hwe (Ehoue), Sikpi (Shikpi), Tado (Tadou), and Talaare




	Yoruba

	Yoruba; Dialect: Egbe; Associated Languages: Ife, Ede-Ije, Ede-Kabo, and Nago




	Bariba (Baatombu)

	Baatombu; Associated Languages: Boko, Bokobaru, Busa, and Bussawa




	Hausa (no significant population in Benin; but northerners are often referred to as “Hausa” as a collective reference).

	Hausa–A West African trade language used commonly by Peulh and other northern groups in Benin




	Peulh (Fulani or Fulbe)

	Fulfulde or Fulani; Dialects: Borgu and Gorgal




	Otamari

	Ditammari (Ditamari)




	Yao (Yawo and Tangma)

	Yom; Dialects: Yom and Tangerem




	Lokpa

	Lukpa




	Dendi

	Dendi (Songhai subgroup)




	Source: Lewis, M. Paul, Gary F. Simons, and Charles D. Fennig (eds.). 2014. Ethnologue: Languages of the World, 17th ed. Dallas, TX: SIL International. Online version: http://www.ethnologue.






People and Ethnicity

Based on Benin’s 2002 census the primary ethnolinguistic groups include the Fon, Aja, Yoruba, Bariba (Baatombu), Peulh (Fulani), Otamari, Yoa-Lokpa, and Dendi. The Fon, also known as Dahomeen or Fongbe people, are located primarily in Benin with some groups residing in Togo. They are the largest ethnolinguistic group in Benin and originally developed closely linked villages associated by lineage. In the early 1600s a small ban of Aja coastal people conquered and intermarried with the Fon establishing the Fon Kingdom, also referred to as the Dahomey Kingdom.









	Dahomey Kings and Kpojitos




	Dates

	King

	Kpojito (Female Head)




	?

	Dakodonu

	Sava




	?

	Wegbaja

	Adulu




	?

	Akaba

	Adonon




	1716?–1740

	Agaja

	Adonon




	1740–1774

	Tegbesu

	Hwanjile




	1774–1789

	Kpengla

	Chai




	1789–1797

	Agonglo

	Senume




	1797–1818

	Adandozan

	Kentobasin




	1818–1858

	Gezo

	Agontine




	1858–1889

	Glele

	Zo Yndi




	1889–1894

	Gbehanzin

	Kamlin




	1894–1900

	Agoliagbo

	Kanai




	Source: Bay, Edna G. 1995. “Belief, Legitimacy and the Kpojito: An Institutional History of the ‘Queen Mother’ in Precolonial Dahomey.” Journal of African History 36(1): 10.






The Aja are also known as Adja, Ajagbe, and Hwè, and related groups constitute about 15.2 percent of the population. In Ghana they are often referred to as Ewe. Their origins are identified as coastal people from the Allada Kingdom in the 1500s. They are known for their conquest of and integration with the Fon during the early 1600s. The majority of Aja societies are located in Benin’s southwest coastal area. Between the 1690s and 1740s the Dahomey Kingdom conquered the Aja coastal area. Many of the conquered Aja people were sold into the transatlantic slave trade during this period, and by the 1750s Aja refugees resettled at Porto Novo. Their population in 2006 stood at 360,000 in Benin (Lewis, Simons, and Fennig 2014). They are also present in Togo. The Yoruba and related groups in Benin are estimated at 12.3 percent of the population. Yoruba people originated from the savanna area of present-day western Nigeria and developed an empire that included territory and trade comparable to that of the Asante by the 1600s. The Yoruba under the Oyo Empire controlled the Dahomey Kingdom from the 1750s to the 1780s, making Dahomey a tributary that supported the Oyo Empire by providing captives for slave trade and labor, cowries as currency, and other goods. Their tributary status allowed Dahomey to retain local political control and trade rights. The Yoruba were defeated by the French Senegalese army in the 1780s. Politically this disconnected the Benin Yoruba from the Oyo Empire although they retained their lineage, language, and cultural connections as part of the Yoruba diaspora.

In the northern region of Benin, the Bariba or Baatombu, who may include the Boko, Bokobaru, Busa, and Bussawa people, settled primarily in the north central region of Benin beginning in the 14th century. They make up about 9.2 percent of the country’s population covering the largest area in the north. They are the majority population in the northern provincial capital of Parakou. The Peulh, also known as Fulani or Fulbe, make up about 7 percent of the population. They originally resided between the Senegal and Gambia rivers on Africa’s upper West Coast in the Senegambia region or river valley and over time migrated east across West Africa as far as present-day Chad from the 11th through 16th centuries. They were traditionally herders, but many turned to sedentary lifestyles as farmers in newly Muslim-dominated areas beginning in the 13th century. While the Bariba and Peulh are the two largest northern ethnolinguistic groups, the Otamari, Yoa-Lokpa, and Dendi and their related groups constitute 6 percent, 4 percent, and 2.5 percent of Benin’s population, respectively. These three groups make up most of the remaining population of the north region of Benin. The Otamari are primarily located in the northwestern region at Boukoumbe commune with an estimated population of 120,000. Historically, they were often referred to as Somba. Somba is considered a pejorative or foreign term. The Yoa-Lokpa people are actually two closely related yet distinct ethnolinguistic groups. The Yoa (Yowa and Tangma) live mostly at Djougou and Copargo communes. They also reside south into Bassila commune and north into Kouande commune. The Lokpa are found at Ouake and Bassila communes and also border areas west of Djougou town. The Dendi are concentrated in the northeastern region at Karimama.

Languages

Benin has 54 living languages, which consist of 8 institutional, 23 developing, 21 vigorous, 1 in danger of extinction, and 1 identified as dying (Lewis, Simons, and Fennig 2014). In addition American Sign Language is the common language for hearing impaired or deaf citizens. Benin as a former French colony adopted French as the official national language in their 1990 constitution. While Lewis, Simons, and Fennig estimate 16,000 fluent French speakers (2014), the adult literacy rate for the national language according to the 2010 Benin Census stands at 42.4 percent. It is considered the national language, but is not widely used outside formal institutions such as schools and government offices. According to Lewis and Simon’s Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale (EGIDS), national languages are recognized as central to the function of the society and have standardized oral and written forms. Their use is for national and international purposes to represent the nation’s interests. Wider communication languages are used widely across national regions in oral and written media, but are not officially endorsed as national languages. Developing languages are in common use and have standardized written forms, but are limited in written or media usage. Vigorous language is dominant in its oral form within a given society, but may have limited or no written or media usage. The major language groups in Benin, in order of proportion of speakers from largest to smallest, include Fon, Hausa, Yoruba, Baatombu (Bariba), Aja, Fulfulde (Peuhl or Fulani), Yom, Lukpa, and Dendi. These languages range from wide communication to vigorous within Benin. It is important to note that these categories reflect only the usage of each language within Benin and not their usage outside Benin. To this point many are used internationally within the various African diaspora groups even though they are not identified as international or national languages within Benin.

Fon dialects include Agbome, Arohun, Gbekon, and Kpase with an estimated 1.4 million speakers. Fon is a wider communication language used throughout southern Benin and Togo. Hausa is spoken across ethnolinguistic groups with at least 800,000 speakers in Benin. It is a wider communication language that is also considered a lingua franca for trade among northern groups across West Africa. Yoruba speakers are primarily Egbe dialect users and are concentrated in Porto Novo and throughout southeastern Benin. It is a wider communication language within Benin and has a large diaspora with populations located in Africa, Europe, and the Americas. There are more than 465,000 native Yoruba speakers in Benin, not including those who speak associated languages such as Ife, Ede-Ije, Ede-Kabo, and Nago, among others. These associated languages are up to 80 percent intelligible to Yoruba speakers.

Aja dialects include Dogbo, Hwe (Ehoue), Sikpi (Shikpi), Tado (Tadou), and Talaare. They are spoken by more than 350,000 people in Benin primarily across the southwestern area as well as southern urban centers. Aja is closely related to several Gbe dialects that also share Fon lexical features. These Gbe-associated languages reflect significant social ties between the Fon and Aja peoples and their historical dominance across the southern half of Benin. Aja and its related Gbe languages are considered developing languages within Benin. Baatonum or Bariba as a language group includes the associated languages of Boko, Bokobaru, Busa, and Bussawa, which are individual language groups according to Hausa tradition. Baatonum is a wider communication language. Fulfulde is spoken by the Peuhl or Fulani people. The two principal Fulfulde languages spoken in Benin are Borgu and Gorgal. Borgu is the dominant Fulfulde language with more than 280,000 speakers, and Gorgal has a minority presence with approximately 30,000 speakers. The Fulfulde speakers (Peuhl people) are concentrated in northeastern Benin, but due to their seminomadic lifestyle may be found throughout the country. Fulfulde is considered a developing language in Benin due to its limited written or media usage. Fulfulde speakers live throughout areas of West Africa. Ditanmari or Ditamari is spoken by the Otamari people. Ditnamari is considered a developing language. Yoa-Lokpa ethnolinguistic groups include the Yom and Lukpa languages, respectively. The Yom are the majority language group of the two with 300,000 speakers. Yom is further identified as either Yom or Tangerem dialects. Of these two subgroups 230,000 speak a Yom dialect and the other 70,000 are Tangerem dialect speakers. Yom speakers are identified as Yoa or Yowa and Tangerem speakers as Tangma. The two dialects are mutually intelligible. Yom and Lukpa are both considered developing languages. Dendi is a language subgroup of Songhai (Songhay), with a speaker population of about 30,000 in Benin. Although the Dendi native speakers make up a small proportion of the population, their language is considered a developing language. Benin Dendi is not mutually intelligible with the Dendi language spoken in the Central African Republic. These are the major language groups of Benin that represent the most commonly used languages in the country.

Religion

The three major religions in Benin are Traditional, Islamic, and Christian. Traditional Religion is defined as the indigenous religion of individual African societies. Most Traditional Religions are described as animistic or nature/earth religions; meaning that the religion’s foundation is based on the belief that all things in nature have a soul. These religions maintain that there are spiritual and physical connections and/or influences between nature, animals, and humans that affect spiritual and physical well-being throughout the universe. As a result these religions often incorporate a pantheon of deities who represent the various spiritual and physical forces under one supreme god, as well as recognize the spirits of ancestors, who may or may not become deities of various lineages over time. Each society’s Traditional Religion is demarcated by specific deities, doctrine, and rituals that are unique to their Traditional belief system. Officially Traditionalists make up 32.8 percent of Benin’s population.

Islam was brought to the Benin area between the 11th and 13th centuries first through the Trans-Sahara trade system and later through jihads to expand Islam from the west and east of Benin. During the latter part of early trans-Saharan trade (300 CE–1200 CE) many West African rulers adopted Islam as a royal religion or cult largely to integrate trade practices, such as the use of Arabic accounting and literacy, into their societies. This early royal form of Islam rarely extended to the common people in West Africa. In the 1500s Fulani leaders on Africa’s far western coast began an Islamic movement at the ancient city of Terkur. They are often called Tukolor as a reference to their city of origin. These jihads spread across West Africa, reaching their height between the 17th and 19th centuries. French military occupation in the late 19th century ended their military movement, but Islam by then was a central part of many West African societies. From the east in the early 1800s the influence of the Sokoto Caliphate led by Usman don Fodio was felt in Benin. His jihad began in 1804 to strengthen Islam in Hausa-Fulani city-states in northern Nigeria. By the 1830s his influence extended across Benin’s present eastern border. Islam is practiced by 24.4 percent of Benin’s population.

Christianity was introduced through the European missionaries and through conquering European colonial states. The missionaries came in the 15th century to the Slave Coast; they held only a marginal presence in Benin through the 18th century. The Catholic Church in the second half of the 19th century was the first to have a significant presence. The CIA World Factbook (2013) identifies 42.8 percent of Benin’s population as Christian with 27.1 percent Catholic, 10.4 percent Protestant, and 5.3 as Other Christian. The Protestant groups include Celestial 5 percent, Methodist 3.2 percent, and other Protestant 2.2 percent with an additional 5.3 percent Christians not affiliated with these denominations.

Traditional Religion practitioners are found in every ethnolinguistic group. Officially Traditionalists make up 32.8 percent of the population. Of the 32.8 percent of identified Traditionalists, 17.3 percent or more than half are Vodoun, which is practiced primarily in southern Benin and includes primarily Fon and Aja groups. Historically Vodoun has had a complex history as a syncretic Traditional Religion that began in the late 17th century. It results from a purposeful blending of Aja and Fon religious beliefs and practices within the Dahomey Kingdom. Such synthesis of religions was a common practice by conquering groups in the area. For example when the Aja group conquered the Fon in the Wawe area, the Aja leaders provided offerings or accommodations to the original Fon holders of the land or the “spirits of the earth.”

The Dahomey Kingdom’s synthesizing of religions was a stabilizing force for Aja and Fon people in its society. From the early 1700s on, as Dahomey took over the Aja kingdoms of Hueda (Whydah) and Allada, a continuum of Vodoun deities under first Aja and then Fon Dahomey rulers emerged through a continual synthesis of local and state religious traditions. They also incorporated aspects of Yoruba religion when the Oyo Yoruba controlled Dahomey from 1750s to the 1780s. In particular, Yoruba Ifá divination was adopted as a royal cult (a practice reserved for heads of state) within Vodoun. Christianity was introduced as a royal cult under the Dahomey ruler Agonglo (1789–1797) through an Afro-Dutch woman named Sophie from Whydah. Vodoun remains the principal religion for 80 percent of the Fon and Aja people.
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A Vodoun priest in Ouidah, Benin. West African religious traditions have spread beyond the shores of Africa, spawning religious communities all over the world. Haitian Vodoun, Cuban Santería, and Brazilian Candomblé are some of the largest religious traditions deriving from West African beliefs. (Philippe Lissac/Godong/Corbis)

An additional 15.5 percent of Traditionalists are found across Benin’s ethnolinguistic groups. For example, the Peulh people are split Traditional and Muslim adherents. These groups are not normally antagonistic toward each other as they continue to share many common cultural and social practices. Each ethnolinguistic group in Benin has Traditional followers.

The Muslim religion makes up 24.4 percent of the population. These groups are primarily found in northern Benin with concentrated communities also located in the southern urban centers. Some of the majority Muslim ethnolinguistic groups include the Peulh, Otamari, Yoa-Lokpa, and Dendi. Islam is the majority religion for each of these groups. Otamari and Yoa-Lokpa people include Muslim, Traditional, and Christian followers; while the Dendi are primarily Muslim with some Christians. Because Traditional Religions include the practice of adding deities and their accompanying rituals, many African societies in and outside Benin are accepting or tolerant of other religions.

Christianity came to the Benin area with European trading ships by the end of the 15th century. Due to Dahomey’s increasing stronghold over the area with its state religion of Vodoun, Christianity made very few converts in these early days. It was not until the late 18th century under Dahomey ruler Agonglo (1789–1797) that aspects of Christianity were officially recognized; even then only specific aspects of Christianity were practiced as a Dahomeyan royal cult. The primary group who participated at the early missions as full converts included outcasts or runaway slaves, who sought its protection from social alienation and persecution. The first Vicariate Apostolic was erected at Ouidah in 1860 and was overseen by the Catholic Society of African Missions’ (SMA) Fathers Francesco Borghero and Francisco Fernandez, who arrived in 1861. This Vicariate is now the Cotonou Archdiocese. Under French rule established in 1894, the Catholic Church became the dominant Christian church. Other denominations developed later with the Celestial Church of Christ, founded by Samuel Oschoffa in 1947, as the most popular at 5 percent of the population. Douglas J. Falen (2008: 60) describes this church as “one of the most visible denominations … members are … recognized by their long white robes, women’s billowy white hats, and … that they do not wear shoes, especially when in church attire…. [and] for its acceptance of polygynous unions.” Christianity is reportedly increasing due to the development of African Independent Churches that represent the “Other” Christians at 5.3 percent. Common to this last category is the syncretic nature of their doctrine and practice, combining Christian and Traditional beliefs and practices.

Social Customs

Social customs vary across Benin as each ethnolinguistic group has social norms and customs specific to their people, yet a few customs are similar across groups. For example how people greet in most areas is demonstrated between men by a handshake, although some cultures also hug especially among friends or family members. Women shake hands or may give a kiss on the cheek in greeting other women. Between women and men formal verbal greetings or a handshake with the right hand is the most common form of greeting for formal and business situations, while a kiss or short hug is acceptable among friends and family. Historically by custom, many Beninese societies identify the left hand with personal cleansing. As a result in Benin and across West Africa, offering your left hand in greeting or offering anything to someone else in your left hand may be viewed as offense.

Public communication as a rule involves personal space of about an arm’s distance, although it is often less for close friends and family. Also in public lines or queues, there is often only minimal space between people. It is common to see women hold hands with women and men with men when talking or walking for short periods. This custom is prevalent throughout West Africa and has no sexual intent or significance associated with it. In general people are free in their movements in conversations, with touching acceptable in the form of short hugs or holding one’s hand or arm. In professional settings it is less common to touch beyond initial greetings. Eye contact is expected in most social settings; however, when addressing an elder in more traditional settings or at their home, lowering one’s eyes as a sign of respect is normal. It is a sign of politeness to follow elder people’s lead in greetings and conversation. For the most part men and women are expected to be direct but respectful in their conversations.

Disagreement is not seen as an affront as long as it is communicated in a respectful manner. For most groups this is accomplished with polite word usage and stated recognition of the other’s right to their position. For a few groups, like the Baatombu (Bariba) this may involve a communication style where controversial topics or disagreement are voiced indirectly. Wendy Shottman (1993: 542) notes, “The Baatombu use euphemisms to avoid direct reference notably to death, sex, excrement, and certain diseases… . Someone who is ostensibly talking to him- or her-self can in fact be addressing … a person on the other side of a curtain or a wall or … to visibly present but not in a ratified [direct] state of talk with the speaker.” As the Baatombu are the largest northern group and are economically and politically influential; this type of indirect speech to maintain respect may be observed to varying degrees across northern Benin groups.

Time is somewhat fluid in Beninese society. While it is polite to arrive on time for business meetings and appointments, it is normal for people to arrive a little late. If asked for directions, it is not uncommon for local people to walk the person to their destination regardless of their current engagement. Normally time is taken to greet people properly as this is a common cultural standard across Beninese society. At social events, people often arrive within the hour of the event’s start. As a rule those in charge of an event will be on time and work to maintain the schedule, while participants are socially allowed more flexibility.

Rites of passage are mainly practiced in the rural and northern areas in Benin with many people in urban areas returning to villages of origin to maintain these practices. According to the World Health Organization male circumcision is common across more than 80 percent of Benin’s male population. For men and women in northern groups, including the Peulh, Baatombu, Yoa, and Lokpa, circumcision is a common practice. For men circumcision occurs early in life by about seven years of age. As late as 2005, UNICEF indicated that certain groups in the north practice some form of female circumcision (also known as female genital mutilation or cutting). They reported that 88 percent of Peulh, 77 percent of Baatombu, and 72 percent of Yoa and Lokpa women reported experiencing female circumcision. This practice is not common among Fon, Aja, Yoruba, or most other southern groups. Rites of passage like female circumcision have witnessed a decline due to increased public awareness regarding health risks and protection of individual choice under national law. In addition to physical rites of passage, most groups have indigenous education practices that focus on elders (normally their grandparents’ generation) training girls and boys in the responsibilities, duties, and rights of adulthood. Increased urbanization has reduced participation in these cultural practices due to separation from extended family and increased socialization toward Westernized norms within the formal education system.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Of Benin’s total population, according to the CIA World Factbook (2013), slightly under 50 percent live in urban areas; this means that rural and urban populations are almost equal in population. The urban centers are concentrated in the southern area with only a few scattered cities in the north. The average age of Beninese people as of 2013 stood at 17.6 years of age. This mean age reflects a very young population with 64 percent of the population at under the age of 24 years. This trend is likely to continue with Benin’s birthrate for 2013 at 2.84 percent with a fertility rate of 5.13 children per woman. Average life expectancy is approximately 61 years, which places Benin 191st in country rankings. This reflects a high death rate at 8.59 deaths per 1,000 people, with infant mortality at 58.54 per 1,000, and maternal mortality at 350 deaths per 100,000 births annually. Benin’s population is slowly moving to more urbanized lifestyles with an urbanization rate of 4.12 percent annually (2010–2015).

Most Beninese people attend Western-style formal education that follows the French education structure. Schools start in September or October and continue through June. There are two weeks off for Christmas, a one-week break in February, and a two-week vacation for Easter.










	Education Enrollment Statistics by Percentage for Benin (2011)




	Education Level

	Female Enrollment (2011)

	Male Enrollment (2011)

	Total Enrollment (2011)




	Primary Education

	88%

	100%

	94%




	Secondary Education

	36%

	59%

	48%




	Tertiary (Higher) Education

	5%

	19%

	12%




	Source: UNESCO. 2013. “UIS Statistics in Brief: Education (all levels) Profile–Benin,” Paris: UNESCO.






According to UNESCO (2013) data on Benin’s school enrollments for 2011, there is disparity between female and male enrollments. For primary education only 88 percent of females compared to 100 percent of males were enrolled in Benin’s schools. Benin’s secondary schools show an increased disparity in enrollments with 36 percent of females compared to 59 percent of males enrolled in 2011. The disparity is most severe at the tertiary level, as 5 percent of females compared to 19 percent of males were enrolled in Benin’s universities in 2011. This disparity increases as students transition from primary to secondary and increases again as they transition from secondary to university education. The transitions from primary to secondary and secondary to tertiary also demonstrate a significant decrease in overall enrollment. The percentage of total enrollment for 2011 in primary stood at 94 percent, secondary at just 48 percent, and tertiary at a mere 12 percent of the total age-appropriate cohort for each education level. The Ministry of Education partners with international and national agencies in their work to decrease these disparities in education enrollments.

Public and private primary and secondary schools follow a national curriculum. French is the language of instruction, but secondary students may also take a Beninese language as part of their coursework. Both public and private schools require students to wear uniforms, which include collared shirts and short pants (primary) and long pants (secondary) for boys and collared shirt and knee-length skirts for girls. At university, there is no specific dress code, so students dress casually for classes and social events and more formally for university events like convocations. Universities in Benin are associated with the French university system and therefore align with French university policy, curricular standards, and grade scales. Beninese students have the right under this system to transfer to French universities provided they meet entrance-level standards and student visa requirements.

Currently Benin has a health infrastructure that covers at least 87 percent of its population. The annual GDP spent on health care stood at 4.1 percent in 2010, with evident shortages of physicians at 0.06 per 1,000 people and 0.5 hospital beds per 1,000. The health system includes public and private medical centers. The most common illnesses are malaria, respiratory tract infections, and gastrointestinal illnesses. In 2006 Le Matinal reported that privately owned health centers constituted 40 percent of all hospital care countrywide. In the north private health centers made up 71 percent of hospital care. HIV/AIDS is increasing this demand; with an HIV rate of 1.2 percent in 2009, Benin was 55th in country rankings of people living with HIV/AIDS. The demand for medical services in many parts of the country remains higher than the current supply. Many people report going to indigenous and Western medical professionals in order to meet their health needs. Many Beninese people choose indigenous healers or herbalists as a personal preference, while others seek their services due to higher costs and scarcity of Western medical services. Most people blend the two medical systems to meet their health care needs.

Socially there are some general taboos in Benin’s society. Drinking is socially acceptable among adults, but it is rude to drink excessively or be drunk in public. Smoking is more common in urban areas, but is less popular than drinking. Smoking is often viewed as unacceptable social behavior. In general it is not acceptable at formal occasions or without asking permission from the host or seeking approval from current company. It is not generally acceptable to smoke in front of parents or elders regardless of one’s age or in front of people one wants to favorably impress. These social taboos are also regulated by social and religious practices. There are no formal laws prohibiting children or students from purchasing or drinking alcohol or smoking cigarettes. While parents may send their children to buy alcoholic beverages or cigarettes from the market, it is understood that drinking and smoking are adult practices. While drinking and smoking taboos are not enforced by law, legal prohibitions on the possession and/or distribution and trafficking of illegal drugs are severe with convicted offenders receiving heavy fines and serving long jail sentences.

Employment

Socioeconomic indicators for Benin for 2012, according to UNESCO (2013) include a gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of purchasing power parity (PPP)$1,557 with an annual GDP growth rate of 5.4 percent. Benin’s GDP in 2012 stood at PPP$16 billion with a total debt service of the gross national income at 1.1 percent. Benin’s poverty level in 2012 was 75.3 percent based on the UN definition of persons living on PPP$2.00 a day or less; the World Bank–defined rate was 36.2 percent of Benin’s population. The discrepancy between these definitions exists because the UN also assesses the extent to which a set of universal standards for adequate food, shelter, education and health access, and so forth are available while the World Bank uses the same PPP$2 per day but only considers the relative purchasing power of different countries’ currencies over the same types of goods and services on a comparative economic scale using household survey data. Obvious shortfalls in access to basic amenities necessarily increased the UN’s percentage of those living in poverty.

About half the Beninese people are involved in agriculture including cash crop and subsistence farming. Major agricultural products that are exported include cotton, palm products (oil, soap, wine), and cocoa. Many people maintain small farm lots while engaging in other formal or informal employment. For people in rural and small towns these subsistence crops stave off starvation for those living under the poverty line. Benin is self-sufficient in food production, supplying corn, cassava, yams, and palm oil. Many homes also maintain small vegetable gardens of tomatoes, peppers, and greens. Sometimes due to seasonal rains there are localized food shortages due to flooding of poorly developed roadways, especially in more rural areas.

Animal husbandry is also widely practiced. Poultry and goats are raised in most areas with many families maintaining their own small livestock both in rural and town areas. The Peuhl are known for cattle rearing. They raise and move longhorn cattle across the country following centuries-old practices of nomadic herding. They also apply new methods, like vaccines, through the help of agriculture extension services. Pigs are raised primarily in the south as most northern groups do not normally consume pork. Fishing is a major income source along the coast. Men and boys typically fish, while the women and girls process the fish as either fresh, smoked, or dried products ready for market.

Benin’s 2010 trade profile, according to the United Nations (2013), included eight major export partners who accounted for 80 percent of export trade and 15 major import partners who accounted for 80 percent of import trade. The most common products exported in 2010 included food, live animals, beverages, and tobacco to Nigeria at 87.4 percent and India at 69.2 percent, respectively; and inedible crude materials (except fuels), animal and vegetable oils, fats, and waxes to China at 94.7 percent. The value of all exports for 2010 was valued at US$434.5 million. The most common products imported in 2010 included petroleum oils other than crude valued at US$182.1 million, meat and edible offal valued at US$138.8 million, and electrical energy at US$113.4 million. The value of total imports for 2010 was US$1,494.3 billion. This led to a trade deficit of US$1.1 billion.

Primary income-generating areas were in the fields of agriculture, animal husbandry, and refinement of by-products from these areas. Historically the division of labor was gender based. For example, in Fon communities men are most often fishermen or farmers. Women are also farmers but rarely control cash crops on parity with men, so their primary role in agricultural is subsistence crop production and agricultural labor in cash-crop fields. Women also market much of the agricultural and fish products, as well as manufacture materials for the building of traditional houses. In modern times, Western-educated men and women across ethnolinguistic groups are employed in business, education, and government jobs. There is disparity in the percentage of men compared to women in management jobs across these fields with women primarily hired into lower-paying positions.

At times economic hierarchies split along religious lines, especially in the northern communities. Historically certain, economically dominant Muslim groups used minority Traditionalist groups for labor within the larger communities. For example, the Islamic Peuhl community enslaved the Traditional Gannunkeebe people for labor purposes as late as the 19th century, according to Christine Hardung (2002). Fortunately, slavery is no longer practiced in Benin, but the economic hierarchy associated with religious identification within many northern Benin communities is still evident with Muslim communities controlling major access to trade and non-Muslim communities supplying labor. This hierarchy is slowly decreasing as formal education provides a wider range of employment. This is reflected in an observation on Puehl seminomadic herders and traders by UNESCO (2007) that indicated illiteracy was a major economic barrier to Puehl communities, which in 2007 had a 97 percent illiteracy rate. As the literacy rate increases more Puehl people and other northern residents may diversify income production.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Within Benin, gender roles vary across ethnolinguistic groups. Within Fon society gender roles are evident in economic production, as well as marriage patterns. The Fon are a partrilineal society with women relocating to the husband’s village or city and inheritance normally transferred from the husband. Women may retain some individual property that under national law can be inherited directly. Men and women, as well as older siblings, participate in raising their children. Children are viewed as the responsibility of the society at large. While the parents take primary responsibility, it is expected that adults will correct and protect them when they are away from home. As mentioned above, Fon women are the primary subsistence farmers and local and regional merchants, and many engage in sewing, crafts, and hairdressing; men engage in fishing, cash-crop farming, and woodworking. Most of Benin’s ethnolinguistic societies follow similar patterns of gender role divisions.

Historically, the Fon or Dahomey Kingdom was unique in its relatively equal status of women and men politically and economically within its political structure. According to historian Edna G. Bay (1995), they were a “mirrored society” where even though the lineage was patrilineal men and women held comparable titles and power throughout the 17th and 18th centuries. The highest of these titles were king and kpojito (queen mother), who was chosen based on merit from the last king’s wives and so may or may not be the new king’s actual mother. This meant the queen was from outside the royal family, which strengthened ties to conquered peoples through lineage and contributed to religious synthesis as Vodoun in the Fon Kingdom. This mirrored society was influenced in the late 1700s by the comparatively male-dominated Yoruba Ifá divination and Christian patriarchal structures and practices; thus by the mid-1800s women’s political and economic roles were reduced in status. The inclusion of Christianity also increased economic and political ties between Dahomey male rulers and European government officials, traders, and religious leaders. This interaction effectively led to a decrease in the Dahomey kpojito or female ruler’s status from political cohead of state to its current status as a subordinate or figurehead role to the male ruler. Today national political structures dominate Benin, so while traditional rulers exist, their functions are limited to local representation. Men make up the majority of national and commune representatives, but many women are active in politics, especially on the local level.

Marriage in Benin may be polygamous or monogamous. Douglas J. Falen (2008) provided estimates based on Benin Institute National de la Statistique et de l’Analyse Economique reports (1994, 2003) that in 1979 through 1992 polygamous marriage was at about 31 percent, but by 2002 it declined to 27 percent. Polygamous marriage is practiced more often within Traditional adherents; according to these same reports, as much as 27.5 percent of Christian men compared to 34.4 percent of Traditional men are in polygamous marriages. Interestingly, Falen (2008: 56) explains that among Catholics, only those in monogamous marriages are allowed to take communion, a significant privilege that is on public display. This prohibition discourages many Christians from polygamous marriage. Women may choose to marry within a polygamous marriage based on love, economic, and/or social status. Especially for first wives, their social and economic status often improves with the marriage of a second or third wife. This puts them in a higher position of authority within the household over junior co-wives. Women and men are allowed to divorce, and both families may be engaged to attempt both reconciliation and, if not possible, negotiate divorce terms. Divorce holds no stigma within Fon or most other southern Benin societies. The children may stay with the father, especially if there are co-wives to assist in raising them, but the mother normally retains access to her children. If she remarries, they may also come live with her as this normally improves her economic ability to support them.

Within most Benin’s societies the exchange of bride-wealth is practiced. This involves negotiated gift giving from the groom-to-be’s family to the bride-to-be’s family. It may occur over the courting period or may occur as part of the introduction, an official meeting of the groom and bride to be’s families. The purpose of the exchange is to demonstrate family commitment to support the marriage and to guarantee the well-being of the bride within the husband’s family. In the case of divorce a portion or all of the bride-wealth may be returned.

Among northern societies the practice of providing a dowry, household or domestic goods that accompany the new wife, is common. This practice is especially prevalent across Muslim communities. The dowry is seen as part of the marriage ceremony as it is publically displayed with kinswomen often carrying the items as they follow the bride to her new home. The larger the dowry, the higher the perceived status of the new wife in the eyes of the groom’s family. Carolyn F. Sargent and David A. Friedel provide an example from the Bariba society explaining that “items of the dowry are publicly tallied, proclaimed and discussed by the women of the bridegroom’s family on the second day of the ceremonies” (1986: 182). These items are often brightly painted enamelware, dishware, and cloth, among other domestic items meant to dazzle the eye at the same time they set up the new home. Most ethnolinguistic societies tend to marry within their society, and this practice is more pronounced among the nomadic Traditional Fulani who prohibit marriage outside their society.

Family structures in Benin may be extended or nuclear. Traditionally most ethnolinguistic groups established compounds or groups of small houses on common ground where sons of the compound would establish their marriages and then expand from there as it became economically feasible. Largely due to increased urbanization and the Westernization of national laws that focus primarily on the rights and responsibilities of nuclear families, more and more families are based on a nuclear structure. These families, while they establish themselves in independent households, still may keep close ties with extended family. An exception to extended family practice is the Otamari, who normally leave their parents in their late teens to establish their homes. In this society, it is expected that the man will demonstrate his ability to provide for himself and his wife and children. Across Benin, family lineage is a primary identifier of one’s position within the larger society, as such family relationships are highly valued.

Cuisine

Beninese cuisine is heavy in starch with vegetables and meat to complete the main meal. Like most West African countries, starches include yams, cassava, corn (maize), rice, sorghum, and millet. Wheat is also finding its way more and more into the cuisine as a staple starch, but is more common in the northern and highland regions. Yams, cassava, corn, peanuts, and plantain are traditionally served boiled, roasted, or pounded, and may be fermented. Yams vary in type from large, white elongated tubers to small, yellow-orange round coco yams. Yams may be boiled and sliced and served with pepper sauce or boiled and pounded (beaten and stirred) into a firm, thick mash to eat with soups. Cassava are also large tubers, but they are ground and sold as dried or fried garri. The garri may be white or yellow. Ground cassava is boiled and milk stirred into it for a breakfast food or it is boiled and stirred into a thick mash to serve with soups. Corn or maize may be yellow or white and is often roasted as whole ears on the roadsides as a quick breakfast, lunch, or snack food. Corn may be processed from the ear and boiled in soups or stews. It is also ground into flour for a breakfast cereal called “pap” for small children. Plantain is also roasted and served as quick meal or snack food or it may be sliced and fried in palm oil to serve as a snack or side dish. It can also be served as a pounded mash, but like mashed corn is not as common as pounded yam or mashed cassava. Rice is always served boiled and comes as white (plain) rice, jollof rice (cooked in a spiced tomato base), fried rice with a few diced vegetables, or coconut rice (cooked in water and coconut milk). Rice is normally served with a small piece of beef, fish, or chicken with or without stew or pepper sauce.

Sauces, stews, and soups make up the main entrée, and their specific ingredients may vary from area to area. The most common sauce is a pepper sauce made from ground hot red peppers, tomatoes, onions, sometimes crayfish, and other spices. It is served as a side condiment to rice and is intense in heat and flavor. Stew is a broth-based dish started with chicken or beef broth. Ground tomatoes, garlic, hot peppers, crayfish, and spices are added to the broth. Roasted fish, chicken, or beef pieces are cooked into the stew or served on the side with rice. Many people will serve the plain stew with no meat or fish as a side dish to a soup. Soups are thicker than stews and are always a main entree with the meat or fish served to accentuate them. As most people cannot afford meat, chicken, or fish in large quantities, these soups served with one of the many starches are Benin’s main cuisine. Soups may have an okra, bean, peanut, or seed base with vegetables. If it is okra it is normally cooked in broth with peppers, garlic, and spices. Fish may be added, especially in the southern areas. Bean and peanut soups are normally ground and cooked in a spiced tomato, ground crayfish, and pepper broth. Bean soups may be thick and stringy like okra soup, also called “draw” to indicate thickness; they may or may not contain some chopped greens in them. Peanut soup is also spiced with hot peppers and may have tomato and ground crayfish, but it is thick and smooth. The most common seed soups are melon (egusi) and pumpkin seed. These soups have more chopped greens than the bean soups and are thick but not stringy. They also have a spiced tomato, ground crayfish, and hot pepper base and are served with fish, beef, or chicken along with one of the starches.
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Beninese cuisine, featuring ecrawa (beans fritter), agassa (corn pasta), and amala (dried yam flour). Meals are customarily eaten with the right hand, with diners using the starch to gather up other items on the plate. (Photononstop/Alamy)

This rich array of starches, stews, and soups may be found across the country. Some dishes are more popular in certain areas. For example, beef is eaten more often in the north, while fish is more common in the south. A specialty beef called suya or kebab originates from the Fulani, which consists of thin sliced beef that is rolled in ground peppers and spices that also contains ground peanuts as an optional ingredient. This is grilled over an open fire and sold across Benin, traditionally served with small slices of raw onion, cabbage, and/or tomato. Some kebab or suya spots (outdoor shops with open grills) also prepare suya or kebab chicken. It is a tasty and popular food item for outings and as a take-home treat. Fish in the south may be dried, smoked, or fresh; prepared in soups; or roasted, grilled, fried, or baked to taste. In the south a cow or goat and in the north a sheep may be purchased and prepared for special occasions like weddings, funerals, and traditional festivals.

In Benin cooking remains under women’s domain, but more and more men are learning culinary skills in the home. There is a wide range of cooking arrangements from modern electric or gas-supplied kitchens to outdoor courtyards with a separate room or sheltered area that houses stone ovens and/or open fires. While refrigeration is becoming more available, especially in urban areas, most people do not have access to it. This means that they must go to the markets two or three times a week for fresh ingredients. The time involved makes cooking a major part of household activities in Benin. In family homes, the average day involves two cooked meals, one in the afternoon and the other in the evening. Breakfast is a lighter fare and may consist of hot or cold cereals, eggs, bread with butter and jams, and fruit with tea, or it may be as simple as warmed leftovers from the evening meal. For those on the go or single persons, vendors selling roasted plantain, biscuits (cookies), bread, donuts, and fruit are always available on their way to work and school.

Beverages include fresh and packaged juices, tea, cocoa, coffee, yogurt milk, cow milk, and water. Some local areas sell fresh coconut water or milk as well. Bottled soft drinks are becoming more popular especially in urban areas. Alcoholic drinks are also made and consumed in Benin. In the north, local millet beer is a common drink; it contains heavier carbohydrate content than processed beers and is favored by laborers for energy. Palm wine is produced across the south and central areas. Palm wine is tapped direct from several types of palm trees, and its strength varies from nonalcoholic to heavy alcoholic content. In addition, imported beers, wines, and liquors are also available in most markets. As popular media through radio and television expands, advertisements for imported drinks and snack or fast-food items have influenced the Beninese diet. Increasingly fast-food items like quick-cooked Chinese or ramen noodles and custards are being consumed along with soft drinks, cookies, chips or crisps, and candies. While these foods are less nutritious, they are convenient and delicious to Beninese consumers.

Dress

Dress and fashion are important in Benin society. Dress often denotes cultural or religious affiliations. As fashion it may indicate wealth or social status or reflect the influence of popular culture. It may also be used as a political voice or to commemorate significant events. In Benin, as is found across much of West Africa, there are some general patterns of dress and fashion.

While many people in urban areas and increasingly in rural areas wear Western-style clothing as their workday attire, they also regularly wear traditional clothing to worship at churches or mosques or for other special occasions. The traditional boubou, a long cotton print pullover dress, may be worn by women or men and is typically made from print cotton cloth with embroidery added to the neckline and sleeves. In modern times, men often wear loose print cotton trousers under this dress. Women often wear a “wrapper,” a skirt of flat cloth that is wrapped around the waist and then twists or ties to secure, with a tailored top and matching head tie made from colorful, locally printed cotton fabric or imported Austrian embroidered or “Danish” lace cloth. These imported clothes came with some of the first trading ships more than 500 years ago and spread across West Africa. The local prints come in a range of colors with a variety of patterns and motifs, some having special meanings. Men often wear tunic-style or loose-fitting shirts with cotton slacks made from these same print fabrics. Traditionally, in the north more muted colored cotton fabrics in tans, olives, white, and black are used and the women normally wear long skirts with loose-fitting, bottom-of-hip–length shirts and scarves that drape their face and shoulders, while men wear knee-length tunic tops and loose cotton pants. Although the most popular colors and styles used vary from one ethnolinguistic group to the next, festive or special occasions often require very stylish and colorful dresses for women and intricate tunic designs for men. Even a poor working person will strive to own at least one special outfit, as clothing is a personal statement of good grooming and self-respect within Beninese society.


Recipe: African Vegetable Stew

Here is a recipe for African vegetable stew.

Ingredients:

olive oil

1 large onion, chopped

1 bunch Swiss chard, white stems and greens separated and chopped

1 can garbanzo beans (known also as chickpeas)

½ cup raisins

½ cup uncooked rice

several fresh tomatoes (or 1 large can of tomatoes)

1 clove garlic

2 yams

salt and pepper to taste

Tabasco sauce to taste

Directions:

Sauté onion, garlic, and white stems of chard in small amount of olive oil until barely limp. Add chopped greens and sauté until limp. Either peel the yams or scrub them well with a vegetable brush, and slice them into thick slices. Add garbanzos, raisins, yams, tomatoes, salt, and pepper to frying pan. Heat for 2 to 3 minutes. Make a well in the center of the mixture in the pan. Put the rice in this well and pat it down until it is thoroughly moistened. Cover and cook until rice is done (about 25 minutes). Add a drop or two of Tabasco sauce to taste. Add more Tabasco if desired.

This recipe takes about 15 minutes for preparation and 30 minutes for cooking.



Clothing is also a serious status statement across Beninese society. Clothing often reflects status, wealth, religion, and cultural status within each ethnolinguistic group. The rich or elite wear clothing that displays their knowledge of Western fashion as well as their access to the most intricate traditional styles and cloth. The dress industry in Benin finds influences from Europe, especially Paris; West Africa and Northern Africa; and the United States. The blending of cloth types and styles with African and Western styles constantly creates new trends within Benin’s fashion design. Traditional elements are still readily apparent, as cloth artisans design patterns and motifs to represent specific cultural themes or cultural groups. Also, cloth weavers who produce woven designs add to the meaning and status of new fashions. These artisans also design special attire for traditional leaders, male and female, which speak to the leaders’ status within the wider society. In the event of a death, special motifs are also designed for the mourners to commemorate their loved one. Such special commemorative designs are also popular for wedding themes, as the bride’s and groom’s families often choose a particular cloth and style for their participants to wear at weddings and also other special events, such as anniversaries and naming ceremonies.

Royal or political attire serves the purpose of readily identifying royal or political heads, as well as providing a communicative device for political competition and debate. For identification purposes, royal dress goes back hundreds of years in the north as it added lavish robes with the introduction of Islam between the 10th and 11th centuries; to the south cloth was first borrowed from the Islamic north and then indigenized through the production of woven and later printed clothes. This resulted by the 14th century in luxurious robes, tunics, and dresses for male and female heads of state. While today modern politicians often wear Western-style suits and dresses to government meetings, for political campaigns and official ceremonies the heritage of these rich royal dress practices is still evident. Their loyal constituents are also part of the political dress practices. For political campaigns or to honor a newly elected official, special print clothes are designed that may include motif designs, party slogans, or even prints of the official’s face that are made into dresses, shirts, and slacks for campaign and inauguration events. Beninese dress and fashion is a complex blend of functionality and creativity blended to represent Beninese identities.
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Beninese men wearing the boubou, a flowing, wide-sleeved robe extending below the knees. This article of clothing is popular across much of West Africa. (Dozier Marc/ZUMAPRESS/Newscom)

Sports and Games

Soccer or football is the most popular national sport in Benin. Every school has football players on its campus from primary to university. Professional footballers train both for Benin’s national league as well as for European leagues. Football came with the colonials and became the national sport passion. The Federation Beninoise of Football national football league was founded in 1962. It joined the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) in 1964 and in 2014 was 97th in FIFA rankings. It is a member of the Confederation of African Football (CAF). The team’s nickname is Les Ecureuils (The Squirrels). Their uniforms are green jersey with yellow shorts and red socks. Its 2014 team comes from a range of countries with less than a dozen of its 34-member team from Benin. Many Beninese football players are recruited to play on European and South American leagues. Training academies provide professional football training with a dual purpose of identifying the most promising players on the international market. Through these academy tournaments, academy teams from Benin, Ghana, Côte d’lvoire, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea, Sudan, and Nigeria compete on the field, with international agents and recruiters negotiating professional league drafts. While football is the main national sport, football match viewing is the largest participant sport in Benin. Local shops and even homes will advertise the upcoming matches and either charge a small fee to come and watch the match on their television or make money off of drinks and food served during the match. As televisions are still not as common as radio, this makes for a major source of sports participation.

Handball and track and field are also popular sports in Benin. Unlike football, which is male dominated, girls and boys learn these sports in school preparing the top players to participate in national teams. The Fédération Béninoise de Handball joined the International Handball Federation (IHF) in 1966. Benin supports male and female teams. In 2010, Globacom, a communication company, sponsored the African Handball tournament in Benin, and in 2012 the Benin female handball team was a finalist in the first Under 23 ECOWAS Games held at Abuja, Nigeria.

Track and field includes female and male competitors. Benin’s university track-and-field teams compete with their West African counterparts annually at the West Africa University Games. Beninese track-and-field competitors are present on the professional level too as Benin hosted the 2012 18th African Senior Athletics Championships at the Stade d’Lamite Stadium in Port Novo. The Federation of Benin Athletics maintains national records for women’s and men’s track and field in both outdoor and indoor competitions. Benin’s track-and-field teams are active members of the Confederation of African Athletics.

In all Benin’s towns and villages, if there is an open lot, there is a group of young boys with a football there. Increasingly girls are also playing football, but it is still rare for them to have formal teams. Track-and-field competitions are common at most schools with girls and boys participating equally. Schools hold regularly scheduled sports days where classmates and sometimes other local schools join in to compete in track-and-field events, handball, soccer, and other games. Benin enjoys a range of sports that draw national and international participation.

In addition to football, handball, and track and field, some more traditional sports are found in Benin. Among the nomadic Fulani there is a sport known as sharro. This sport involves young men lashing each other with long sticks as an endurance competition or act of bravery. It is played by adolescent men most often, but it is not uncommon to see older men take part in the challenge. Sedentary Fulani groups have traditional sports that include boxing and wrestling.

Wrestling is a time-honored sport that can be found across sub-Saharan Africa. Traditional West African wrestling is considered both a physical and spiritual activity with wrestlers often participating in prematch religious or spiritual ceremonies to dedicate themselves spiritually and also to fortify their strength and prowess for the upcoming match. While most of these matches are local with wrestlers traveling from town to town, they are also now part of the West Africa ECOWAS Games with such traditional wrestlers as Moumouni Abdoulaye from Benin. While the regional competition does not display as much of the spiritual, the wrestling skill of these competitors is often elevated to art as form and agility are as important as strength.

Festivals and Holidays

Festivals are mostly religious in nature. The largest one in terms of national participation is the Vodoun festival held on January 10 each year. On this day Vodoun clerics or priests/priestesses meet in Ouidah to celebrate their ancestral deities. Followers come from all over to honor their Vodoun and pray to their god Fa for well-being and prosperity. Most people wear white traditional dress and colorful beads. They follow in processions accompanied by drumming, dancing, and chanting to a place called the Door of No Return. The day is filled with prayers, dancing, chanting, and offerings to the Vodoun. Eguns, masked spirits, come to drive off evil spirits from the area and to play with the festival gathers. The Egun originate from Yoruba Traditional Religion and were adopted into Vodoun in the 1800s. At the height of the festival, the chief priest or feticheur Dagbo Houno of Ouidah presides over the festival. The festival participants arrive at a large square where the faithful seek guidance and healing from priests, priestesses, and healers. Many followers throughout the day of the chanting and dancing experience possession trances with their Vodoun deity. As the official festival closes, participants move the festivities to private courtyards feeling renewed by the day’s events.

Another popular festival in the south is the Gelede masquerade festival that merges Yoruba and Fon Traditional Religions. Gelede honors female elders, ancestors, and deities representing the power of Mother Earth and fertility. During the festival men wear masks or aworan that represent the “children” of the mothers, headwraps (oja), and leg rattles (iku) that protect them from destructive forces or witchcraft (aje). Women and men may lead the masquerade troupe, which is unique as most masquerades have only male leaders. This Yoruba festival was introduced in the Dahomey Kingdom by the late 18th century during the period of Yoruba rule. It is viewed as a response to the marginalizing of the female kpojito’s role in the Dahomey Kingdom since this masquerade festival’s purpose is to appease female power during the shift from a matriarchal-to a patriarchal-dominant society.

Other ceremonies, Traditional, Christian, and Muslim, mark important passage rituals, such as naming, death, puberty, and seasons. For example, funerals are very important to Fon people and are marked by drumming, dancing, and mourning for several days. It is also a common custom for them to celebrate death anniversaries of loved ones. Naming ceremonies are common across many Beninese cultures and are usually held seven to nine days after the birth of a child. This ceremony is much like Christian baptism, as gifts are offered to the family and prayers dedicated to the protection of the child are part of this tradition. Muslim and Christian families are as likely to hold naming ceremonies as Traditionalists to welcome the child officially into their families.

There are also many Muslim festivals celebrated in Benin. They are attached to holy days, which are scheduled each year based on local phases of the moon. This means that the date of each changes from year to year. For example, Ramadan is during the ninth month of the lunar calendar. Throughout the Ramadan period, Muslims fast during the day and eat after sunset. The holiday Eid al-Fitr (Festival of Fast Breaking) marks the end of Ramadan. A few days prior to it, traditionally families participate in the “charity of fast breaking,” donating food items like rice, fruit, and dates so everyone will eat well during the holiday. During the morning of Eid al-Fitr families attend the mosque or go to open squares to perform the Eid prayer that consists of a sermon followed by a short congregational prayer. After this people go to greet and celebrate with families and friends, exchanging gifts, and sending good wishes to those near and far. It is a three-day holiday and most shops, schools, and government offices are closed during this period.

Christian holidays are also observed throughout Benin, especially Christmas, which is always on December 25, and Easter, which is celebrated at the end of Lent, a period of prayer and reflection where each person is asked to eat only one meal a day and traditionally give up at least one comfort in remembrance of Jesus’ fast and prayer in the desert for 40 days and 40 nights. Easter occurs on the first Sunday at the end of Lent and is preceded by Good Friday, in remembrance of Jesus Christ’s suffering, crucifixion, and death. Many families travel to their hometowns during Christmas and Easter for several days of holiday food and celebration marked by special church masses or services. Benin officially recognizes Traditional, Muslim, and Christian major holidays as part of its national culture.

Music and Dance

Benin has a rich musical and dance heritage. From indigenous music and dance traditions to influences from Europe, the Caribbean, and the Americas, music is used for cultural, religious, and entertainment purposes across Benin’s society. Drums are the most common musical instrument in African societies. These drums vary in size and sound. For example, the Yoruba talking drum gangan has strings running up and down around the outside of the drum and a curved drumstick that is used to beat out rhythms, while the musician squeezes and releases the drum under his arm throughout the performance. This talking drum mimics the tonal Bantu languages common in West Africa and historically was used to call meetings, make community announcements, and highlight religious festivals. Today it is still played in religious festivals but is also found in popular music, such as highlife and Afrobeat bands.








	Benin Holiday Calendar, 2014




	January 1

	New Year’s Day




	January 10

	Traditional Day (Vodoun Festival)




	January 13

	Milad un Nabi (Birth of the Prophet Muhammad), celebrated five days later for Shia




	April 21

	Easter Monday (day after Easter Sunday)




	May 1

	Labor Day




	June 9

	Whit Monday (day after Pentecost Sunday)




	July 28

	Eid al-Fitr (End of Ramadan)




	August 1

	Independence Day




	August 15

	Assumption (Mary’s passing to Eternal Life)




	October 4

	Tabaski (Feast of Sacrifice)




	October 25

	Armed Forces Day




	November 3

	All Saints’ Day




	November 30

	National Day




	December 25

	Christmas Day






There are several famous Beninese musicians in today’s popular music scene, including Angelique Kidjo, Lionel Loueke, and Jomion and the Uklos. Angelique Kidjo, a Grammy Award winner, was born Angélique Kpasseloko Hinto Hounsinou Kandjo Manta Zogbin Kidjo. She was also named one of the 50 Most Iconic Figures from Africa by the BBC. Her World and Afrobeat music is well received around the world. She speaks Fon, Yoruba, and French and blends these languages and others, along with their musical heritages, into her work. From her early hit “Batonga” to her ballad “Malaika” that brought her to the world stage, to “Tumba” that blends salsa and reggae beats, she has become Benin’s superstar. Her music does more than entertain as she uses her good fortune and fame to help others. She became a UNICEF Goodwill Ambassador in 2002 and also established her own not-for-profit agency, the Batonga Foundation, that helps educate girls in Benin, Sierra Leone, Cameroon, Ethiopia, and Mali.

Another Beninese world-class musician is jazz guitarist Lionel Loueke. Born in Benin, he studied music and jazz in Côte d’Ivoire, France, and the United States. He attended the prestigious Thelonious Monk Institute of Jazz. He has performed with musicians from all over the world including such legends as Herbie Hancock. Lionel Loueke is noted for his nylon-string acoustic guitar, but is just as comfortable playing steel-string acoustic and electric guitars. In his album Heritage he blends jazz guitar, African percussion rhythms, and electronic timbres to create intricate, improvised grooves that reflect both modernity and the traditional, as his vocals carry the listener from his Yoruba song “Ife” to the Fon song “Ouidah” to the chantlike “Tribal Dance” and “Hope” song in Fon, as the album reflects influences from home. Loueke was described by Jon Pareles of the New York Times as the “gentle virtuoso.”

Bands like Jomion and the Uklos are also popular in Benin. Jomion and his brothers are from Cotonou. They started singing and performing together in their father’s church at a young age. There they learned how to blend traditional Vodoun rhythms and Fon musical instruments with Catholic hymns and harmonies to make a distinctly Beninese sound. Jomion is the lead singer and his primary instrument is trumpet, but he also plays drums and other instruments. Beninese drummer Jah Baba is one of Jomion’s mentors. The band combines indigenous instruments, including talking drums such as the gangan and the gbon with Western instruments like the guitar and trumpet to create modernized Beninese rhythms. Their songs capture the influences of Fon, Yoruba, and Aja drumming and modern West African genres like highlife and Afrobeat sounds; Western genres like rhythm and blues, and jazz; along with Brazilian bossa nova and Caribbean reggae. Jean Gnonlonfoun is the band’s expert drummer; as an initiated Fon drummer he plays both the gangan and the gbon. Jomion and the Uklos have played with Angelique Kidjo, Lionel Loueke, and other world-renowned African musicians.
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Beninese singer Angelique Kidjo performs a song from her album Djin Djin during the Jazz Open festival in Stuttgart, Germany. Kidjo’s ecclectic style has won her international acclaim. In 2007, Time magazine named her “Africa’s premier diva.” (Michael Latz/AFP/Getty Images)

Dance in Benin starts with the myriad of ethnolinguistic groups as they each bring their unique style. For instance the Adzogbo dance that was originally called dzovu and was danced by men to demonstrate their magical powers through displaying juju or magic charms as part of the dance has evolved into a social dance where the men demonstrate their prowess through choreography that demonstrates their strength and agility, and it is not uncommon for women to join in this dance. Another dance, atsiagbekor, is one of the oldest Aja or Ewe traditional dances. It was originally a war dance performed after battle upon the warriors’ return home. It is now a celebratory dance performed at various social functions. The dancers master precise movements that align with rhythms played by the master drum. Atsiagbekor songs accompany the dancing and communicate Aja’s rich history. Finally, the Bariba dance teke was traditionally performed only by men. As part of government outreach during the 1980s and 1990s to ensure gender equality within Muslim communities, groups of young women were invited to form their own teke dance troupes. Today young Bariba women often perform this dance for social occasions.

Traditional and popular culture blend to create popular dance styles as Beninese youth create their own Afrobeat, hip-hop, reggae, and World dance moves. Traditional dances continue as conduits of religious, political, and social signifiers and are performed by old and young alike. This acceptance of the old and the new constitutes Benin’s current tapestry of music and dance.

Visual Art

Benin’s visual arts are found in every society and represent ancient worldviews and contemporary styles. Many of these ancient art forms, like bronze sculptures, wood carving, and pottery, are still practiced in the traditional way with few changes. Fon visual arts are an ideal example of the survival and robustness of these forms today. The Dahomey Royal Palaces of Abomey are filled with artworks from deco paintings that adorn the palace buildings to bronze sculptures of Vodoun figures. These art forms continue today as they are used as part of religious and cultural practices as well as for adornment and decoration. For example the wood carving of masquerade masks for Vodoun and Yoruba ceremonies remains a sacred and time-honored art form. The Fon and Aja people are also well known for ceramic art. Much of this art form is designed to praise the Vodoun deities. The Aja make ceramic sculptural pots that represent their Vodoun. While Bariba potters pass their trade from mother to daughter, their pottery is created as housewares rather than for religious purposes. It is produced by a combination of paddle and anvil and coil techniques, but is quickly becoming a lost art form. As plastic and tinware now dominate housewares markets, only a few Bariba women still create pottery, mainly in the most rural areas.

The Yoruba like the Fon and Aja have a strong visual arts culture. In the past, Yoruba societies had special craft guilds that were organized based on each craft. Members of these guilds were often initiated into secret societies dedicated to a particular deity. Now such guilds still exist in some areas, but are more based on the art or craft to represent the economic interests of the group. While secret societies still exist associated with certain art forms, they are not very common and are more likely to operate in Traditional-dominated areas. Regardless of the art form, these visual arts continue to be passed down from master to apprentice. In addition, university art departments increasingly are also training students in traditional art forms. These arts include in brass work, ivory and wood carving, embroidery work, pottery, drum making, and leather work. During the Yoruba reign over the Dahomey Kingdom these artist guilds resided in palace of the oba (king). While no longer considered royal artisans, their traditions continue to thrive as seen in particular in drum making and wood carving. Wood carvers’ creations of dramatic Gelede masks are very prominent in Benin. As described under the Festivals and Holidays section above, these masks represent “children” of the mother deities or Mother Earth and as such reflect the diversity of the world. These Gelede masks are used throughout the Yoruba-speaking areas of West Africa. They are also exported to Cuba and Brazil, where practitioners of Yoruba or Orisha syncretic religions use them for festivals. Drum making is also a major art form that has continued across ethnolinguistic societies in Benin. These artisans produce a range of drums to meet specific musical purposes from the mobile Yoruba and Fon gangan talking drum to Bariba kettledrums, the small gudugudu, and the large copper camel drums. Their precision and craftsmanship is demonstrated in the intricacy of the rhythms made from these drums.

Television and cinema are modern visual art forms gaining wide attention in Benin. One Beninese actor, Djimon Hounsou, has become a household name. He was born in Benin on April 24, 1964. At the age of 13, his family moved to Paris. After leaving school, he was homeless for a period. Interestingly, during this period the fashion designer Thierry Mugler picked Hounsou out of the crowd to become a model. His modeling career led to his move to Los Angeles, California, where he began his acting career. He at first appeared in many videos, including ones produced by Janet Jackson, Madonna, and Steve Winwood. His big acting break was in Steven Spielberg’s Amistad (1997) as a rebellious slave. For this role he received a Golden Globe nomination. This recognition resulted in steady employment on television and in cinema. He became a semiregular character on the television hospital drama ER. He also appeared in such films as the epic Gladiator (2000) and made his name in French cinema with roles in the 2002 Le Boulet (Dead Weight) and 2003 Muraya–l’Expérience Secrète de Mike Blueberry (The Adventures of Mike S. Blueberry). In 2003, he received his first Oscar nomination for his supporting role in Jim Sheridan’s In America. He played opposite Leonardo DiCaprio in Blood Diamond (2006); this film gave him his second Oscar nomination.

Another Benin filmmaker and actor is Didier Chabi, who was born in Kandi on June 9, 1973. He is an actor, producer, writer, and director. Like Hounsou he got his start in Paris, but this time through art and film studies. His role as Azzizouk on the Emmy Award–winning sitcom All Stars, shot in Holland in 1999 and 2000, won widespread popularity. Chabi’s one-man show, Guest Room also toured throughout Europe in 1999. He has shared his expertise in film through various venues. For example he founded and ran a stunt school, Stuntmatic, in Utrecht, Netherlands, for four years that helped at-risk students. In 2010 he opened the East Side Comedy club in Berlin, developing a world comedy tour. He produced and hosted it, featuring such comics as Jeff Ross, David Baker, Dharmander Singh, Ali Al Sayed, and Dan Derkson, demonstrating world appeal and outreach to his audiences. As filmmaker, director, and producer Chabi has made both documentaries and feature films. His documentaries include such work as Born in Ganvie (1997) that follows the naming ceremony in Ganvie, Benin, produced in the local Toffi language with English subtitles. His first feature film was Lost in Hustle (2012) in association with Cliff Production. It was shot in Suriname and had an international release in the Netherlands, Suriname, and Europe. Chabi continues to produce for both television and cinema. He also founded two schools in 1996 at Panvie and Koudougou where he also taught for the first year of their opening. He handed over management of the schools to ICEO. These artists have contributed to the fame and future of Benin.








	Benin-Produced Films

(Sample of films with at least one Benin production company listed.)




	1954

	Lumieres des homes




	1974

	Sous le signe du vaudou




	1976

	Le Nouveau venu




	1985

	Enfants de …




	1985

	Ironou




	1991

	Debout les morts (television production)




	1998

	Divine carcasse




	1999

	Fishing for School




	1999

	Generation perdue




	2000

	Barbecue-Pejo




	2000

	Djib




	2000

	Gobal Player




	2002

	Si-Guerike, la reine-mere




	2004

	La Valse des gros derrieres




	2005

	Arlit, deuxieme Paris




	2006

	Abeni




	2006

	Africa paradis




	2007

	L’Amazone candidate




	2011

	Laduma: Benin’s Journey




	2011

	Le secret de l’enfant-fourmi




	Source: IMDb. 2014. http://www.imdb.com/?ref_=nv_home.






Architecture and Housing

Architecture in Benin includes traditional or indigenous and European designs. In the rural areas indigenous housing is still the most common, normally a compound layout of small rectangular mud-brick houses arranged around a central courtyard with thatched (made from dried and tied long grasses) or corrugated iron roofs, the latter for the more affluent villager. Cooking and laundry are done in the courtyard, while bathing is accomplished at the back of the house or yard except for small babies who may be bathed in the courtyard with a small bucket of water and cloth. In these areas people work with hired help to design and build the homes. If the family is fortunate there is a well or bore-hole tap on their property; otherwise they will go to a common tap, well, or stream for water in the rural and village areas. A family household often begins with one small house and then, as the family grows either in the number of children or wives, more small one- or two-room houses are built around a common courtyard area. Every wife is entitled to her own room or home where her children stay with her.

In urban areas two- and three-story concrete homes with enclosed courtyards are found in the well-to-do sections of the city. In the city center high-rises and multistoried apartment buildings dominate the landscape. For the middle and upper class, indoor plumbing is the norm, but they may need to keep large rainwater retainers at the tops or sides of their homes for when water levels are low or nonexistent. Even in these areas the one- and two-room concrete or mud-brick houses are found in between the larger buildings. As workers create space to stay close to their workplace the cities become a mix of indigenous and European design.

Almost half of Benin’s population lives in urban areas, which has made housing increasingly scarce. This results in more construction of what are seen as “developments” or suburban-style track housing. These are gated and often walled-in neighborhoods with homes that are also fenced or walled in. These homes range from two- to three-bedroom bungalows to extravagant multistory, multiroom houses. In between these neighborhoods and along the already crowded streets and alleys the working poor build their concrete and mud-brick houses, while ambitious landlords build gated apartment buildings for the working class. In the city centers modern banks, business buildings, mosques, churches, and shopping centers operate side by side with open-air markets, while petrol or gas stations are located every few blocks along the city’s main streets. Every city, town, and village has at least one open-air market at its center that is augmented by small wooden-shack shops located in each neighborhood and strategically placed along main roads. Whether in the rural or urban areas, these markets are the heartbeat of the area with people milling through them for the day’s goods, while buses and taxis honk and yell for customers along the roadside.

Each ethnolinguistic group has unique demarcations or design styles to their housing. As described in this excerpt about the Bariba by Carolyn F. Sargent and David A. Friedel:

The Bariba live in rectangular single-roomed or multi-roomed structures made of solid unbaked mud brick … arranged into quadrangular compounds. Where compounds contain less than four structures, the open sides are demarcated by windbreaks of pole and woven mat construction, or by mud-brick walls. Most compounds have a tree in the centre of the courtyard which shades a kitchen and general work area. Hearths are lined with large stones suitable for supporting cooking vessels, and metal braziers also used for cooking are situated nearby. Large water-storage vessels are located under the shade tree and along the walls of structures. (1986: 178)

In contrast to the Bariba whose housing is representative of the majority of Benin’s indigenous housing, the nomadic Fulani move from location to location following water and trade routes for their cattle. They maintain a homestead or wuru where a man, wife or wives, and dependents (children and apprentice herders) settle in dry- and wet-season camps. The wet-season village is the more permanent settlement, while the men travel out with their herds. These villages may have between 50 to 100 people who live in grass huts set up in groups of two or three scattered across a large area. Cooking is done outside by women, who also process cow and goat milk and cheese. The men weave the walls and roofs from indigenous grasses that repel water and provide protection from wind and dust. With increasing restrictions on where they may settle, many Fulani are now considered seminomadic, so that many have more permanent wurus where they farm and trade locally, while still maintaining their cattle and traveling at least part of the year with them.

The Royal Palaces of Abomey are the most impressive architectural feature of Benin’s landscape. They are located the city of Abomey and cover 44 square hectares. Here the Dahomey Kingdom ruled the southern region for three centuries through a king and a kpojito from 1625 to 1900. The Royal Palaces were added to the UNESCO World Heritage List in 1985 and added to the World Heritage List in Danger. Because of their addition to these two lists, it was possible to receive funding and experts in conservation to help restore and preserve the site. From 2001 to 2004, UNESCO received funding from the Japanese government’s Fund-in-Trust program to restore the palace of King Gbehanzin, who reigned with Kpojito Kamlin from 1889 through 1894. They spent the last 14 months of their reign in a war camp outside Abomey with their entourage before surrendering to the French. This palace is only one of close to a dozen palace compounds, as each king built his palace next to the previous, beginning with King Houegbadja (Wegbaja) and Kpojito Adulu (1645–1685). The Royal Palaces of Dahomey are a major tourist and research attraction in Benin.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Oral tradition is the most common way that history and culture are transferred from one generation to the next within African societies. Benin is no exception, as its ethnolinguistic societies were nonliterate before the introduction of Arabic and European languages. Nonliterate societies are not illiterate as they had no fully developed orthography (writing system), so they retained their histories, scientific knowledge, and religions and cultures through oral tradition. This was primarily accomplished through age grade systems, where each generation learned from elders. Most commonly boys learned from men and girls from women; but also through extended family structures where grandparents, aunts, and uncles shared their histories and philosophies in family gatherings at home or at social gatherings. Today most girls and boys go to formal schools at least through primary school, but oral tradition remains the primary mode of transfer for cultural and indigenous knowledge from one generation to the next.

In this tradition, every ethnolinguistic society has its origin stories or how they came to Benin. Two of these stories are shared here. One comes from the Baatombu/Borgu (Bariba) people and the other from the establishment of the Fon/Aja Dahomey Kingdom. The Borgu (Bariba) “Kisra Legend” or Bariba origin story is about their migration to their current location in West Africa (both in Benin and Nigeria). While every town or family lineage has a slightly different version, the core of the Kisra Legend is maintained across groups and over time. Olayemi Akinwumi, an anthropologist, documents the core Kisra Legend in a 1999 article. The Bariba’s leader Kisra (or Kisira) was evicted from the east (the Bornu-Chad area) because they refused to accept Islam. The dates of this eviction vary as Islam gradually became dominant in this area from the 1600s, with it firmly established across Bornu and Hausa-City states in the 1700s. They slowly migrated across “Africa” establishing many communities along their route. In particular they claim the Kanuri Kingdom at Kanem as one such place, which they continue to honor as a home of their ancestors. From there they traveled south to the bank of the Niger River that they claim was a small river at the time of their arrival. Yet Kisra used his deitylike power to expand the river to protect the Bariba people from Islamic jihadists. This may have been Hausa city-state soldiers who often fought between themselves for territorial control and periodically stormed the countryside to enslave non-Islamic people for labor, as it was forbidden to enslave fellow Muslims. All Bariba conclude this migration legend with the establishment of the first new Bariba settlement at Illo on the east side of the Niger River. Others continued on to settle farther south at Bussa and farther southeast at Nikki.

Another origin story is that of the Dahomey Kingdom. Of course, as with all origin stories there is more than one version, but the importance of this Dahomey story is that it established the legitimate rulers of the kingdom. Edna Bay captures this story in her 1995 article. She explains how the royal lineage was founded through the mating of a leopard with the Princess Aligbonon. She gave birth to a son, Agasu, who had leopardlike qualities. His family line is the origin of Dahomey’s ruling dynasty. To validate this origin story, Aligbonon and Agasu are considered tohwiyo or the Vodoun founders of the royal line. Traditions link the location of Aligbonon’s birth to modern-day Togo; thus indicating a migration from Tado (Sado) in Togo to Allada to indicate their identity as Aja. The story unfolds over time as two of the competing clans left Allada with her clan moving north to establish Dahomey, placing them in Fon territory. This correlates with the later practice of Fon and Aja marriage in the royal family to maintain territorial representation as authentic rulers and not mere conquerors of the Fon and Aja areas. This two origin stories are representative of the rich oral traditions in Benin that have become an important part of written history and literature today.

Benin also has many Francophone authors stemming from a rich literary history that developed in the 1920s and 1930s. This period is considered the modern literature period for Benin when the first academic and literary journals were established. During the years between World War I and World War II, Benin’s literary and arts culture became so vibrant that it was dubbed “Quartier Latin” to reflect its parallel position to the then-famous bohemian scene in Paris. The first published Benin novelist was Felix Couchoro with his novel L’Esclave, written in 1929. Many scholars, like Kamal Salhi, attribute Benin’s early literary activity to the mix of cultures, as Beninese, French, and repatriated freed people from Brazil freely interacted in the cities’ public spaces. Notably two periodicals were founded in these early years by two repatriated Brazilians: Le Guide du Dahomey established by Dorothee Lima and La Voix du Dahomey established by Jean da Matha Sant’Anna. They were considered controversial political journals that consistently critiqued the colonial government’s administration. While they were not anticolonial in their content, they were notable in their demonstration of then Dahomean citizens’ freedom to engage the colonials on their own terms. These journals also were outlets for budding literary talent as each issue featured poems, essays, and short stories.

These humble literary beginnings flourished and in 1984 the University of Benin in Cotonou established a literary student group, Artists’ Ensemble of Culture, which for two academic years published Prométhée, a literary journal. Writer Camille Adebah Amouro led the group and such poets as Frank Assogba became prominent partly due to this publication.

Today Benin boasts many famous literary stars. The feminist poet Colette Sénami Agossou Houeto, who is also an educator, is famous for her strong voice. Another female writer is Adelaide Fassinou, who has four French-language novels to her credit and has served as Benin’s secretary general for UNESCO. Paulin Joachim is an award-winning poet as well as a journalist and editor. He received the W.E.B. Du Bois Medal in 2006. Benin’s oral tradition and literature scene is rich and varied as emerging authors blend oral traditional stories with modern themes into visionary works and insightful commentary on historical and modern life in Benin.

Media

Benin’s media continues to expand, embracing radio, print media, television, cinema, and Internet. Radio is the most widely used media across all groups in Benin. Radio is comparatively inexpensive and portable. With electrical outages commonplace and incomes that cannot always afford electricity, battery-operated or rechargeable radios are the most popular form of media. News, music, and talk shows make up most radio station programming. Talk shows are on the increase as cell phones are becoming more affordable and reliable across the country. These talk shows highlight popular topics such as dating, marriage, fashion, and music critiques. They also sponsor public service, religious, and political programs. Radio languages include French, dominant indigenous languages (Fon, Bariba, Aja, Yoruba), and pidgin. Often two or three languages are used within a single program with the radio announcer using their language of choice.

Religious radio stations are common in Benin and are used both to support their followers and to draw new followers. The Catholic broadcasting system is the oldest in Benin. Radio Immaculée Conception (RIC) was established as an official broadcast system of the Roman Catholic Church. It is located in Allada and is run by Franciscan monks. RIC broadcasts international programs from Radio Vatican in Italy, as well as local programs. The blend of Radio Vatican and local church programming signifies the unity of the Catholic Church to its listeners. More recent religious radio stations include Evangelical Christian broadcasters in Porto Novo, Cotonou, and Parakou in northern Benin. Radio Alléluia FM is owned and operated by the African Church Christianisme Celeste (Celestial Christian Church), providing local broadcasting to its followers and potential converts. Its offices are located on the main church grounds in Porto Novo. Another Evangelical radio station is Radio Maranatha, with its main offices located in Cotonou. It was established in 1998, according to anthropologist Tilo Gratz (1999), by the Conseil des Eglises Protestantes et Evangeliques due Benin (CEPEB, the Council of Evangelical Protestant Churches of Benin) to represent several Evangelical churches. CEPEB set up a second smaller station in 2003 in Parakou. Their stations broadcast in French, Dendi, Yoruba, and Fon languages. They offer a wide range of programs, from music, church information, and news to church services, Bible teachings, and call-in talk shows. Christian broadcasting is a fast-growing area of radio in Benin.

Newspapers are the most affordable and available form of print media in Benin. Their offices and distribution are concentrated in the cities where there are larger literate populations. The three most widely distributed newspapers are Quotidien Le Matinal (The Daily Morning), La Nation (The Nation), and Nouvelle Tribune (The New Tribune). Quotidien Le Matinal is one of the widest circulated newspapers. It regularly covers politics, sports, the arts, business, international news, weather, and opinion news. La Nation focuses primarily on culture, the economy, education, health, the environment, and sports. La Nouvelle Tribune, which is distributed from Cotonou, also covers international and national news, sports, business, the arts, and politics.

Television and cinema production are also on the rise in Benin. There are two major production companies in Benin. Office de Radio et Television Benin produces both radio and television programs. It is the national public service radio broadcasting and television network with three FM radio stations and two television stations that operate on multiple channels. There are also several privately owned television stations as well as satellite television subscription services available in Benin. Cinéma Numérique Ambulant (CNA) was established in Benin in 2001 to promote African cinema. CNA Afrique, a nonprofit organization, was established in 2008 to promote the dissemination of African films to isolated audiences in rural and low-income urban districts. In 2014 CNA had 12 projection units that provided access to screenings in Benin, Burkina Faso, France, Mali, and Niger. Many of their screenings take place outdoors to provide as wide access as possible to their viewings.

Benin’s media outlets continue to expand. According to InfoPlease (2014) as of 2011 Benin supported 133,400 landline telephones and 7.075 million mobile telephones. It also had 7,464 licensed Internet hosts with an estimated 200,100 Internet users. These numbers are growing quickly as mobile phone and Internet resources are becoming more available and more affordable. Benin is part of the West African boom in communication and media services.
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Botswana
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Quick Facts

Capital: Gaborone

Major Cities: Gaborone, Francistown, Ghanzi, Kanye, Kasane, Lobatse, Mahalapye, Maun, Mochudi, Molepolole, Palapye, Serowe

Population: 2 million in 2013

Languages: Official Languages: Tswana, English; Bantu subfamily (no prefixes): Tswana, Kalanga, Herero, Mbukushu, Yei, Kuhane (Subiya); Non-Bantu: Khoe-Kwadi family: Shua, Tsshwa, Kxoe, //Ani; /Gwi; G//ana; Tuu family: Ju-±Hoan, !Xoon

Government Type: Parliamentary Democracy

Ethnic Groups: Tswana (80 percent); Kalanga (11 percent); Herero, Mbukusu, Subiya, Yei (4 percent); Khoe and San (5 percent)

Religions: Christianity, African Traditional Religions, Islam, Hinduism



Introduction

Geography

Botswana is a landlocked country straddling the Tropic of Capricorn in Southern Africa. It is roughly the size of Texas or France and covers an area of 231,800 square miles or 600,370 square kilometers. Its neighbors include South Africa to the south, Zimbabwe and Zambia to the northeast, and Namibia to the west and north. The country is environmentally diverse and ranges from the Kalahari Desert that blankets most of the center of the country to the papyrus-fringed lagoons and palm-covered islands in the Okavango Delta and Chobe River in the north and northwest. The Okavango is the largest inland delta in the world, covering over 6,000 square miles. Along with the Chobe River and nearby Savuti and Linyati marshes, this region of Botswana supports some of the largest concentrations of wild game, especially elephants, in Africa. Along the eastern side of the country, Tertiary Age erosion has removed the overlying mantle of Kalahari sand to expose more fertile and better-watered red-clay soils that have developed over a variety of geological substrates that include, near the capital of Gaborone, granite, basalt, and silcrete-capped hills. This more fertile hardveld is the most heavily populated part of the country and supports almost 80 percent of its population. The average rainfall of the country gradually decreases from a high of 800 millimeters per annum along the Chobe River in the north to approximately 250 millimeters per annum in the Gemsbok National Park on the southwestern border with South Africa.

People, Ethnicity, and Languages

The ethnic subdivisions in Botswana mirror language divisions, so these are treated together in the following discussion. Over 95 percent of the population of Botswana speaks Bantu languages, a subgrouping of the wider Niger-Congo family spoken throughout West, Central, East and Southern Africa. The Tswana language is spoken by more than 80 percent of the population and is the dominant national language serving, along with English, as the “official” language used in government documents as well as on the radio and television. The Tswana language is the principal medium of instruction in almost all primary schools during the first two years of study and is compulsory for students in public and most private schools. In the later years of primary school and in secondary and university education, English is the language used for instruction and exams.

The term “Tswana,” and all of the terms that will be used to refer to Bantu languages in this article, is a simplification of “SeTswana” because whether written or spoken, all Bantu languages must include a prefix, in this case “Se-,” that indicates whether the noun that follows is a person, place, thing, or language. These prefixes are omitted here because there are so many permutations depending on the language discussed. The “Se-” prefix in Tswana, for instance, becomes “Chi-” in the Subiya or Kuhane language spoken in Kasane, “Otji-” in Herero, “Thim-” in Mbukushu west of the Okavango Delta, and “I-” in Kalanga spoken around Francistown. Even the name of the country, “Botswana,” contains a prefix “Bo-,” which indicates a territory or place—in this case, “the land of the Setswana-speaking peoples.”
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Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park in the Kalahari Desert. The red tinge of the Kalahari sands is a result of high iron oxide content. Referred to as kgala (great thirst) and kgalagadi (the waterless place) in the Tswana language, the Kalahari nevertheless receives precipitation in many areas during the rainy season, providing seasonal pasture for grazing animals. (imageBROKER/Dirk Bleyer/Newscom)


An Ancient Taste for Salt

The Makgadikgadi pans in the central Kalahari Desert, the remains of a now-dry Pleistocene lake that once covered more than 34,000 square miles, are the world’s largest saltpan complex. The two largest pans, Sowa and Ntwetwe, are easily visible on satellite photographs taken from space. Trade in salt has long been documented in regions such as the Sahara Desert, where it was exchanged for gold over a thousand years ago in ancient Ghana and Mali. But it is only recently that an equally ancient trade in salt has been uncovered in the Makgadikgadi pans. Indeed, Makgadikgadi salt was so important to the cuisine of early Africa that its miners were paid with large quantities of glass beads that originated in the Persian Gulf. Excavations at archaeological sites on the edge of the pans have found that the tiny blue, yellow, and green trade beads passed from village to village more than 1,100 kilometers before arriving at the Makgadikgadi from the Indian Ocean coast. Salt is still mined on the Makgadikgadi, where it is a by-product of industrial soda-ash production at Sowa Town. This plant is the leading producer of salt and soda ash in all of Southern Africa, but its salt-mining roots go much deeper into a once-forgotten African past.



More than 20 ethnic groups live in Botswana. They can be divided into two major historical subdivisions that reflect a very early split between speakers of the eastern and western subgroups of Bantu languages. This division occurred 2,000–3,000 years ago as Bantu people migrated southward through the tropical forests of Central Africa. Today, speakers of western Bantu languages live mainly to the west of the Okavango Delta and include the Herero, Mbanderu, Mbukushu, and Yeyi (Denbow 2014). Eastern Bantu speakers include, from north to south, the Kuhane (Subiya) along the Chobe River; the Tawana, an offshoot of the Ngwato subgroup of Tswana, who live around the southern edge of the Okavango Delta; and the Kalanga, a Shona-speaking people living in northeastern Botswana around Francistown. Other Tswana subgroups include the Ngwato centered around the towns of Serowe, Palapye, and Mahalapye; the Kgatla, with a capital at Mochudi 20 kilometers north of Gaborone; the Kwena with a capital at Molepolole 50 kilometers west of Gaborone; and the Ngwaketse who are found between Kanye and Lobatse.

Small groups of Khoe and Tuu speakers make up the predominant non-Bantu populations. They are concentrated in the more sparsely populated sandveld of northwestern Botswana, the central and southern Kalahari Desert, and along the margins of the Makgadikgadi, one of the largest salt pans on earth. In east-central Botswana these Khoe and San peoples, known locally as Sarwa, are now intermingled with Bantu-speaking populations, and many of their original languages and customs are now lost or dying out.

As with the Khoe, most ethnic groups are now becoming more geographically mixed as people migrate from their traditional home areas into the larger towns and cities in search of jobs, educational opportunities, and health facilities. Intermarriage between people from different ethnic backgrounds is on the increase, especially among the middle and upper classes, as people from different regions come into closer contact with one another in school and work environments. In most villages and towns one can expect to find individuals belonging to almost every ethnic group in Botswana. Negotiating the varied cultural and familial expectations in such circumstances can prove challenging, especially as more children are raised in multicultural environments.

Another issue commonly framed in terms of ethnicity involves the large number of Zimbabweans and other immigrants who have fled, often without documentation, to Botswana to escape the political and economic hardships of their home countries. They now form a poorly documented underclass in many Botswana cities, working as household domestics and menial laborers. These are important roles because they provide an opportunity for some Batswana families to enter the middle class by enabling both husband and wife to enter the workforce as wage earners. This is especially important in the urban areas where the opportunities for an increased standard of living come with growing costs for food, housing, education, and other expenses that can generally be met only if both partners work.


Where Does That Word Come From?

Botswana had some of the earliest Christian missions in Southern Africa. These included, most notably, the small mission station and school built by David Livingstone and his wife, Mary, at a place called Kolobeng or “Place of the Pigs” near the present capital of Gaborone. Livingstone, along with his father-in-law, Robert Moffat, became fluent in the Tswana language in order to produce one of the earliest translations of the New Testament into an African language, which was completed in 1838. In addition to translations of religious texts, Livingstone and other explorers often used Latinized Tswana terms in their formal scientific descriptions of the new fauna and flora they encountered. Few realize, for instance, that the name for the now-popular farmed fish tilapia is derived from the Tswana language where this fish is still called tlhapi. While the fish abounds throughout Africa, its English name, along with terms for other creatures such as the tsetse fly (tsetse) and impala (pala), were adapted from the remote languages spoken in the dry Kalahari.



The presence of clicks in the Yei and Mbukushu languages argues for long interaction with Khoe and San speakers in northern Botswana. The Khoe and San languages are linguistically quite distinct from one another, even though they share the use of clicks as consonants and some other elements of vocabulary. Their diversity is an indication of the time depth that separates the histories of the various Khoe and San groups. Speakers of San languages include the Zhu/oasi or !Kung found in the far northwest of the country and adjacent parts of Namibia and Angola. Khoe speakers include the Nama, G/wi and //Gana of the central and western Kalahari, and the Buga and //Ani in the Okavango. The Deti, Denesana, Shua, and Hietshware live interspersed with Bantu speakers in the area extending from the Makgadikgadi pans eastward into the hardveld of east-central Botswana.

Religion

Beginning with David Livingstone’s mission and school built at Kolobeng just outside Gaborone in 1847, missionaries from the London Missionary Society and, later, the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society introduced Christianity to Botswana in the early 19th century. The efforts of Livingstone and his father-in-law, Robert Moffat, produced one of the earliest translations of the New Testament into an indigenous African language south of the Sahara. During the colonial era, these societies built churches and hospitals countrywide and through these activities they attracted a significant number of followers. These churches remain popular today, especially among the middle and upper classes, but their membership declined after independence as many Batswana (as people from Botswana are called) sought new spiritual homes in independent Christian churches as local governments began to built secular schools and hospitals to supplement those built by missions.

The two most active churches in Botswana today are the Catholic Church and the South Africa–based Zionist Christian Church or ZCC, with headquarters in Moria near Johannesburg. The ZCC is especially active among the working class. Anglican, Seventh-day Adventist, and numerous other small Zionist and Apostolic churches are also widespread in rural areas along with Methodist, Lutheran, and Dutch Reformed churches. In the past decade, the International Pentecostal Christian Church (IPCC), based at Silo in South Africa, has gained considerable popularity through its releases of choral music on CD. Many Christian sects distinguish themselves by wearing uniforms. The women of the IPCC in Mochudi, for instance, wear red, white, and blue uniforms. Islamic, Quaker, Hindu, and Baha’i churches are also found in the major towns, although these congregations are predominantly expatriates. Despite its late introduction to Botswana, Islam is gradually gaining a significant number of followers, in part because some find it more compatible with the patriarchal tenets of traditional life where men dominate family affairs and community power structures.

Botswanan Christian churches can be divided into two basic types: African independent churches and Pentecostal churches. African independent churches blend biblical teachings with traditional beliefs. The most popular of these is the Zionist Christian Church (ZCC). It prohibits polygyny, but allows traditional marriage payments or gifts from the groom’s to the wife’s family (bogadi). It also practices spiritual healing in ceremonies in ways that parallel in the spiritual healing of more Traditional Religions of the past. These traditional beliefs saw the progress of a person’s life as a series of “rebirths” with changes in status often associated with changes in name, clothing, and personal responsibilities and obligations within the community.

At the other end of the religious spectrum are congregations, loosely grouped as African Traditional Religions (ATR), whose faith centers more on traditionally inspired beliefs in the power of ancestral spirits or badimo. These congregations, which vary widely in size and specific beliefs, come together inspired by traditional beliefs in the power of revelation, divination, prophecy, and charismatic healing. Some have thousands of followers while others are no larger than an extended family led by a member who has had divinely inspired “dreams” that purport to reveal the hidden meanings behind everyday events or, sometimes, biblical passages. Taken together, the religious views and practices of modern Batswana are not static, but continue to undergo redefinition and transformation in the context of a changing world as they combine new ideas with traditional practices when they seem useful in daily life.
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A priest offers blessings during mass in Francistown, Botswana. An estimated 70 percent of Botswanans identify themselves as Christians. Anglicans, Methodists, and members of the United Congregational Church of Southern Africa make up the majority of this demographic. (Heiner Heine imageBROKER/Newscom)

Religious ideas affect in fundamental ways how people in Botswana perceive themselves, their relationships with their families, their friends and neighbors, and their interpretations of daily events. Like the air one breathes, Traditional Religious cosmology and a belief that the ancestors participate in the daily affairs of the living are part of the taken-for-granted matrix within which life is lived and understood. Almost all aspects of personhood—success or failure, health or sickness, charisma or misfortune, wealth or poverty—are understood to have spiritual dimensions.

Even the most Westernized Christian churches incorporate rites such as the first fruits ceremonies and prayers for rain that have been adopted from traditional practices. On a deeper level, one implication of the continuation of traditional worldviews is that the cause of both bad and good fortune is commonly seen as lying in interpersonal, community, and spiritual relationships—the jealousy of a neighbor, the displeasure of a slighted ancestor, or the workings of witchcraft. Thus, the well-being of an individual is not a personal affair, but a function of their relationship with other people, ancestral spirits, and even elements of nature. The health and survival of the wider community is also seen as affected by the social behavior of individuals. Even Westernized Batswana envision the world as a complex set of interrelationships between social, religious, and psychophysiological realms in which all will prosper only if everyone strives to live in harmony with God, other people, the ancestors, and the natural world. Disruptions in this balance are explained as “illness.” As a result, on a deep level most people continue to incorporate in their daily lives beliefs derived from or inspired by Traditional Religious contexts that are often blended in syncretic fashion with Christianity or other religions.

Social Customs

Batswana are friendly and welcoming people, and a visitor can feel free to visit most places, although in towns and cities an eye should be kept out for the occasional pickpocket or thief. It is customary for people to greet one another in passing—to not do so is considered rude because it implies that the other party is beneath notice. Different from the common Western practice where greetings are often pro forma and carry little content, in Botswana questions of “How are you?” are expected to be answered factually. If one has a headache, say so. Age, seniority, and status are important in social matters, so when addressing an older or senior person one should usually wait for the older or more senior person to initiate the greeting.

Shaking hands is customary in greetings and is a sign of respect. This should be done “with both hands” by holding the right forearm at the elbow with the left hand when shaking. This same mannerism is used in “polite” company when passing items from one person to another, even if it is something as simple as passing coins to a bus conductor. The Kalanga show respect to an older or senior person through a custom called go buchila in which they kneel down, put their hands together, clap them three times, and then extend them to the visitor to greet. The senior person then kisses both hands. Members of some churches such as the ZCC may greet one another with terms such as “Peace be with you.” They also wear a silver star or dove on their clothing as a badge of identity.

With age comes privilege, and in Botswana it is assumed that wisdom comes with age; and respect for the elderly is observed by all of Botswana’s peoples. Seniority guides relations between parents and children, bosses and workers, and is a factor in every social gathering—even if it is just two people. Indeed, age differences are so important that within a week of beginning a new school year, all the students will have determined the ages of their class members, ranking one another even by slight differences in age. Even if the age difference is minimal, the older person can command someone more junior to carry out tasks that can include anything from fetching books or drinks to washing dishes and other tasks. At least in public, the younger person should never complain even if some use their seniority to bully their subordinates. Such behavior is gradually changing as more educated people come to hold more senior positions in the workforce. But change comes slowly, and even senior civil servants may find themselves treated as subordinates when they visit their home villages where traditional rules of age and seniority trump status in the workplace.

Some people have blamed the disrespectful behavior of some youth on the cancellation of traditional initiation ceremonies during the colonial era. Many traditional Batswana believe that important issues of character are not being addressed in the formal, Westernized educational system. In the past, initiation ceremonies taught young people to respect their elders and to understand the nature of their responsibilities to their families and community. Over the past decade there has been a resurgence of interest in reinstating initiation by groups such as the Kgatla in Mochudi, who view it as a means to instill a greater sense of community responsibility and respect for family values in young people.

Traditional education included learning their history through praise poems and teaching acceptable behavior through games, riddles, puzzles, and proverbs; the fundamentals of Tswana religious beliefs and cosmology were also discussed. Other aspects of initiation, such as male circumcision, have been modified to comply with modern health considerations. Another function of initiation was to group young people into age sets or regiments that were called together to perform important local community or national projects such as the construction of roads and dams. Many of the duties once carried out by age regiments are now done by informal associations usually based around school classmates, church congregations, or other affiliations.


Negotiating Age and Status

Most of us think of age quantitatively as an absolute timeline of years. But in many places people may not be certain of the exact year in which they were born; and age, nuanced by gender and social status, is negotiated through performance. This is especially important in Botswana where age comes implicitly with status, respect, and rights to command those who are younger. In daily life, however, such rights and privileges are claimed and tested through behavior. Debra Durham, for instance, writes of how young men, who have tenuous claims to status, carefully negotiate their position by the clothing they dare to wear and the seats they take up in public meetings as they enter the “men’s circle” where the oldest occupy seats close to the center and youngsters are banished to the outer rings. Upon entering, a young man “may carry a walking stick and wear a felt hat, or even an overcoat [all symbols of age and status]. To do so is risky and takes confidence—[as] any of these acts may … invite good natured ridicule or chiding, or be overturned when a senior commands the young man to fetch something or to respect his ‘parents’” (Durham 2004: 593). Age and status are thus relative concepts that come to be defined contextually through daily behavior and practice, rather than through a strict commemoration of birthdays.

Source: Durham, Debra. 2004. “Disappearing Youth: Youth as a Social Shifter in Botswana.” American Ethnologist 31(4): 589–605.



Songs and dances are a part of many aspects of Batswana life including ceremonies, everyday work tasks, and simply entertainment. Today, all Batswana continue to take pride in the variety of dance forms and music they have inherited from the past. While there have been rapid changes in many other aspects of social and cultural life, the nation’s political unity is founded on respect for these different traditions and the freedom that people have to express their diversity through cultural performance.

Lifestyle and Leisure

In the past, most Tswana lived a life of seasonal transhumance as they moved from the village to their farms and cattle posts during the rainy season and then back to town after the harvest. Even people in Gaborone and Francistown participated in this annual movement, especially during long holiday seasons such as Christmas when visits to the lands and cattle posts usually meant a plethora of milk, sour milk, and evenings around the fire that were filled with choral singing and storytelling. Children, who by necessity had to stay in town to be close to schools, were especially attuned to the contrasting lifestyles of town and country.

While the cyclical movement between town and cattle post is still familiar to most Batswana, as the population has become more urban fewer children and young adults now participate in this annual migration. As a result, clear divisions are developing between Batswana who live permanently in rural areas and those living in cities, regardless of their ethnic origin. Most rural families, for instance, continue to subscribe to a more traditional lifestyle and set of values. These managa, as they are known, are the butt of countless jokes about their naïveté and the culture shock they experience when confronted with the faster pace, styles of dress, and other affectations of modernity found in the cities.

Nonetheless, except in the most remote areas, most people today have a lifestyle that combines traditional and Western elements. It is fairly common, for instance, for middle-class villagers to live in houses made of cement blocks, with grass-thatched or tin roofs, running water, and electricity; a satellite dish may even be attached to the house to pick up local or international programming. In the front yard, goats may graze around modern German or Japanese vehicles while donkey carts fashioned from wood or the beds of old pickup trucks rest in the shade of the backyard waiting for the next movement to the lands. Almost everywhere, manufactured goods have replaced the homemade leather clothing that was common in decades past. Carved wooden bowls, spoons, and handcrafted pottery are now found mostly in curio shops. Even rituals such as rainmaking have been co-opted by modern churches. Yet many traditional values and practices remain, and some, including traditional music and dance, are enjoying a renaissance as performances are transmitted throughout the country on Botswana radio and television. Traditional diviners, healers, and herbalists are also consulted in increasing numbers as the population tries to cope with the deadly consequences of HIV/AIDS and the new strains and conflicts of modern life. Many seek relief from such problems and afflictions in the ministrations of traditional diviners and other spiritualists.

Indigenous games and leisure provide another window into Botswanan culture. There are many traditional indoor and outdoor games enjoyed by young boys and girls, although most are traditionally segregated by gender. Both play hide-and-seek and many make a variety of toys and musical instruments out of found materials. Homemade banjos and guitars, model animals fashioned from clay or wood, and toy trucks, cars, and motorcycles made of fencing wire and discarded tin cans are still sometimes seen. Small boys imagine the joys of vehicle ownership as they drive their craft along sidewalks or dusty village footpaths. Such homemade toys are becoming less common, however, as they are replaced by cheap, mass-produced versions made in China. Television and radio programming and recorded music on CD or thumb drives are now replacing the practiced choral singing that once made up an evening’s entertainment.

Games such as morabaraba and mohele are a favored pastime (see Sports and Games below). While such traditional games are still widely enjoyed, there is no doubt that soccer is the most popular sport in the country. But because Botswana has a small population, its national team, the Zebras, have consistently ranked as one of the poorest in Africa. Until very recently, they had never won a game in international competition. Nonetheless, the country is united in its support of the Zebras as their national team. In 2011 their fortunes changed as they became the first team to qualify for the Africa Cup of Nations.

Education and Employment

Education

In order to understand the employment landscape of Botswana, one must first consider the educational and job training infrastructure of the country. While basic school education through secondary school is free for all citizens, students are still responsible for their school supplies, uniforms, and living expenses. Access to primary education is more difficult for those who live in remote areas where their parents often have to send their children to the larger towns and villages for schooling. Even when they live with relatives in town, the cost of school supplies often makes schooling prohibitive. It also removes these young people from the rural workforce that often relies on their labor. So despite free education, almost 15 percent of the population still cannot read or write, a factor that impacts their ability to participate in the more modern sectors of the economy. English is the recommended medium of instruction from Standard 2 (second grade) onward; a basic understanding of English is widespread in the country.


Pleasures of Town

Despite its small population and large expanses of unpopulated Kalahari Desert, the Botswana people have historically had a preference for urban rather than country living. Descriptions of Tswana towns from the early 19th century, for example, consistently remark on the large size of traditional Tswana towns. John Burchell was one of the first Europeans to see them and in 1812 wrote in his journal: “As we advanced nearer, and gained higher ground, the multitude of houses which continued rising into view as far as I could see excited astonishment…. They occupied, in detached groups, a portion of the plain, not less than a mile and a half in diameter . … The houses were all built in the neatest possible manner imaginable” (Burchell 1822). Today, even though the population density of the country is still quite low, more than 80 percent of its inhabitants live in towns of more than 10,000 inhabitants.

Source: Burchell, John. 1822. Travels in the Interior of Southern Africa. London: Batchworth.



Entrance to secondary schools and university is dependent upon student results on standardized national exams. Less than 65 percent of the population goes on to secondary school. Because competition for entry is stiff, wealthier families often pay for their children to attend private primary and secondary schools, rather than government-run facilities, in the belief this will help them obtain a higher pass. In consequence, education has become a flourishing private sector industry; the number of private schools in the major towns has grown rapidly over the past two decades.
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A teacher gives a lesson to children in Botswana. Though literacy rates were very low at independence, great strides have been made at improving educational opportunities in the country. As of 2008, an estimated 83 percent of the population could read and write, and educational services continue to expand—due in large part to revenues provided by Botswana’s rich mineral wealth. (David Reed/Corbis)

Over 14,000 undergraduate students attend the University of Botswana, the sole institution of higher learning in the country. The university offers bachelor’s degrees in a wide variety of arts, sciences, business, and health fields. Approximately 1,400 students are currently enrolled in master’s and PhD programs. University students receive bursaries to cover their costs. In theory, these must be repaid at graduation, but in practice few students have been required to do so.

There are a number of training opportunities open to secondary school graduates who do not go on to university. These include vocational training centers that provide education in a broad variety of professional, technical, engineering, and business studies. Brigade centers in smaller towns also offer opportunities to learn trades such as auto mechanics, construction, and carpentry. These courses are especially useful for individuals whose poor school results prevent them from attending university.

Employment

Before 1970, livestock formed the economic backbone of the country and accounted for the vast majority of Botswana’s export revenues. Diamonds and copper now dominate the export economy, but cattle remain an important indigenous store of wealth and important source of milk, meat, and income for many people. Europe has been one of the important importers of Botswana beef, which picked up in the 1970s as abattoirs opened in Lobatse, Maun, and Francistown. One of the major constraints to cattle export has been periodic outbreaks of hoof-and-mouth disease, which has required strong control measures including manned cordon fences that stretch across the country. The agricultural sector also is one of the largest employment sectors in the country, providing work not only for farmers and herders but also for related services such as veterinarians, abattoir workers, and retailers.

With the opening of the diamond mines in the central district in 1970, the economy shifted from herding and farming to mining, which now accounts for about 70 percent of the country’s export revenue. Revenue from the diamond industry has transformed Botswana from one of the poorest countries in the world to a middle-range economy that is now one of the fastest growing and most stable on the continent. It is the largest exporter of gem-quality diamonds in the world, with an annual output of well over 17 million carats. The Botswana government and the DeBeers Mining Company own the mines jointly.

Other minerals include copper, nickel, and soda ash. Large deposits of coal fuel much of the country’s electrical generating capacity from a plant at Morupule just outside Palapye. The cost of transporting coal to wider regional or overseas markets has so far been prohibitive, however. Concerns about the extensive use of scarce water supplies for the diamond mines and other industries is now becoming a concern in this dry and drought-prone country.

Recent statistics indicate that tourism is now the third most important earner of foreign revenue after mining and cattle. A large part of this income is generated from within Southern Africa, as tourists from South Africa and Botswana have begun to take advantage of the easy access to wildlife afforded by improved roads, modern lodges, safe water supplies, and other infrastructure. In addition, global positioning systems (GPS) are now in common use, making it easier than ever for tourists to explore once remote areas without having to hire expensive guides or four-wheel-drive vehicles.

Botswana’s political and economic stability and comparatively low incidence of violent crime make it an attractive and secure venue for tourists. More than 27,000 people are now employed in the tourism industry, which generates 70 percent of the jobs in rural areas where other sources of work and income are scarce. Although the government is largely responsible for the international promotion of tourism, these costs are being increasingly shared by the private sector as private safari companies and wildlife reserves have developed. Cultural attractions such as the rock art at Tsodilo and the stone-walled ruins belonging to the Zimbabwe culture also draw tourists and complement the wildlife attractions of the country.

Botswana has some of the largest national parks and herds of wild game in Africa. Wildlife management areas, parks, and reserves make up almost 40 percent of the country’s land surface. Tourists can enjoy a variety of experiences that include photographic and hunting safaris. The main areas of attraction are located in the northern half of the country and include the Tsodilo Hills (a World Heritage rock art site), the Okavango Delta, the Moremi Game Reserve, Chobe National Park, the Makgadikgadi salt pans, and the Makgadikgadi Game Reserve. Smaller or less frequently visited parks include the Gaborone Game Reserve, Mokolodi Nature Sanctuary, the Khama Rhino Sanctuary, the Khustse Game Reserve in the central Kalahari, and the Gemsbok National Park in the dry, southwestern corner of the country.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

As one might expect of a country that is so ethnically diverse, marriage and family customs vary widely in Botswana. Many of the people of northwestern Botswana, for instance, are organized into matrilineages in which inheritance and descent give greater emphasis to female lines than is the case among the patrilineal Tswana and Kalanga living in eastern and southern Botswana. Patrilineal cultures generally trace inheritance and descent through the male line. The Herero of northwestern Botswana are noted for practicing “double descent,” which traces relationships and inheritance through both the male and female lines. A man’s cattle, for instance, were supposed to pass to his sister’s children (representing the canda, or matriclan), while only a few “sacred” cattle were inherited by his eldest son through the oruzo or patriclan. This mode of inheritance is in stark contrast with the Tswana where all the cattle are inherited by the eldest son who then allocates some to his younger brothers as he sees fit. Daughters and widows inherit no cattle, but the eldest son and heir is morally obliged to maintain and support them.

At the beginning of the 19th century, a gift of cattle from the groom’s to the bride’s family was the primary way in which a marriage was legitimated in public eyes. This is still the case today. Cattle were also expected to be sacrificed at weddings, funerals, and other important occasions. While bride-wealth (bogadi) was intended to acknowledge the status of the wife’s family for giving away their daughter, it also placed the marriage on firm ground if questions later arose about the position of children within their father’s lineage, their rights to inheritance and property, especially if the marriage ends in divorce. Because many young people now work in cities and neither keep nor raise cattle, it is now becoming acceptable to pay in cash, but cattle are still seen as more acceptable.

Marriage and children are two of the most central events affecting an individual’s status and rights within the community, and the family household is the basic building block of Tswana society. Patrilineally related families form the grassroots political and economic institutions. At marriage, women were traditionally expected to leave their home to move to their husband’s village, where their children would be born and raised. In this way marriage created new social bonds between the families of the bride and groom. Because of their new status at marriage, men and women could participate more fully in the life of the community. In the past, and to some extent even today, single men could not participate fully in community deliberations, regardless of age.

Unlike in the West where a young couple might simply announce their intention to marry to their families, negotiations between families in Botswana are the touchstone of a traditional marriage. In former times, the bride and groom sometimes had little to say in who they would marry and were expected to comply with their parent’s wishes as “dutiful children.” Normally couples married within their own ethnic group. But today marriages between people of different ethnic backgrounds are becoming more common, especially among the more educated and those living in urban areas. Intermarriage between patrilineal and matrilineal peoples can pose legal and cultural challenges, however, and is still uncommon.

The typical Botswanan household is composed of a man and his wife (or wives), their own or adopted children, and other relatives that may include a husband’s younger brothers and sisters, or even unrelated dependents. In the rural areas and smaller villages, the members of a household live in a set of conjoined houses arranged, along with those of their patrilateral relatives, around a central animal corral. Each married couple has its own house, which is shared with their infant children. Older children usually sleep in a separate house or live with an older relative. With the increased need for education, it is now becoming common for younger children to be sent from the rural areas to town to live with relatives so that they can gain access to schooling, hospitals, and other resources. The larger secondary schools also have boarding facilities to house students from distant villages and rural areas.

Men and women enter into a new stage of their life when they marry and have children. After their first child is born, parents are commonly addressed by the name of their firstborn rather than their given name. Along with their new status come new codes of behavior and obligations—and for women even new modes of traditional clothing are worn on important occasions such as weddings or funerals. The costume melds traditional touches such as a blanket worn over the shoulders, which mimics the jackal or fox kaross of old, and a long dress fashioned of dark blue or brown “Geremani” cloth. Everyday clothing, however, follows Western fashions and designs.

While gender roles are today undergoing considerable change, Batswana men consider themselves the head of the household in very patriarchal ways. And it is still generally the case that they are uncomfortable if their wives have more education, earn more money, or hold more prominent positions in the workforce than they do. Still, many women do hold important positions as business owners, politicians, and government functionaries, but they are still usually responsible as well for household duties that include being prepared to cook and supervise the daily routines of the household. Although younger couples are often at odds with the paradigmatic expectations of what constitutes a “good” spouse, they still measure their behavior in relation to customary expectations of gender and status.

Cuisine

Few things are closer to the heart of a culture than food. In Botswana, most meals reflect long-standing traditions and taste, and the typical meal still includes many ingredients hunted and harvested from the wild or grown in home gardens and fields. To a great extent, Botswanan cuisine centers, at least ideologically, around meat. While the amount of meat eaten varies according to family circumstance, there is little doubt that meat, whether domestic or wild, is the centerpiece of the meal. In the cities this is purchased in local butcheries or at large, modern supermarkets. In rural areas wild game and birds are important additions to the diet along with a wide assortment of wild and domestic fruits and vegetables.


What Should I Do with All These Cows?

While marriage traditions are important in Botswana, people today have a much greater say in who they marry than they once did. As people travel much more widely than they once did, many young couples now meet their future husbands or wives at university or in cities far from their homes where they have gone for employment. This has led to more “mixed” marriages between people from different ethnic groups, sometimes from opposite sides of the country, which complicates the traditional exchange of bride-wealth, which is still customary. For most, cattle continue to be seen as the most suitable or “proper” bride-wealth to be given at marriage; cash is viewed as a less acceptable substitute. But many modern families do not own cattle—and even if they do, the bride’s and groom’s families may live in villages hundreds of miles apart. If the groom’s family has cattle, one solution has been to send them by truck hundreds of miles across the Kalahari to the wife’s homestead. Another has been to buy cattle near her home. But the wife’s family may also not be into herding. So after accepting the traditional gift of cattle with many thanks, they may immediately sell them again for cash! Nonetheless, cattle have been transferred and tradition has been maintained—if only for a brief period.



Beef is the most popular meat and is consumed in large quantities at weddings and funerals. Goats and chickens are the most common everyday fare, however, because their size is better tailored to the needs of an average household without refrigeration. When cattle are slaughtered, the meat is divided following traditional custom. A man’s maternal uncle, for instance, receives the head, his paternal uncles the forelegs, and so on. The chest and stomach are reserved for the family. Fish are eaten by the Yeyi and some other peoples in the Okavango Delta, but are avoided by most Tswana. This is ironic because the name for a popular farmed fish in the United States, tilapia, is a Latinized version of the Tswana word for this fish, tlhapi. David Livingstone was the first to scientifically describe this fish in the middle of the 19th century and this version of its Tswana name has since become known worldwide. Known locally in English as bream, tilapia, along with a type of catfish known as a barbel, are important foods for some, but not all, Batswana. Only a few Tswana will eat pork because many consider pigs to be unclean. Donkeys and horses are not generally eaten. Apart from the python, snakes are not eaten, nor are animals belonging to a person’s totem.

Meats are generally boiled or fried to make one-pot stews that include additions of beans, cowpeas, peanuts, and vegetables cooked with spices such as curry and chilies. Only on the most informal of occasions is meat roasted over an open fire. For family meals the wife or a child will bring a basin of warm water and a towel to the table. They kneel and hold them so that family members and visitors can wash and dry their hands before eating. Presenting people with cold water to wash their hands is considered impolite and, in the case of visitors, is a subtle sign that they have worn out their welcome. Guests and the head of the family are served first. In urban settings, water, ginger drinks, bottled soft drinks, wine, or beer are served with the meal.

The most popular meat dishes are seswaa, serobe, and segwapa, made of chicken, oxtail, or barbecued beef. Seswaa is made by boiling beef (or sometimes chicken) in a large, three-legged cast iron pot for a considerable time along with quantities of salt. When it is very well done, the meat is beaten with a wooden spoon until it takes on the texture of shredded or jerked beef. This is one of the most popular meat dishes in the country and is often served at weddings, funerals, and other ceremonies. Serobe is another much sought after delicacy. It is made from the intestines of a goat, sheep, or cow, which are cleaned and then boiled along with the peeled hooves of the animal. After it is cooked, it is finely chopped into small pieces and served. Chicken is usually boiled in salted water, with chili peppers added for flavor. In the past spicy chili peppers and curries were not available, and most food was bland and simply seasoned with salt and indigenous herbs such as wild sage. Today, however, meats and sauces cooked with a variety of spices originating in Indian cuisine are widely enjoyed. The gift of a live chicken, or an invitation to a home-cooked meal or cup of tea, is a traditional symbol of hospitality and friendship.

Stews and meat dishes are always accompanied by phaleshe, which is made from finely ground maize (mealie meal) or bogobe made from sorghum or millet. Both are made by slowly adding finely ground flour to a container of rapidly boiling water while stirring rapidly to produce a stiff porridge. The finished mixture has a texture similar to mashed potatoes. Samp, a coarsely stamped maize, is another favorite that is often mixed with beans to produce a casserole-like dish known as dikgobe.

Traditional alcoholic drinks include khadi, which is made from fermented honey and Grewia berries mixed with cream of tartar derived from the seeds of the baobab tree. Another delicious and highly alcoholic drink, amarula, is made from the fermented fruit of the wild Morula tree. Thick sorghum beer is also popular, though the home-brewed variety has now been largely replaced by factory-made Chibuku or “Shake Shake.”

Dress

One of the biggest disappointments for foreign visitors to Botswana is the lack of colorful tie-dyed dresses, embroidered shirts, and other garments and robes associated with the “folk” or “traditional” dress found in other parts of Africa. The usual conclusion drawn is that people in Botswana have lost more of their cultural traditions because, almost without exception, they dress in blue jeans, T-shirts, dresses, suits, ties, and other Western clothing. As a result, in the days of apartheid, white visitors from South Africa were often heard to remark how people in South Africa had “retained” their cultural traditions, while those in Botswana had lost them. Such observations are curious because in comparison with South Africa, people in Botswana have experienced far less intrusion in their daily lives from apartheid oppression or colonial rule. But by the measure of their clothing, most Batswana appear completely Westernized. This is an erroneous impression because the relationship between dress and cultural “retention” or “tradition” is not so simple or straightforward. As one anthropologist put it, clothes are “social skin.” By this standard, the only people in the country judged to have retained their “traditions” would be Herero women who continue to dress in a style adopted from 19th-century German missionary dress in Namibia.

In earlier centuries, clothing was manufactured from the tanned hides of wild or domesticated animals. Even so, it still encoded distinctions of age, gender, and social status. At the end of the 18th century, for instance, only the elite could wear blankets made of the warm fur of genets, jackals, or foxes. Poorer people could only afford less luxurious blankets made of simple hartebeest skin or cowhide. These sewn blankets or karosses were the exclusive work of male tailors. Women did not sew. Instead, their duties included building the pole and daub houses for their families.

Over a millennium before the arrival of European traders and missionaries in the 19th century, traditional dress in eastern and northern Botswana had already began to incorporate imported items such as glass beads, cowry shells, and other items brought across the Indian Ocean by Arab, Indian, and Indonesian traders. The cowry shells were cut smooth along the back and then sewed onto leather or cloth clothing. Glass beads were strung on sinew as necklaces, waistbands, and bracelets. Some were even used as “spacers” on the coiled copper and bronze bracelets favored by the elite. Ancient spindle whorls indicate that cloth was being woven and worn by the elite almost a thousand years ago. Weaving may have been a technology introduced into the subcontinent along with the other trade goods, which, in addition to glass beads, included chickens and other commodities from India, Indonesia, China, the Persian Gulf, and Egypt by the early second millennium CE.

By the early 20th century brightly colored polyester blankets had replaced the traditional kaross. A headscarf known as a tikwi and soft leather sandals completed the costume. The blanket is worn not only for warmth but is used to bundle babies securely onto their mothers’ backs.

For Batswana men in the 1930s and 1940s, going to work in the South African mines became an informal form of initiation that provided workers not only with much-needed family income but also with a more urbane, “worldly” status on their return home. Their work clothing of coveralls and rubber boots reflected their status as laborers. But the formal wear they wore for social occasions followed the fashions of their white and black male counterparts in the urban areas of South Africa.

For the Herero, who sometimes view themselves as an encapsulated minority living in exile in Botswana, their brightly colored patchwork dresses worn over numerous petticoats are a powerful symbol of identity. Like the Tswana folk costume, they reinforce their cultural identity and history. But their dress also presents a more layered set of contradictions in the context of contemporary Botswana. While the heavy dress is indeed an advertisement of ethnicity (and even of gender because it carries with it a sense of domesticity and subordination), wearing the beautiful dresses also embodies Herero ideas of grace and beauty. Herero women are expected to walk slowly and regally, enjoying a freedom of movement that they contrast with the hurried and constrained movements permitted by the tighter Western-style clothing worn by Tswana women. Their ethnic dress also disrupts the image of an undifferentiated citizenry that the country strives so often to project. Perhaps this is why many younger Herero women now only wear their traditional clothing dress on formal occasions while adopting more Western attire in the workplace.

Sports and Games

There are many traditional indoor and outdoor sports and games enjoyed by Batswana of all ages. Today soccer is far and away the most popular sport in the country. The national team, the Zebras, play in large professional stadium in Gaborone. But even the most rural village will have a soccer pitch cleared of thorn bush and marked at each end with rough sticks for uprights. Manufactured soccer balls are in common use in most places, though they are often in need of patching due to punctures by thorns. In very rural or poor communities balls may even be made of wrapping paper or plastic bags tied together with string to form a serviceable ball.

Because Botswana has a small population its national team, the Zebras, is usually the least successful in Africa. Until very recently they had never won a game in international competition. But there have been some improvements and there are now talented Batswana playing in European and American professional soccer leagues. The Zebras qualified for the Africa Cup games in 2012, but finished near the bottom of their group. Despite the Zebras’ poor international results, Batswana are patriotic and fully support the Zebras as their national team regardless of differences in ethnicity and politics. Part of the Zebras’ poor performance is in part due to the absence of a professional league. Most players have to work at other jobs and can only play or practice for their teams after hours and on weekends.

There are other regional teams in Botswana that include the Township Rollers and Gaborone United, and their matches are followed closely by their loyal fans. Even the Botswana Defense Force and the Police Force also have teams. Matches are entertaining off the field as well as fans beat drums and blow horns. For international matches with the Zebras almost everyone dresses in the national colors of blue, black, and white. Regional teams also have their own colors. When tickets for the Zebras and other teams are sold out, many watch them at home on televisions, which are now common in the country.

In recent years participation in track events has had much success. Mantle Mpontsho, for instance, has excelled in international women’s competition in the 100-, 200-, and 400-meter races while Isaac Makwala has won several races in the 400-meter distance. Sports such as baseball, boxing, cricket, and netball are also popular throughout the country. Horse racing, gymnastics, and swimming are relatively new to the country but are gaining in popularity.

More traditional games are also enjoyed. Morabaraba, one of Africa’s oldest board games with a history going back to ancient Egypt, is played in a variety of ways throughout Eastern and Southern Africa. In its most common form, it involves making four parallel rows of 12 holes in the ground, with each player taking one side of 24 holes. To begin, two pebbles are put into each hole, and each player takes turns moving them until they run out of pebbles. They may capture or “eat” an opponent’s pebbles when they lie in the hole opposite where the last pebble has landed if that hole has two or more stones in it. If a player ends with only a single stone in a hole, it becomes the opponent’s turn. The game can take on a chesslike quality in its strategy and good players are known for the lightning speed with which they can assess the numbers of stones in each hole across the board and make their moves quickly; slow players and those who must count out the stones before moving are ridiculed.

Another ancient board game is mohele. It is played on a board (often simply scratched into the ground or on a rock outcrop or sidewalk). The board has three squares nested inside each other with a cross drawn through the middle of the squares and diagonal lines connecting their corners. This creates 24 points of intersection. Each player starts with 12 “cows” (represented by stones, bottle caps, beans, etc.), and the aim is to take as many of one’s opponent’s herd as possible by ringing them in. A cow that is surrounded on two sides can be captured; a herd with three cows in a row is “safe.” The game is won when the opponent has so few animals that it is impossible to have three in a row. The Botswana National Sports Council is considering adding such traditional “war” games to local and international sports contests, supplementing the more Western sports of soccer, netball, volleyball, and boxing.

Festivals and Holidays

Botswana holds several annual celebrations to mark important secular and religious occasions. These instill a sense of identity and national pride while providing amusement and entertainment. On some occasions prayers for rain and other blessings are offered in modern churches and in more traditional settings. Secular holidays include New Year’s Day (January 1), Labor Day (May 1), Sir Seretse Khama Day (July 1), President’s Day (July 18), and Botswana Independence Day (September 30). Christian holidays include Good Friday, Easter Monday, and Christmas Day. Most Batswana celebrate the Christmas holidays in their district capitals or rural homes where traditional choirs and other festivities are customary. Boxing Day is another holiday used mainly for parties and picnics. This holiday started as a tradition in colonial households as the day after Christmas when servants and other workers were given their gifts (in boxes). Batswana Muslims celebrate Ramadan from new moon to new moon in March or April, but it is not a national holiday.

Planting and harvesting ceremonies in the spring and fall provide additional opportunities for celebration. In the past, the agricultural cycle was centrally regulated by the chief or kgosi and families were not permitted to go to their fields to plow until permission was given by the chief. They were also not permitted to eat from their harvest until the kgosi gave the order to do so during the “first fruits” ceremony. During the harvest ceremony, people gave a portion of their grain to the kgosi who held it in reserve for times of emergency. Traditionally, age regiments were assigned to plow community fields before individual family fields could be plowed. Today, versions of these ceremonies are incorporated into most Christian church calendars as well as into the observances of those following more Traditional Religious practices. Celebrations usually include traditional songs, dancing, poetry, and drama.

Music, Dance, and Visual Arts

Music and Dance

The performing arts are an integral part of the culture and customs of Botswana. They provide entertainment and instill a spirit of togetherness and belonging while providing a means to express feelings of joy or grief. In the past, songs and dances were an integral part of the initiation ceremonies. Songs also accompanied communal work groups as women pounded grain together in their heavy wooden mortars or joined work parties in the fields. Today, Batswana participate in a variety of dance forms and music, some inherited from the past, others reflecting more modern and global tastes.

The call to dance is close to the heart of all the cultures of Botswana, and the phrase “O binang?” or “What do you dance?” is still used to ask someone the name of their totem. Yet, curiously, there are no dances dedicated to totemic animals. Nor did the earliest European visitors describe dances held in veneration of crocodiles, monkeys, duikers, elephants, hares, buffaloes, or any of the other animals that make up the totemic pantheon of Botswana.

While references to dancing and totems in the Tswana language index a past now forgotten, traditional dances that call on the supernatural potency of animals to assist with curing continue to be a part of Sarwa or Bushman culture. In eastern Botswana, however, only fragmented memories of such dances remain as the elders who once performed them have passed away or become dispersed throughout the cattle posts and villages, making it difficult for them to come together to resurrect the sense of community such rituals require. In northwestern Botswana, however, trance dancers continue to call on the eland, giraffe, gemsbok, and other spiritually charged objects to protect their communities from sickness or evil. On the more Westernized farms around Ghanzi, the curing dances that once involved the whole community have been transformed into more individualized performances, with specialist shamen who collect money for their services. More recently, staged trance dances have become a regular part of the “tourist experience” at many safari camps. Despite such commodification, the deeper associations between dance, song, and spirituality continue.

In the past, musical instruments were not seen simply as devices used to make musical notes or rhythmic beats—the materials from which they were made were thought to be endowed with supernatural potency. In many cases drums, flutes, and whistles were “doctored” by prayers and blessings so that their sounds would be able to draw down the attention of the ancestors to create the ritual environment needed for rainmaking or curing human ailments. Songs and musical instruments accompany all important rites and ceremonies and in some cases are even used in protest when chiefs, through neglect of their ancestors or other behaviors, are believed to have failed in their duties to their communities.

The healing dances and prayers once carried out communally within the village now take place at night outside the towns in more guarded locations such as archaeological sites, where they are overseen by a new generation of traditional doctors and priests. The songs and dances that accompany these ceremonies continue to be addressed to the ancestors, and spirit possession remains an integral feature of most.

To rejuvenate interest in traditional dance in Botswana, a group named Mogwana was formed in Gaborone in 1991. The group has visited most parts of the country to study the different traditional dance forms that they incorporate into their routines. More recently, the group has turned its attention topical issues that include environmental concerns, teenage delinquency, and HIV/AIDS.

Botswana television has also contributed to the resurgence of interest in traditional dancing as performances by dancers dressed in replicas of traditional costumes with skin aprons and loincloths grow in popularity. The beat of the dance is kept, as it was in the past, by hand clapping and ankle rattles made from wild silkworm cocoons. Dance routines are also performed at competitions held between different villages during the holiday seasons and other occasions.

Choral music is popular in Botswana. Some of the songs incorporate harmonies that have been passed down from one generation to the next. These are rehearsed throughout the year at family gatherings, and on Christmas Eve family choirs often sing in competitions within the villages. During these gatherings, older men may also perform traditional songs, accompanying themselves on one-stringed violins, homemade guitars, or other instruments. In the larger towns, modern music and dance are enjoyed by the younger generation at nightclubs and other social venues. In these contexts, the dancing takes on modern forms, but even here improvised steps from traditional dances can sometimes be seen.

Visual Arts

The visual arts play an important role in the cultural identity of Botswana. To stimulate the visual arts, the Botswana government has created an infrastructure to protect national art collections, most of which are housed at the National Museum in Gaborone or at regional museums in Mochudi, Serowe, and Francistown. One of the aims of the National Museum is to promote art and artists by hosting exhibitions that include the Artists in Botswana Show, the National Basket and Craft Exhibition, the National Children’s Art Exhibition, and the Thapong International Artists Workshop. These exhibitions are sometimes produced in collaboration with the private sector. The National Basket and Craft Exhibition, for instance, has been running for more than 25 years and is organized by the National Museum in collaboration with Botswana Craft, a private marketing company.

Recently the National Museum began a new initiative designed to expand the visual arts beyond the walls of museum galleries. Under this program some of the art from museum collections is displayed in the buildings and grounds of Princess Marina Hospital in Gaborone. The Kuru Art Project, a Sarwa-owned organization in northwestern Botswana, provides another example of how history, folklore, and nature influence art. The center provides art facilities and materials to Sarwa artists, encouraging them to experiment with art while providing them personal instruction on how to handle unfamiliar paints and other materials. Under their guidance, Sarwa artists have produced a variety of lithographs, black-and-white and color prints, etchings, and other works that they sell to the public.

Theater

The Tswana term maitisong connotes a place where people gather for an evening of conversation, games, and entertainment. It is also the name of a cultural center on the grounds of Maru-a-Pula Secondary School in Gaborone that includes a 450-seat theater. Throughout the year it sponsors a variety of art, drama, and cultural events, including the annual nine-day Maitisong Festival held every March or April. Many international artists have taken part in the festival. The center also provides music lessons on a variety of European and African instruments and sponsors an annual music camp.

Architecture and Housing

Traditional Village Planning

At the beginning of the 19th century, the Tswana lived in some of the largest traditional villages in Africa—some with as many as 15,000 to 20,000 inhabitants. The organizing principle of these large towns was the same as that in the smaller villages—a semicircle of houses surrounding the family animal corral. To form a larger town, the homestead–corral units were simply multiplied over and over as the population grew. According to custom, towns were laid out around the chief’s or elder’s homestead in a specific order of seniority, with the chief’s homes at the center, followed by the senior son’s to the right, the next most senior to the left, and so on. Even today many of the smaller villages preserve this arrangement, sometimes called the central cattle pattern, which has a time depth of more than 1,000 years in Southern Africa. The central cattle corral is usually made of closely spaced logs set vertically into the ground. Small stock corrals are more often constructed of thorn bushes dragged into an impenetrable circle. In the past clay-lined grain storage pits dug into the center of the corral provided emergency supplies for the village. Male ancestors were buried in the kraal so they could remain close to the animals that represented their wealth and prestige. Another reason for burial in the corral was to protect the burial from people who might want to exhume the body for witchcraft purposes; the trampling of the cattle over the grave hid its location.
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A traditional village in the Okavango Delta region of Botswana. (Frans Lanting Mint Images/Newscom)

The community meeting area, or kgotla, is usually situated next to the main village corral. It is also constructed of a semicircle of upright logs set into the ground facing the corral. Traditional medicines were buried at the entrance to “cool the blood” and prevent people from bringing jealousy or anger into the meeting. In the past, only initiated, circumcised men could attend kgotla meetings where, in theory at least, all men could freely express their opinions and even criticize the chief. But in practice, outsiders and men from subservient groups were cautious about doing this. Younger men sat on the ground or on small stools, while their elders, family heads, and important visitors were seated on folding hardwood chairs with rawhide thong seats. Most households once possessed at least one of these sturdy “kgotla chairs” decorated on the back with delicately carved geometric designs. As with many other traditional crafts, however, these chairs are now becoming something of a rarity as they are replaced by mass-produced versions in plastic and metal.

Urban Architecture

Housing in urban areas marks a shift from kin-based residential neighborhoods to blocks of unrelated nuclear families housed in Western-style rows of houses organized linearly along streets rather than in a circle around the cattle corral. Homes are generally built of durable concrete-block walls, metal doors and windows, and tin roofs. Perhaps because these buildings require special tools for construction, in cities it is men who are usually the builders, in contrast with the more rural areas where women do most of the construction of traditional pole and daub housing. Coinciding with this change, the personal artistic expression that Tswana women once put into decorating the exteriors of their homes is disappearing. If modern houses are decorated at all, it is usually with a coat of commercial paint or advertising slogans.

Because colonial rule in Botswana was directed from Mafikeng in South Africa, little of Botswana’s urban architecture preserves the Victorian architectural styles found in the older towns and cities in neighboring South Africa and Zimbabwe. The older, colonial sections of Gaborone, Francistown, and Serowe have a few such buildings, but most of the older public buildings in Gaborone are constructed in the uninspired International Style that spread through the developing world in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. In the older district capitals of Palapye, Mahalapye, Molepolole, and Lobatse, a rural version of the generic colonial architecture of flat-roofed concrete buildings with wide verandas and industrial metal-framed windows and doors is still the norm. While such generic and dated buildings are still common, the increase in wealth brought about by diamonds is transforming the skylines of Gaborone and other towns as fast-food restaurants, discount centers, and clothing stores, interspersed here and there with more innovative architecture, spring up.

Gaborone has more than doubled in size in the past 20 years. It has all the usual features of a modern city: multistory buildings, most houses with running water and electricity, and tarmac roads connecting residential neighborhoods, office blocks, and shopping malls. In addition to government ministries and Parliament, the city is home to international hotels, casinos, the University of Botswana, the National Museum, and the Sir Sereste Khama International Airport, which is large enough to handle direct international flights from Europe. One of the tallest buildings in Gaborone is Orapa House where the diamonds from Botswana’s mines are sorted and packaged for sale. A newer addition to the Gaborone skyline, the 14-story building that houses the Botswana Department of Taxes and the attorney general’s chambers, makes a striking contribution to the city’s new skyline.

But these relatively modern and wealthy sections of town are sprinkled with slums where poverty and poor sanitation remain. Urban crime is common and concrete-block walls topped with glass or electrified wires surround most houses. The multilane highways that run through the city are replete with roundabouts and traffic signals, but during rush hour these become virtual parking lots and it can take well over an hour to cover just a few miles.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Contemporary Literature

Apart from the sometimes fanciful accounts of hunting and exploring adventures published in the last half of the 19th and early 20th centuries, very little in the way of literature about Botswana was produced until the late 1960s. And since independence only a few Botswana-based authors have been able to make a reputation on the international literary scene. Foremost among these is Bessie Head, who moved to the small village of Serowe in 1964 to escape the trauma of apartheid South Africa. The child of a then illicit union between a wealthy white woman and an unidentified black man, she was born in an insane asylum to which her mother had been confined.

Raised in a foster home, at the age of 13 she left to attend a mission school and later worked as a journalist for Drum magazine and other publications in Cape Town and Johannesburg. After an unhappy marriage, she emigrated to Botswana with her two-year-old. She lived as a refugee in Botswana for the next 15 years before being granted Botswana citizenship. From her adopted village of Serowe she wrote her three best-known novels: When Rain Clouds Gather, Maru, and A Question of Power.

In the decades after her death, new generations of Botswana poets and novelists have appeared. Following Bessie Head’s lead, many of them also provide a critique on contemporary values, social injustice, and discrimination. One of the most prominent of these new authors is Unity Dow, whose novels provide insight into the contradictions of life as young people struggle to cope with the rapid pace of change financed by diamond wealth. Other popular books set in Botswana include the popular mystery and television series by Alexander McCall Smith that center on the adventures of fictional detective Precious Ramotswe. He is not a citizen or permanent resident of the country, however.

Oral Literature

The peoples of Botswana have a long history of oral and visual expression. Some of the rock art of the Tsodilo Hills, for instance, is almost 30,000 years old. It is replete with pictographic and painted expressions of literal and metaphorical vision. Forgotten stories told around many millennia of campfires are doubtless featured in many of these depictions. Others are thought to portray the experiences of shamen as they sought the aid of the supernatural to heal or otherwise benefit their communities.

Praise Poetry

Praise poems commemorating the accomplishments of ancient chiefs and other important figures have been passed down through many generations and some are more than 150 years old. In the 19th century, they were composed not only for kings and nobles but also during the initiation ceremonies when initiates were also expected to be able to compose their own individual poems as a way of demonstrating their fluency in the art of composition and memorization. Praise poems were intended to be performed in public, and the interaction between the speaker and the audience was an important factor in their structure. During the recitation the ordering of the stanzas and even their exact wording and alliteration changed as the speaker improvised around a theme—much as modern jazz performers do with music. The best poets wove inventive references to common proverbs and adages into their creations so that their poems would evoke multiple layers of imagery and meaning. Because of their historical and metaphorical nature, however, some are now extremely difficult for modern audiences to understand.

Folktales

After the evening meal, which for most rural families is still eaten outside under the stars around the warmth of a wood fire, the cooking pots are cleared away, extra logs are piled on, and the area becomes a flickering stage for lively performances. Storytellers rise and move about, telling their tales. The best storytellers could even mimic the movements, sounds, and behavior of the people, animals, or other characters in their story. In addition, individuals tell true stories about travels to faraway places or encounters with wild animals, teachers, or Europeans, as well as stories of ghosts, giants, flying snakes, and other supernatural creatures. Some stories are meant to encourage good behavior by warning children of what may happen if they disobey their parent’s wishes or otherwise transgress society’s norms.

Many of the stories are almost identical across cultures. Among the Tswana and Kalanga, most stories have a moral or teaching dimension, often using animals such as the hare to show how seemingly weak creatures can overcome adversity if they use their wits. In such tales, hyenas are generally portrayed as stupid and cowardly, while the Boers (white, Afrikaans-speaking South Africans) are usually portrayed as cruel. Some argue that the purpose of such tales is to help people cope with the conflicts and contradictions of contemporary life, including the psychological damage caused by discrimination, colonialism, urbanization, and other causes of conflict.

Media

During the colonial era, the seat of government for the Bechuanaland Protectorate was based outside the present country of Botswana in Mafikeng, South Africa. The Bechuanaland Newsletter began publishing from there in 1963. Instead of serving as an independent newspaper, it acted as the mouthpiece of the colonial administration. In 1965 it was superceded by the Bechuanaland Daily News, which became the present Botswana Daily News at independence. For many years, this weekly “newspaper” was simply a collection of mimeographed sheets distributed free in small quantities in the major villages across the country. Today it is still free, still published by the government, and still serves as the official mouthpiece of government policy and the political party in power. Its focus is on government projects and programs, with little analysis or interpretation. The paper is published in English, with some of the more important articles translated into Tswana. The only newspaper published entirely in Tswana is the biweekly Mokgosi. There are no national news publications in other indigenous languages.

Since independence Botswana has cherished the principle of freedom of the press. This contrasts with many African countries where such freedoms either do not exist, or do not extend to criticism of the government in power. While the laws of Botswana are quite democratic in terms of freedom of information, journalists can be sued if their reporting is found to be libelous or factually in error. Government control of all the early news outlets, including the Botswana Daily News and the magazine Kultwano, put implicit constraints on freedom of expression. Finally, in the early 1980s, independent newspapers and magazines began to appear and now flourish. Most set their own agendas, and they are often the first to critique government policy and practices.

Mmegi is the oldest private newspaper in the country. It has been one of the most successful because of its willingness to focus critical attention on social, economic, and political issues. The Gazette, another independent newspaper, is more closely aligned with the policies of the ruling Botswana Democratic Party and rarely criticizes the government. Other privately owned newspapers include The Guardian, The Sunday Standard, The Voice, and The Mirror.

Radio and Television

There are two state-controlled radio stations in the country: Radio Botswana 1 (RB1) and Radio Botswana 2 (RB2). Privately owned radio stations include Ya Rona FM and Gabz FM. For many years, the government resisted attempts to create independent stations by controlling broadcast licensing, and it was only in 1994 that the Botswana Telecommunications Corporation began issuing private licenses. Roughly 40 percent of radio programming is in the Tswana language, 20 percent is in English, and the remainder in both languages. English is also the medium in most of the private station broadcasts, which focus on a more youthful audience. At present, no stations broadcast in Kalanga, Yeyi, Herero, or other minority languages.

Soon after South African television began broadcasting in 1976, television antennas popped up on rooftops across Gaborone. In 1984, the number of television sets in Botswana took another leap as the apartheid-era “homeland” of Bophuthatswana began to broadcast in English and Tswana from a station in Mafikeng. This was a cause for concern because some felt that Botswanan citizens were being unduly influenced by news and entertainment originating from outside the country. It was not until 2000 that Botswana built its own national station.

Currently there are two television stations in Botswana: the Gaborone Broadcasting Company (GBC) and Botswana Television (BTV). BTV can now be received in approximately 50 percent of the country. Many people enjoy the station because of its local programming. A third alternative is digital satellite television from South Africa. This brings a wide variety of international programming via satellite and is very popular in both urban and rural areas.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Ouagadougou

Major Cities: Ouagadougou, Bobo-Dioulasso, Dedougou, Koudougou, Banfora, and Ouahigouya

Population: 16,460,141

Languages: Moore, Fulfude, Dioula (Bambara), and French

Government Type: Democracy

Ethnic Groups: Mossi (40 percent); Fulani (10 percent); other (50 percent)

Religions: Islam, Christianity, African Traditional Religions



Introduction

Burkina Faso is a small country in West Africa and one of the world’s poorest nations. It is a member of the African Union, Organization of Islamic Cooperation, Economic Community of West African States, Sahel-Saharan States, and La Francophonie. The area now known as Burkina Faso (“the land of men of dignity”), formerly Upper Volta, came under French influence from 1895. It was declared a military region on October 1899 and placed under the control of French West Africa’s governor-general. In October 1902, it was merged with the military region of Senegambie-Niger and only attained the status of a colony in 1904. On May 20, 1919, the colony became official and was named Upper Volta, with its capital at Ouagadougou. It was dismantled and divided among Niger, Côte d’Ivoire, and French Sudan on September 5, 1932. This dissolution was, however, reversed in 1947, following anticolonial agitations in the aftermath of World War II. The colony, with its original boundaries, was reinstituted as part of the French Union. It became an autonomous republic within the Union on December 11, 1958, and became fully independent from France on August 5, 1960, with Maurice Yameogo (1921–1993) as its first president.

Due to his authoritarian tendencies and unpopular policies, Yameogo was overthrown by the military on January 3, 1966, with the support of the nation’s powerful trade unions. Colonel Sangoule Lamizana became president in his place. The military remained in power until 1978 when Lamizana was reelected as a civilian president. His government was unpopular among the trade unions and was overthrown by Colonel Saye Zerbo on November 25, 1980. Zerbo’s government caused further political instability throughout the 1980s. He was overthrown on November 7, 1982, and this coup revealed the divisions within the army. Major Dr. Jean-Baptiste Ouedraogo became president in his stead and was under the heavy influence of the Council for the People’s Salvation (CSP). Divisions within CSP and the government led to another coup on August 4, 1983, in which Thomas Sankara (1949–1987), Ouedraogo’s prime minister, became president and declared a revolution. He remains the most charismatic and popular Bukina Faso president.

On August 4, 1984, Sankara changed the country’s name from Upper Volta to Burkina Faso, a fusion of names from the country’s two major languages, Moore and Dioula. He introduced many revolutionary policies, sought to make the country self-sufficient, and tackled corruption from the top. However, on October 15, 1987, he was assassinated in a coup masterminded by his close friend Captain Blaise Compaore (1951–), who had helped him ascend to power. Compaore became president and immediately introduced a policy of “rectification,” overturning Sankara’s Marxist policies. He was reelected as president in 1991, 1998, 2005, and 2010.

Campaore ran unopposed in the 1991 election following the opposition’s boycott of the election due to his refusal to convene a sovereign National Conference. The opposition also desisted from participating in the legislative elections in the following year, leading to a major victory by Campaore’s Organization for Popular Democracy-Labour Movement. In preparation for the 1997 and 1998 legislative and presidential elections, the Organization for Popular Democracy-Labour Movement co-opted most of the opposition parties in Burkina Faso into a new party, the Congress for Democracy and Progress. This move eliminated much of Campaore’s opposition and led to an easy victory for Campaore in 1998. In 2000, a constitutional amendment limited the presidential term from seven years to five years, for two tenures. The amendment was not applied retroactively, however, allowing Campaore to run for another two terms in office. He won the 2005 and 2010 presidential elections due to a split opposition. Following a move to amend the constitution again in 2014 to allow Campaore to run for the 2015 elections, an uprising arose in Burkina Faso, eventually leading to the president’s resignation and escape to Ivory Coast. Colonel Isaac Zida assumed the position of acting head of state, pending the organizing of democratic elections.


The Burkinabe Spring (2014)

The Burkina Faso uprising was a series of protests that began in late October 2014. The most severe protests happened on October 30, involving thousands of people. The demonstrators breached police lines and burned government buildings and the ruling party headquarters. Parts of the parliament building were also set ablaze. The protesters refused to relent until the president resigned from office. On November 1, 2014, President Campaore resigned and fled to Yamoussoukro, Côte d’Ivoire. The uprising is also referred to in some sectors as the Burkinabe Spring, with parallels to the Arab Spring. This comparison emerged following speculations that the revolt may spread to other African countries whose rulers continue to grasp onto power.



Geography

Burkina Faso is about 274,200 square kilometers (105,900 square miles) and lies between latitudes 9°N and 15°N, and longitudes 6°W and 3°E. It is surrounded by Niger in the east, Benin in the southeast, Togo and Ghana to the south, Ivory Coast to the southwest, and Mali to the north. It is a landlocked country in the Sahel, situated in the area between the desert and the tropical forest. It has three climatic zones: Sudan, Sudan-Sahel, and Sudan Guinea. The northern part of the country has features of the Sahel (bushes and patches of grass in sandy plains) while the south has greener pastures with denser vegetation. Half of the country comprises the arid Mossi plateau whose altitude ranges from 270 to 360 meters. The southwest region, known as the Sikasso plateau, is covered mostly with sandstone. Mount Nakourour, with an elevation of 742 meters, is the country’s highest point. The difference between the nation’s highest and lowest point is about 600 meters (1,969 feet); Burkina Faso is a relatively flat country.

Like most West African countries, the nation has two distinct seasons—the rainy season and the dry season. The rainy season lasts from May to September/October and is shorter in the north. During the dry season, which begins in October, a dry and dusty wind from the Sahara blows across the country.

Four rivers flow across Burkina Faso, and it is to the first three that the country owes its first name. The rivers are Black Volta (Mouhoun), White Volta (Nakambe), Red Volta (Nazion), and Komoe. Among them, only the Black Volta and Komoe River flow all year round. The Red and White Volta rise during the rainy season, between May and October, and dry up as soon as the rainy season passes. The River Niger’s tributaries, Beli, Dargol, Gouroul, and Goudebo, also pass through the country and flow for only four to six months yearly. There are numerous lakes in the country, and the most significant are the Bam, Dem, and Tingrela. Despite these water bodies, water shortage is a problem in the northern part of the country, which receives less than 23.6 inches (600 millimeters) of rain annually.

There is varied animal life in Burkina Faso, including elephants, hippopotami, monkeys, lions, crocodiles, buffaloes, crocodiles, giraffes, dama gazelles, and leopards. It is also home to the world’s largest population of roan antelopes, though this population is currently in decline. There are many species of fish in Burkina Faso’s rivers, and the Volta river basin has about 200 forms of aquatic life. The bird and insect life is varied. The country also has four national parks—Po, W, Deux Bale, and Arli—and 12 wildlife conservation units. W National Park, which spans across Burkina Faso, Niger, and Benin, is a sanctuary for West Africa’s elephants and one of the few spaces that house the endangered Saharan cheetah. Some of the key landmarks are the Peaks of Sindou, Natural Waterfall of Banfora, and the Park of Bangr Weogo.

Burkina Faso’s natural resources include manganese (used for stainless steel), pumice, salt, limestone, marble, and gold. The country is currently Africa’s fourth-largest gold producer. Notwithstanding, it remains one of the poorest in Africa. Agriculture makes up 33 percent of its gross domestic product (GDP) and employs 80 percent of its population. Some of the notable agricultural products are cotton, which is the principal cash crop and accounts for about 35 percent of the GDP, peanuts, rice, sorghum, millet, and shea nuts. The country produces shea butter, derived from shea nuts and known as women’s gold, which is used in food, soap, and cosmetic products.

People and Ethnicity

There are about 60 ethnic groups in Burkina Faso. The dominant group is the Mossi, who constitute about half of the population and whose origins date back to the 15th century. Their major towns are Ouagadougou, Bobo-Dioulasso, Ouahigouya, Koudougou, Kongoussi, Banfora, Pouytenga, and Kaya. The second largest group is the Fulani or Peul, who constitute 10 percent of the population. They are mostly found in the north (Sahel) but migrate to other regions with their herds during the dry season. Others include the Gurmanche, Gurunsi, Mandingo, Dagiri, Bissa, Bwa, Bobo, Lobi, Senufo, Marka, Samo, Kurumba, Nyonyosi, and Guin. The eastern and central regions of the country were historically dominated by the Mossi, Gurmanche, Fulani, and Tuareg. The western and southern parts comprise several less-centralized groups such as the Lobi, Gurunsi, and Bissa. The people of Burkina Faso are referred to as the Burkinabe. The suffix be means “inhabitants” in the Peul language.

Languages

The ethnicities are divided into three main language families: Gur (Voltaic), Mande, and Peul (Fulfulde), a subgroup of the family. These families have more linguistic unity than ethnic uniformity. The Gur speakers include groups that live east and north of the Black Volta, such as the Mossi, Gurmanche, Dogon, Kurumba, Senufo, Bwa, Tsuyan, Winiama, Lula, Tena, Kasena, and Sisala. Thirty-eight languages belong to the Gur family. Apart from the Bisa who live in the east, the Mande speakers live west of the Black Volta and comprise the Bobo, Bolon, Dafing, Marka, Dyula, and Samo. The Mande language family incorporates 12 languages. Peul or Fulfulde is the only language family that comprises a single group, the Fulani. It is the most common language in the north.

The most popular languages in the country are Moore—the Mossi language, Peul, and Dioula/Bambara, and it is easy for visitors and inhabitants to navigate any part of the country with knowledge of these three languages. Notwithstanding, Peul is more common in the north while Dioula/Bambara is the dominant language in the west. French is the official language of administration and education. Some English is spoken in the area that shares borders with English-speaking Ghana.

Religion

Determining the exact statistics of religious groups in Burkina Faso is difficult because the majority of the population combine their various contemporary religious affiliations with indigenous beliefs. However, the most common religions in the country are Islam, Christianity, and African Traditional Religion (ATR). The census of 2006 showed that there were 60.5 percent Muslims, 23.2 percent Christians, 15.3 percent Animists (ATR), and 0.6 percent belonging to other religions.

Islam spread to the Mossi plateau between the 16th and 19th century by Arab traders in the popular trans-Saharan trade in gold, kola, and slaves. Since the Mande group, notably the Dioula, resided along the trade routes, they were rapidly Islamized, and in turn spread the religion across the area. By the late 18th century, the Mossi leadership came under Islamic influence. Despite the rapid conversion of chiefs in the 19th century, Islam had not penetrated among the majority of the population. Under French rule, Islam gradually spread across the Volta region due to the permissive policy of France. Though French administrators proscribed the activities of marabouts (Muslim teachers), Dioula merchants quietly spread the religion further across the area. Notwithstanding, the political potential of Islam was kept in check throughout the colonial period until postindependence. The majority of Muslims in Burkina Faso belong to the Sunni group while others identify with the Shia branch. The majority of the Sunni group identify with the Tijaniyah Sufi or Salafi traditions. The Muslims have an imam who leads the Friday prayers in the mosques. One of the most revered mosques is located at Bobo-Dioulasso.

Among the Christian population, 19 percent is Roman Catholic and 4.2 percent belong to other Protestant denominations. The first Christian (Catholic) mission was established in Koupela in 1900, shortly after French conquest of the area. It was followed in 1901 by one in Ouagadougou. Catholic missions introduced Western education in the territory. Since school instruction was executed in French, it provided an opportunity for employment into clerical duties in the colony. Converts were, therefore, attracted to the Catholic faith due to this additional advantage. Equipped with their education, Catholic adherents moved to the capital in search of employment. The Catholic missions ceased to teach in French in order to retain their converts in rural areas, who would carry on further evangelization. Catholicism, however, progressed slowly due to its ban on polygamy, which contradicted traditional Burkinabe lifestyles. Despite the slow growth, Catholicism provided its converts with Western education, which elevated the Catholic minority to positions of power in the country. Among the Protestant groups, the American-based Assemblies of God was first to arrive in 1926, and opened missions in Ouagadougou, Yako, and Kaya.
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The Dioulasso-Ba Mosque in Bobo-Dioulasso, erected during the 1890s, is one of the largest examples of Sahelian-Sudanic architecture in Burkina Faso. The mudbrick walls of this monumental structure are encased in adobe plaster and reinforced by support beams which jut out of the façade. These beams also serve as scaffolding for the regular maintenance required to keep this structure in ideal condition. (Michel Gounot/Godong/Corbis)

African Traditional Religion, known to the Mossi as wend pous neba, involves several beliefs. It remains widespread among all ethnic groups in the country. It reflects a belief in ancestors and numerous other gods and goddesses, including the supreme and distant god known to the Mossi as Ouennam. The goddess of the earth, Tenga, is popular. The priests of the earth goddess are responsible for relations between the living and the dead. ATR strongly advocates ancestor reverence. It is believed that ancestors watch over the living and can reward or punish them. Despite the presence of Christianity and Islam, Traditional Religion has survived and remains widespread. It is practiced interchangeably by some Christians and Muslims. As for the chiefs, they observe Muslim or Christian festivals when necessary, and because of their traditional ceremonial and ritual functions, remain a part of the Traditional Religion.

Social Customs

Marriages, births, and deaths are marked with spontaneous dance and music. Death, especially of a young person, is not considered natural. In this case, a diviner is consulted to determine the cause of death. Traditional burial rites are long and elaborate as it is believed that the ceremony accorded to the dead helps to elevate them to the appropriate status in the afterlife. Christian funerals also involve ceremonies and adapt to traditional beliefs in different ways. However, among Muslims, burial does not involve significant rites and takes place within 24 hours.

The birth of a child is heralded with joy. Among many groups, a male child is presented to the community three days after birth, and a female child is presented after four days. The space between birth and the formal presentation is to ensure that children survive beyond childbirth before they are welcomed officially into the family. The baby’s name is also revealed during this first appearance.

Child rearing in Burkina Faso is not the responsibility of biological parents alone but of the entire compound and village. The goal is to integrate the children properly into the social structure. Children under the age of three are in the constant care of their mother, an aunt, or an elder sister. Older siblings are involved in raising younger ones, and firstborns have even greater responsibilities. Throughout the country, respect for one’s elders is widespread. Politeness and hospitality are an important part of the society. Officials and soldiers are approached with respect, and it is an offense to photograph them or public buildings.

One of the rites of passage practiced in Burkina Faso is female genital mutilation. It signals a girl’s transition to maturity. During the period of mutilation, such girls are secluded and taught their future roles as wives and mothers. The end of the seclusion is marked with music, festivities, and dancing. The age of circumcision varies among ethnic groups. Among the Mossi, it is carried out at the age of seven while some other ethnic groups wait until the woman is about to get married. Since the 1990s, the practice has come under attack throughout the country and has since steadily decreased. Boys are also circumcised. During this period, they are taken to bush camps where they spend about 90 days to recover from the surgery. At this time, they are taught appropriate skills and social behaviors.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Burkina Faso is mostly a rural community. Their major economic activity is farming and herding. The workforce is commonly sourced from the family unit, and children are introduced into farming activities at a young age. Besides their economic activity, the people participate in music and mask festivals. Since the community is also grounded in oral traditions, younger people spend free time sitting around griots (traditional historians) and listening to their accounts. Art is an extended field in the country especially in light of the country’s growing tourism industry. A growing number of artisans make leather objects, basket works, and sculpture.

Employment

About 85 percent of the country’s population is engaged in agriculture. The major crops are pearl millet, red or white sorghum, maize, rice, and peanuts. Cotton is mostly grown in the north and is the country’s major cash crop. Shea butter is also produced and exported to France, though its contribution to the country as a cash crop is uneven because of its three-year growth cycle. Herding forms another popular branch of agriculture. Most of the Fulani in the north are itinerant herders who migrate from the dry Sahel to other parts of the country during the dry season.

Many small-scale traders and craftsmen have shops in the urban centers. Craftsmen and artisans thrive due to the expanding tourism market. The mining industry provides employment to a portion of the population. Copper, gold, tin ore, manganese, and iron are extracted in some parts of the country. Gold production increased by 32 percent in 2011, making Burkina Faso the fourth largest gold producer, after South Africa, Mali, and Ghana.

Burkina Faso’s greatest reserve is its human resource, most of whom seek employment in Ivory Coast and Ghana’s gold mines and plantations. This exported workforce has contributed to their host countries’ economies. The civil service is also a coveted source of employment. It requires special skills and training; however, one’s contacts and kinship play an important role in obtaining these prized positions. Employment in this sector has, nevertheless, been reduced since the implementation of the structural adjustment program, which required privatization of many Burkinabe industries.

Majority of the communities’ inhabitants spend several days around ponds in the months of April and May harvesting fish. During the dry season, men hunt in the forests, forming rings and driving game toward the center, where the animals are trapped.

Burkina Faso’s currency is the CFA (Communaute Financiere Africaine) Franc issued by the Central Bank of West African States, an agency of the West African Economic and Monetary Union that consists of eight former French colonies—Burkina Faso, Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Mali, Niger, Senegal, Togo, and Guinea-Bissau. The country’s main export includes cotton, gold, sugar, and livestock. Most of these exports go to African countries. However, cotton and minerals such as gold are exported to Singapore, China, and France. The principal imports are petroleum, foodstuffs, and capital goods. The nation’s import cost usually exceeds the profit realized from exports.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The roles of men and women are clearly defined, especially in the rural communities. Women are considered to be wives and mothers, and they contribute heavily to farm labor. They spend most of the day working in collective farms. Afterward, they tend to other domestic chores. The man, on the other hand, is the head of the family and represents the household. Hunting and butchering are specific jobs for men. In the urban areas, women are employed in almost all positions, though at a lesser percentage than men.


Health Care in Burkina Faso

Many hospitals in Burkina Faso are located in big cities; however, the government has improved access to health care in rural communities by establishing more village clinics. The diseases that cause high mortality in the country include malaria, lower respiratory illnesses, and diarrhea. Sleeping sickness, onchocerciasis (river blindness), yellow fever, and leprosy are also sources of concern in the country. Due to the high susceptibility to insect-borne diseases, the medical centers at Bobo-Dioulasso focus on research aimed at controlling such ailments. Occasional droughts result in diseases related to malnutrition, which mostly affect pregnant women and children. The country has a low rate of HIV/AIDS, compared to other African countries.
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A woman prepares food in Samogohiri. Traditionally, labor has been strictly divided along gender lines among the peoples of Burkina Faso. This division tends to place responsibility for household duties on women; however, these roles are becoming increasingly blurred as more women receive education and enter into formal employment. (Michel Gounot/Godong/Corbis)

Every woman is expected to get married and have children. Childlessness is blamed on the woman, who is then subjected to constant pressure from her husband’s family. She could be sent away from the family on that account. Marriages in the rural areas are frequently arranged, but this is hardly the trend among educated urban dwellers. Among the Mossi, a practice known as pogsyure is prevalent. It involves the exchange of a woman between two lineages. The lineage that receives the woman is bound to return the first daughter from such union to the other family. This practice is used to consolidate political and social connections. It is popular among Mossi chiefs who received women from various families in return for favors. This stash of women is given out to favored men as reward for their support. In return, the first daughters from these marriages are returned to the chiefs. As a result, the chiefs have continual hoards of women to exchange for support or reward. Factors like changing demography, religion, and urbanization have increasingly eroded this practice.

Customary and formal (Christian or civil) marriages are practiced. While the former could be monogamous or polygamous, the latter are strictly monogamous. In the customary marriage, the husband pays bride-price to the woman’s family. Divorce is not impossible, and if it occurs, the children from the marriage remain with the man’s family. If the woman remarries, her bride-price is repaid to the first husband’s family.

Extended families form an integral part of the society. It is not uncommon for relatives from the husbands’ or wives’ families to live together with the nuclear unit. Also, relatives commonly live together in a compound. In this case, the oldest member of the family is the head. The extended family system plays an active role in child rearing. In the case of a man’s death, his widow and brothers determine the inheritance, but there are specific rules for inheritance among various ethnic groups. Where the marriage produced sons, they inherit their father’s properties and assume the care of their mother.

Cuisine

Burkina Faso’s diet consists mostly of millet, sorghum, maize, rice, peanuts, yams, okra, and other vegetables. The favorite staple food is to, which is made from millet or corn-flour paste. It is prepared in a mold and eaten with vegetable sauce or soup. Shea butter or groundnut paste is often added to the sauce. In the north, milk is an integral part of the diet. The most common sources of protein are chicken, eggs, and fish. Meat is used sparingly in daily dishes but consumed liberally during ceremonies and special occasions. In the main cities of Ouagadougou and Bobo-Dioulasso, there are international restaurants that offer French, Italian, Lebanese, and Chinese dishes. Locally brewed millet beer called dolo is common. It is usually made by women and served in a calabash. Other local drinks such as bangui (palm wine) and gappal (sour milk) are also widespread.

Dress

Wealthy men and chiefs wear a traditional embroidered cloth introduced by Muslims. European- and Islamic-style shirts and trousers are also common. In rural areas, farmers have adopted old pairs of cutoff jeans as their preferable work clothes. The Mossi make long strips of cotton of different colors that could be cut into smaller sizes. These are sold in the market and converted into a type of shirt, trouser, wrapper, or robe. Men also wear a kind of large trousers known as the kourouga, which fall just below the knee. Knee-length shorts worn during farming or hunting are called kurukwega. The shirts, known as fugu, are large and roomy. Men wear hats made of cotton strips or grass and leather. They are brown, black, or warp-stripped.

Alongside the typical leather footwear, rubber sandals and shoes have gained popularity. Women wear blouses and wrappers tied around their waists. Pastoral Fulani women wear bright shawls and scarves and adorn their hair in elaborate styles. They also put on lots of jewelry. Town Fulani women wear beautifully tailored blouses and skirts of colorful cotton. Used clothes imported from Europe and America are very common in both the rural and urban communities.

Sports and Games

Mankala, an ancient game in Africa, is played in Burkina Faso. It involves the movement of stones or pebbles in holes dug into the ground or on carved boards. It is played by children and adults alike. Children mostly engage in clapping games and other sports that involve forming circles. Football is the most popular contemporary game in the country. It is played professionally and as a form of recreation across the country. Burkina Faso’s football team is known as the Stallions, named after the horse of the legendary warrior-princess Yennenga. The country hosted the African Cup of Nations, the continent’s equivalent of the Olympics, in 1998, and it was at this time that the Omnisport Stadium in Bobo-Dioulasso was built.

Another popular sport in the country is cycling. Burkina Faso hosts an annual cycling event in November, known as Tour du Faso (Tour of Faso). The nation has participated in all summer Olympic Games since 1988, though it has no records of medals in the games. Since 1992, Burkinabe athletes have participated in the Paralympic Games. From 2012, the country has made efforts to develop parasports in the nation. They have also competed in basketball and powerlifting. Rugby is a minor but growing game concentrated in the country’s capital. It was introduced into Burkina Faso during the French colonial regime. A number of rugby players relocate to France to play for that country.

Festivals and Holidays

Holidays in Burkina Faso are of a religious, national, and global nature. The most widespread and important national holidays are Independence Day, the Anniversary of the 1966 Coup d’Etat, Revolution Day, the Anniversary of the 1987 Coup d’Etat, and Proclamation of the Republic Day. Independence Day is celebrated on August 5 to commemorate the day that the country became free from French rule in 1960. It is marked by government-sponsored parades, political speeches, and other entertaining activities. Six years after the country gained independence, serious political unrest and protests against the government of the first president, Maurice Yameogo, led to his ouster in 1966. This event is remembered annually on January 3. Revolution Day, celebrated on August 4, symbolizes the revolution that brought Thomas Sankara into power, accompanied by his far-reaching reforms. It is celebrated in conjunction with Independence Day. The anniversary of the 1987 coup d’état, also known as Rectification Day, takes place on October 15. It is held in honor of Thomas Sankara, who lost his life in the coup, putting an end to the reforms that he instituted. During this holiday, speeches are given by the country’s president, and people visit Sankara’s grave to pay tribute. Depending on one’s political alliance, the holiday is often a sensitive issue. Proclamation of the Republic represents another important holiday in Burkina Faso. It is observed on December 11, in memory of the day that the country became autonomous within the French African community in 1958.

Global holidays observed in Burkina Faso include International Women’s Day, Labor Day, and New Year’s Day. Women’s Day is celebrated in Burkina Faso on March 8. It is a national public holiday and involves the addressing of issues regarding women, such as gender discrimination and women’s health. Labor Day is another global holiday observed on May 1 in honor of workers. During this period, rallies and parades are staged. Afterward, receptions are held for workers and their families. Awards are presented to the nation’s most promising workers. New Year’s Day is commemorated on January 1 to herald the beginning of a new calendar year. It involves festivities by families and friends and is marked by great merriment. It is celebrated by every segment of the society, irrespective of ethnicity or religion.

Religious holidays abound in Burkina Faso. Since the country’s population is divided among various religious groups, most of the holidays, either Christian or Muslim, are recognized nationally. Mawlid Al-Nabi/the Prophet’s Birthday is celebrated by Muslims on the 12th day of the month of Rabi-l in the Islamic calendar, to mark the birth of Prophet Muhammad. It is a nonworking holiday in Burkina Faso. Muslims hold religious ceremonies that end with a feast. Another Muslim religious festival observed in the country is Korité (End of Ramadan). Ramadan is the ninth month in the Islamic calendar, considered to be the holiest month. It comes with various religious obligations and observances. The end of Ramadan, Korité, is characterized by acts of charity and exchanges of gifts between families and friends. Eid al-Adha, known in Burkina Faso as Tabaski, is a Muslim holiday celebrated on the last day of the Islamic calendar to commemorate Prophet Ibrahim’s willingness to sacrifice his son, Ismail, to God. The festival is observed on the last day of the Hajj (pilgrimage) by both Muslims who participated in the pilgrimage and those who did not. It involves the slaughter of an animal—a goat or sheep—and the animal’s distribution into three parts. One portion is given to the sponsor’s household, a second to his family and friends, and the last to the poor.

Christian holidays also abound in the country. The most popular is Christmas Day, celebrated on December 25, in memory of the birth of Jesus Christ. Extended families get together, attend church services, and exchange gifts. Meals made with mutton and goat meat are served, and there is abundance of food. Children look forward to this festival as it is a period that they are showered with gifts and new clothes. Another holiday, Easter, is observed to mark the death and resurrection of Jesus. The ceremony starts on Easter eve with an outdoor church service in which people hold candles. Another service is held on Easter Day, after which families treat each other to sumptuous meals. Since Easter always falls on a Sunday, the day after Easter, known as Easter Monday, is a public holiday. Families and friends use the day to relax and engage in recreational activities. The date of the Easter celebration varies based on the Christian calendar. All Saints Day, which falls on November 1, is another Christian holiday, mostly observed by the Roman Catholic denomination, which forms a majority among Burkina Faso’s Christian sects. It is a day designated to honor all saints. School children enjoy a vacation during this time. Assumption Day, celebrated on August 15, signifies the ascension of Mary, Jesus’s mother, into heaven. It is an important celebration for the Roman Catholic Church. Catholics parade the streets with the figure of Virgin Mary and hold church services in her honor. Ascension Day is marked 40 days after Easter, usually on a Thursday, to commemorate Jesus’s ascension into heaven. It is characterized by church services and other religious ceremonies.

Other festivals include Festival of Masks, National Week of Culture, and Pan-African Film and Television Festival of Ouagadougou (FESPACO). Mask festivals occur throughout the country during the dry season. Masks or masquerades represent the spirit that guides human life and nature. The symbols on them represent humans, spirits, and nature. Different mask festivals take place in Burkina Faso. A Festival of Masks occurs every two years in Dougoudou, featuring over 40 villages and their delegations of masks. It involves elaborate and acrobatic dances by the masqueraders who are seen as embodying the community’s spirits. Some of the masks represent humans, others represent animals, while some are used to invoke rain. The festival ends with a competition by griots (storytellers/historians) who seek to outdo each other and showcase their talents. Mask festivals are also celebrated annually in several villages. During this time, new masks are revealed to an eager audience.
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An open-air screening at the Pan-African Film and Television Festival in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso. The festival, known by the acronym FESPACO, is the largest film festival in Africa, with nearly 170 films from all over the continent shown during the week-long, bi-annual event. (Nic Bothma/epa/Corbis)

The National Week of Culture is hosted every year in Bobo-Dioulasso. The celebration features several aspects of the country’s culture, such as music, dance, theater, film, and sculpture. There are traditional wrestling contests, exhibitions, cooking competitions, and horse races. An annual jazz music festival also exists in the country. It was introduced in the capital in 1992. Two other cities, Bobo-Dioulasso and Kedougou, also host concerts as well.

The film festival FESPACO is a big one in Africa. It was introduced into Burkina Faso in 1969 and brings together Africa’s film producers. Its date varies annually but usually occurs between February and March. It is held in the nation’s capital, Ouagadougou, every two years, and lasts for at least a week.

Music and Dance

Several forms of dance and music exist in Burkina Faso. Some are restricted to particular social groups and circumstances. Similarly, dances are gendered as there are steps that are restricted for particular sexes. Traditional and contemporary music echoes the numerous ethnic heritages that make up the country. Due to the nation’s ethnic plurality, most contemporary music is rendered in French.

One of the instruments used in local music is the kora, mostly employed by griots (storytellers/historians). Originally, it was a seven-stringed instrument shaped like a guitar, but presently it has up to 21 strings. Similar instruments are the n’goni, believed to have been brought over to the area by Mande settlers, and xalam, a lute covered with animal skin. The balafon is also popular among the Mande people of Burkina Faso. This wooden instrument is similar to a xylophone and has between 17 to 21 keys. The strings are attached to a calabash or any padded surface. The djembe and bendre drum are common. The former is produced in Bobo-Dioulasso and is mostly manufactured from the lenke tree, while the latter consists of a gourd covered with goat or sheepskin. The National Museum of Music, established in 1998, has an extensive collection of musical instruments.

Traditional dance is connected to spiritual and ceremonial occasions. The dancers dress in costumes that portray the spirits that they characterize. Their dance routines represent certain events surrounding that spirit. In other cases, dancers dress in costumes peculiar to their ethnic groups. Many of the dances require a high degree of dexterity and physical exertion. In some cases, dancers affix rattles to their wrists and ankles, which form part of the music. As for contemporary music, it is a blend of local dances and instruments as well as current style. Contemporary music and dance in Burkina Faso has especially benefited from French support, thereby making it an attractive location for contemporary professional dance training. The National Art Academy also offers a framework for instituting dance as a profession in Burkina Faso.

Visual Art

Visual arts play an important part in the life of Burkinabe people. A large artist community exists in the country, especially in Ouagadougou. Masks especially play an important part in folk artistic expression as well as tourism. They vary from one region to the other and are used in ritual ceremonies and as a form of entertainment. Such rituals include initiations, burials, fertility rites, and religious ceremonies. Their role as a form of entertainment is manifested in the many mask festivals held across the country, mostly during the dry season.

Other forms of sculpture exist. In recent times, their production has proliferated in Burkina Faso in response to the growing tourist industry. These include bronze casting, ceramics, and elaborate calabashes. In indigenous settings, bronze and wooden figurines act as ritual objects, often used to represent ancestral figures. The patterns engraved on the masks, pottery, figurines, textiles, and walls also depict the ethics that govern communities. These forms of art still exist in abundance and are constantly being produced. They offer sources through which the changing cultural creativity of the peoples can be traced. In addition to works that portray specific objects, the country’s art is very abstract and can represent the elements of several creatures in a single composition. Sometimes, it is hard for outsiders to decipher their meaning.

Burkina Faso’s sculptural styles stand out with their red, white, and black patterns that are prevalent in Mossi, Dogon, Bwa, and Gurunsi art. The red color is made from ground iron oxide, the white is composed of local chalk or the excrement of the sun lizard, while the black color comes from a substance made from boiling the seedpods of the acacia tree. The wood used by mask carvers is obtained from the silk-cotton tree (Ceiba pentandra), which is very light and therefore easy for mask wearers to wear. Shea nut wood is also used by carvers but mostly for statuary figures, as it is heavy. The Ministry of Forestry regulates the felling of trees and grants permission specifically to blacksmiths alone to fell Ceiba trees for ritual art.

Modern visual art forms such as theater and cinema thrive in Burkina Faso. The country’s cinema became strong with the establishment of the film festival FESPACO, launched in 1969. The festival is the largest film exhibition in the continent and attracts half a million attendants. It is an integral part of Africa’s film industry.

Architecture and Housing

Architecture and housing style varies from one region or group to the other. Among the pastoral Fulbe and Tuareg, temporary tents and straw huts are widespread. Elsewhere, elaborate mud-and-brick-style architecture is common. Among the Bisa, Gurmanche, and Mossi, round huts made of adobe bricks and straw roofs are prominent. In the cases of large buildings like mosques and palaces, it is common to see wooden beams jutting out of the buildings as a form of support. These beams also serve as scaffolding for reworking. Further south, among the Gurunsi, Lobi, Dagara, and Bobo, the villages consist of large castle-like houses that are made of wood, mud walls, and flat roofs. Sometimes, the houses are widely dispersed. It is common to see buildings covered with intricate paintings and art forms that sometimes recount the story of a clan or lineage. Low walls are used as urban landscaping tools as well as sitting places.

In the cities, cement houses, roofed with zinc, are the trend. This pattern also exists in the rural areas, though it is not common. Modern infrastructure, such as administrative buildings and stadiums, are built in this way. A newer form of architecture that incorporates Western and traditional forms of architecture, utilizing locally available raw materials, was introduced by a Burkinabe architect, Kere Diebedo, who studied architecture in Germany. His houses are constructed from clay and wall panels prefabricated from clay and concrete. He builds climate-friendly houses whose styles assure natural ventilation. Observing the durability of his buildings, other Burkinabe people have developed confidence in his methods. His works are visible in Gando, a village located west of the Burkinabe capital.

Literature and Oral Traditions

The history of Burkina Faso is preserved in the oral histories of local peoples and written accounts by early visitors such as Leo Frobenius, Heinrich Bach, and Louis Tauxier. In an earlier nonliterate period, local histories had been preserved by oral accounts. The maintenance of these oral histories varies among ethnic assemblages. Groups that have existed in the Burkina Faso region for very long periods often preserve little or no history of migration; however, the more recent settlers who moved into the area and subdued the inhabitants mostly maintained oral accounts of their migrations and conquest. The early dwellers include autochthonous communities like the Kurumba, Lena, Bwa, Sisala, Kasena, Bobo, Lobi, and Senufo peoples. Many ethnic groups have official storytellers and poets known as griots, who transmit the oral histories of clans and lineages across generations. These accounts have also been preserved by early adventurers, missionaries, and colonial administrators. Sparse records are contained in the 16th- and 17th-century records, Tarikh el-Fattach and Tarikh el-Sudan. These oral histories are relied on by contemporary Burkinabe writers. These writers have also collected and preserved the oral accounts of small noncentralized groups that were neglected by early travelers.

A number of written works, such as those of Jean Bapiste Some, Monique Ilboudo, and Augustin Coulibally, exist and are read in schools. Since the 1970s, there has been a proliferation of playwrights and published works, though the development of a national literature is hampered by the insufficiency of publishers. The first novel by a Burkinabe writer is Crépuscule des temps anciens (The Dawn of Ancient Times), published in 1962. It is regarded as an ethnographic novel because it focuses on existing issues in the country. The second novel is Roger Nikiema’s Dessein contraire, published in 1967. Since the 1980s, women writers have come into the publishing scene. The more prominent of them are Pierrette Kanzie, Gael Kone, Suzy Nikiema, Bernadette Dao, Angele Bassole-Ouedraogo, Adiza Sanoussi, and Sarah Bouyain.
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The Bethel School in Gourcy, Burkina Faso, was built in partnership with Article 25, an international NGO. Schools like this one represent efforts to combat persistently low literacy rates in the country. (VIEW Pictures Ltd/Alamy)

Media

Burkina Faso’s media comprises print media, state-sponsored radio, news, television stations, and private broadcasters. Though an Information Code of 1990 assured freedom of speech and the press, journalists and media houses have come under attack and death threats for criticizing the government. A revised Information Code of 1993 permitted the closure of media houses that are accused of endangering public safety or circulating false news. The Superior Council of Communication, a body under the Office of the Presidency, monitors the activities of media outlets and occasionally subjects journalists and editors to intimidation and lawsuits.

The foremost media outlets of the country are the government-owned Television Nationale du Burkina and Radiodiffusion Television Burkina (RTB). The television station was established in 1963 and transmits six days a week. However, its transmission is restricted to Ouagadougou and Bobo-Dioulasso. RTB has two locations in the capital and Bobo-Dioulasso and is aired in French and 13 local languages. Its broadcast is also transmitted worldwide in French via a 100-kw transmitter. Radio is the most common means of information in the country due to lack of infrastructure, such as electricity, in many parts of the nation. There are many private and community radio stations across the country.

Several private media houses exist in the country. These include private radio and television stations and foreign outlets like the British Broadcasting Corporations (BBC), Voice of America, and Radio France Internationale. There are a number of independent newspaper houses in the country. The Agence d’Information du Burkina (Information Agency of Burkina) is the government’s news agency.

Private media houses are subject to oppression by political authorities if they become critical of the government. A notorious case of such persecution was the murder of a journalist, Nobert Zongo, whose death was declared by an independent Commission of Inquiry to be politically motivated. Since then, journalists have been persecuted for their political sentiments. In 2007, a popular radio reggae host, Karim Sama, whose reggae broadcasts are combined with critical commentaries against government corruption, received death threats. His car was burned outside the private radio station Ouaga FM. In response to the oppressions of journalists, a body—Committee to Protect Journalists—was formed. They have staged various protests to the government against the proscription of media freedom.

Internet use is low. As of 2012, only 3.7 percent of the population had access to Internet facilities. However, the sector has been improving since the installation of 22-mbps fiber-optic international links. Cybercafes have also sprung up in major cities.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Bujumbura

Major Cities: Gitega, Muyinga, Ngozi

Population: 10,398,931

Languages: Kirundi (official), French (official), Kiswahili, English

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Hutu (85 percent); Tutsi (14 percent); Twa (1 percent)

Religions: Catholicism (60 percent); African Traditional Religions (20 percent); Protestantism (15 percent); Islam (2.5 percent)



Introduction

Burundi is a country in East-Central Africa. It occupies an area about the size of Maryland in what is called the African Great Lakes region. Burundi has historically been a country of farmers and cow herders. The kingdom of Burundi has its origins in the 17th century but was not truly consolidated until the middle of the 19th century. At the end of the 19th century, Burundi fell under European colonial rule until independence in 1962. It is commonly linked with Rwanda due to their cultural, political, ethnic, economic, and historical similarities. However, it is important to understand that there is a great deal that separates Burundi from Rwanda. These differences have put the two countries on different historical paths and led them to different present destinations. This work as a whole places an emphasis on the cultural uniqueness of each country in Africa. Thus this entry is intended to present the art and culture that has shaped Burundi throughout its history and has produced the vibrant world in which Burundians live today.

Geography

Burundi occupies an area of 27,830 square kilometers in East-Central Africa. It is a landlocked country between the Democratic Republic of Congo to the west, Rwanda to the north, and Tanzania to the south and east. Burundi is divided into 17 provinces, each of which gains its name from its respective capital. Some of the major regions are Ngozi, Kayanza, and Muyinga to the north; Bujumbura, Gitega, and Muramvya in the center; and Bururi, Rutana, and Makamba in the south. These provinces are further divided into 117 communes, which are subdivided again into collines. The colline is a modern measurement of an ancient practice. The collines were originally made up of loose clan connections that were later standardized into measurable units by the German and Belgian colonial states.

The majority of the country is made up of mountainous regions interrupted by high plateaus, which are ideal for one of the country’s largest crops, bananas. These mountain regions slope down into plains toward the border with Tanzania. Lake Tanganyika spans the majority of Burundi’s western border, which has historically been the source of Burundi’s commerce. In the north, the Rusizi River provides irrigation for the growth of tomatoes, rice, and cotton. The southernmost regions of Makamba and Rutana produce sugar cane.

Climactically, Burundi varies largely due to elevation differences between the mountains of the interior and the plains to the south and east. On average, however, Burundi has a mild climate that supports the predominantly agricultural orientation of its economy. The plains regions to the south, specifically that of Bururi, are not arable due to the frequency of devastating droughts. On the other hand, the Bururi region provides the necessary grazing land for Burundi’s cattle population.

People and Ethnicity

Burundi has three major ethnic groups: the Hutu, the Tutsi, and the Twa. The Twa are considered to be the original inhabitants of what is today Burundi. They are a small group of hunter-gatherers who occupied the area prior to the migration of Bantu speakers. When Burundi was mostly forest, this nomadic people would move from forest to forest in search of food and deposits of clay. The Twa were, and still are, the master potters of Burundi. Under the monarchy, the Twa were revered as entertainers and court hunters. The breakdown of the monarchy and an increase in farmland drove the Twa out of their traditional role in Burundian society. Throughout the 20th century the Twa became increasingly marginalized. They were discouraged from owning land, participating in church ceremonies, or gaining any form of education. Pottery was their only source of economic income. This, however, became unstable throughout the second half of the 20th century when clay became more rare and people began to exclusively buy cheap enamel pottery.
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A young boy herds goats in the hills outside Bujumbura, the capital of Burundi. Burundi rests upon a terrain of hills and plateau, with much of the country lying more than 5,000 feet above sea level. (Joe Lapp/Dreamstime.com)

Without a steady income, the Twa are the most marginalized group in Burundi. They currently have little political representation, do not have access to land or education, and are often treated with disdain. Several local and international organizations have been working with the Twa to improve their situation. A Burundian organization called the Union Chrètienne pour l’Education et le Dèveloppement des Dèsheritès was created in 1998 to eliminate discrimination in schools and provide the Twa with an adequate education. The Minority Rights Group International and Christian Aid have both been important international organizations geared toward increasing the social station of the Twa in the Great Lakes region.

The Hutu and Tutsi moved into the region occupied by the Twa during different migration cycles. The Hutu first moved into the Great Lakes region (which is made up of modern Burundi, Rwanda, parts of Uganda, and parts of Congo) around the 12th century CE. These migrants were Bantu agriculturalists who moved into the area from the southwest. The Tutsi moved into the region around the 15th century CE. The Tutsi were a Nilotic people from southern Ethiopia. They were predominantly pastoralists (keeping domestic animals, in this case cows).


Cursed Land: Twa Burial Practices

The Twa were a nomadic people until the very recent past. They traveled from place to place, hunting and gathering to support themselves. The Twa also travelled from clay source to clay source in order to create their famous earthenware. Upon a family member’s death, the Twa determined the spot cursed. They would then move on to another clay source. This practice, however, became more and more difficult, as the population expanded and the Twa were forced into permanent residences in cities or on the land of farmers. The overwhelming growth of population within Burundi, coupled with the return of hundreds of thousands of refugees, has spelled the end of the Twa’s burial practices, as well as the virtual end of their clay pottery. The fertility of Burundi’s geography coupled with the lack of overall infrastructure has caused many problems within the country, not the least of which is the loss of certain social customs.



A great deal of controversy surrounds the origins of the Hutu and Tutsi. Modern scholarship now believes that the Hutu and Tutsi migrated into the region peacefully over the course of several hundred years. The two share the same language, similar customs, and similar religions. They have coexisted in the same area under the same social systems for over 500 years. Over the course of this period intermarriage assured that any physical differences were marginalized. By the time the Belgian colonial regime created distinct ethnic categories for Burundians in the 20th century, there was little that distinguished Hutu from Tutsi besides social standing.

Languages

Burundi benefits from having two official languages: Kirundi and French. Kirundi is a language that has its roots in Bantu dialects. It is predominantly Bantu in nature but has been shaped by other regional dialects and languages throughout its history in the Great Lakes region. Kirundi has been the main language of the Burundian state since the earliest phase of the monarchy in the 17th century. Because of this the majority of Burundi’s population has been involved with the language for hundreds of years. Thus it is the most widely spoken language in Burundi. Officially some 30 percent of Burundi’s population speaks Kirundi, but the majority of the population is conversant in the language. Due to regional similarities, Kirundi is mutually intelligible with Rwanda’s Kinyarwanda. It is also spoken in other areas such as Uganda, parts of Tanzania, and parts of Congo. Its dispersion over much of East-Central Africa makes Kirundi one of the largest languages in the Bantu language family.


Ethnic Genocide

During Belgian colonial rule, the combined states of Burundi and Rwanda were structured along strict ethnic lines. The Belgian colonial authorities, through the suggestions of missionaries, established concrete definitions of ethnicity for every citizen of Burundi and Rwanda. These almost arbitrary definitions of ethnic origins as Hutu and Tutsi led to exceptional conflict between the two groups due to the political favoring of one or the other by Belgian authorities. These conflicts erupted into periodic ethnic violence, which became much more damaging after the assassination of then president Melchior Ndadaye in 1993. Violence between Hutu and Tutsi continued until aggressive humanitarian intervention took place in 2003, but the most devastating massacres took place directly following the death of President Ndadaye. Over this 10-year period, an estimated 300,000 citizens were killed and hundreds of thousands more fled the country.



Structurally, Kirundi is one of the more difficult Bantu languages; it has a complex system of tenses. Kirundi, like most African languages, has many words dedicated to agriculture and herding. This shows the importance of both agriculture and pastoralism (herding animals) in the early development of Kirundi as Burundi’s official language. There are complicated verbs that relate to everyday life in an agricultural and pastoralist society. For instance, there is a verb meaning “to put the skin of a dead calf in front of a cow to make her give milk” (Watt 2008: 14). For any more modern objects or concepts Kirundi must borrow from other languages. Kirundi first borrowed from German. The word for school (ishure) and the word for money (amahera) both have strong roots in German. Once French became the dominant European language in the region after the Belgians took control, Kirundi began to borrow French words. For example, the Kirundi word for cabbage (amushu) and for soft drink (ifanta) are both French in origin.

French was first introduced to Burundi under Belgian colonial rule in the first half of the 20th century. The Belgian colonizers allowed Kirundi to remain as an official language, but the majority of administrative work was done in French. Today, French is not as widely dispersed as Kirundi. It is typically confined to Bujumbura and the educated elite. Because of the heavy French and Belgian influence from the colonial period, French is often a second language in many countries in East-Central Africa. It is also an important language through which global diplomacy takes place. The development and dispersion of Kirundi as Burundi’s official language has made French much less necessary in Burundi. In neighboring Congo French is the main language of state and the educated elite. In nearby Uganda and Zambia, English functions similarly to French in Congo. This is not to say that French is not used or that Burundians are not good at speaking French. French just often takes a secondary position to Kirundi and is only used when completely necessary.

Kirundi and French have a long, extensive history in the Great Lakes region. Swahili also has a great deal of history in the area, but on a much more finite scale. Swahili came to Burundi with an influx of Arab and Afro-Arab traders from the East African coast during the first half of the 19th century. These traders established towns on Lake Tanganyika and then extended trade routes from the interior to the coast. These traders transported mostly ivory and slaves from the interior to the coast and brought various goods from the coast to the interior. Because of the trade interaction between the people of Burundi and the Swahili traders, Swahili became an important language of trade. Today, Swahili is not traditionally spoken by Burundians. It is mostly confined to the towns set up by the Muslim traders in the 19th century and to the marketplaces of Bujumbura.

Kirundi, French, and Swahili make up the majority of the languages spoken in Burundi. The remaining languages make up fractions of a percent as far as speaking goes. However, English has most recently become more popular, displacing French in some instances.

Religion

Burundi has three major religions: animism, Christianity, and Islam. Animist and ancestor worship make up the Traditional Religion of Burundi. This type of religion is common within African cultures and involves the belief in a supernatural power that animates plants, animals, and other objects in everyday life. Within Burundian culture there are a multitude of deities relating to herding cattle, the harvest, and the monarchy. As in all polytheistic religions, there is a single high god in Burundian culture. This god is called Imana. He is the creator of the universe and maker of all things. Although Burundian polytheism has a pantheon of gods related to every aspect of life, Imana is the supreme god who holds a special place in Burundian life. There is a standing cult dedicated to Imana called ukubandwa. The high priest of the cult is a kiranga, and he is charged with keeping man in contact with Imana.

In Burundi’s Traditional Religion, the world of the gods and the world of men are completely linked. There is no separation between the secular and the religious. This is seen in the common practice of incorporating the name of the supreme god into a child’s name. This naming practice has several purposes. One is to thank the gods for keeping the child alive through childbirth. This is often the case during a particularly difficult childbirth. Another possible reason was to provide future protection for the child. In any case, this naming practice shows the strong link between the everyday and the will of the gods.

Rituals and sacrifices are required to keep the balance between the gods and the everyday. In Burundi, the cow is a sacred animal used in many rituals. The cow is considered a medium through which a connection can be made between the gods and man.

Also of great importance to traditional Burundian culture is ancestor worship. Ancestors are considered active within the world and are often attributed with the ability to assist or hurt families. The wealthiest Burundians erect shrines to their ancestors within their homesteads. This is in order to properly honor their ancestors and make regular offerings so as to keep them content. Ancestor worship often led to the near or complete deification of certain kings or important warriors. It is through the tradition of ancestor worship that kings were able to make the claim of being manifestations of the supreme being, Imana.

Today, some 20 percent of Burundians identify with the Traditional Religion. Many of those who profess to be Christian or Muslim also practice some kind of mix between Traditional Religion practices and the practices of the Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam).

Christianity in Burundi is broken into two groups: Catholic and Protestant. Catholicism was the first to arrive in Burundi. The first missionaries arrived in 1879 and were killed almost immediately. Little headway was witnessed by the early Catholic missionaries that arrived in increasing numbers under the German regime. The king at the time, Mwezi Gisabo (r. 1852–1908), was very anti-Western. He rejected the goods and ideas of Westerners, especially the faith of Catholic missionaries. It was not until the end of the 19th century that the German colonizers were able to convert most of the local princes and establish several schools and churches, which have greatly impacted Burundians throughout the 20th and 21st centuries. Today Catholicism makes up 60 percent of the confessed religious population. This is due largely to the educational avenues they provide. Mushasha in the Gitega region is the seat of Burundi’s archbishop. Mushasha contains an impressive cathedral, several convents, and a school.

Protestantism arrived in Burundi in 1911 through the late 1930s: Baptists in the 1920s, Anglicans and Free Methodists in the 1930s. It was not until the 1940s that large-scale conversions began to take place. Today, Protestant sects make up around 15 percent of churchgoers. This, combined with the Catholic churchgoers, makes Burundi one of the most Christian nations in Africa with almost 80 percent of the population professing to be Christian.

In more recent times, Burundians have been moving away from Catholicism and Protestant sects from the colonial period. They are tending toward Evangelical Protestantism because of its emotional component and because of its lack of distinct ties with the colonial past. These churches take the form of independent evangelical churches called sahwanyas. In some cases these are simply fundraising scams, but in most cases they are legitimate megachurches geared toward large groups. These churches have flourished recently because of their focus on converting entire groups and their no-help policy toward nonmembers.

The third major religion in Burundi is Islam. Islam, in particular Sunni Islam, was brought to Burundi by Afro-Arab traders who set up trading posts on Lake Tanganyika in the early 19th century. These traders interacted extensively with the local population, imparting the useful trade language of Swahili. Islam, on the other hand, was not adopted by many Burundians during the traders’ 200-year history in Burundi. It was always considered the religion of the traders and thus somewhat foreign to the local peoples. Today, Islam is confined to the old trading towns on Lake Tanganyika and to certain quarters in the center of Bujumbura. Islam only makes up 2 percent of the population of Burundi.

Even with such low numbers of conversions, the Muslim community in Burundi has been greatly important to modern Burundian history. During the mass murders and fear of 1993 and 1994, Muslim communities in Bujumbura and on Lake Tanganyika welcomed both Hutu and Tutsi families that had been forced out of their homes. The Muslims did not have ethnic affiliations to either Hutu or Tutsi, which is why they were in a position to help those in need.

To connect all of the faiths of Burundi and channel them toward the betterment of the country, Burundi established the Council of Religious Organizations (COR). COR was the idea of a Muslim named Sheikh Mohamed Nibaruta and is intended to put Christian and Muslim groups in conversation with each other and the state. The overall goal of COR is to create a country in which all groups can coexist in harmony. COR was an influential body in the development of Burundi’s state constitution in 2005.

Social Customs

Children are very important within Burundian society. They are the next generation of workers and the upcoming caretakers of Burundi’s rich oral tradition. The prominence of children makes the initiation process very important within Burundian history. Six days after a child is born there is a ceremony held called ujusohor. During the ceremony the child is presented to the members of the family. After this ceremony there is the naming ceremony called kwamukiri. This is an important step in a child’s early life due to the importance placed on names in Burundian culture.

The naming process in Burundi is often pointed out as being particularly unique. Besides Muslims, the majority of Burundians have at least two names: a traditional name given at birth and a Christian name. A nickname or praise name is also often included. In most situations the son does not take the name of the father nor does the wife take the name of husband. The kings of Burundi used a select set of names that related mostly to local conditions or related to the harvest. The four dynastic names of Burundian kings were Ntare (lion), Mwezi (moon), Mutaga (midday), and Mwambutsa (crossing over). There were even specific names given to particular stations in the royal court.

The naming of a child is a very precise business and is often based on the conditions of the child’s birth. The name of a child is usually intended to protect them through life. This could take two separate forms. The first is by diminishing the child’s importance through names like Ntazina, which means “no name.” The other form of protection names take is through associations with God (Imana). This could be in praise of God for a healthy child like the name Nshimirimana, which means “I thank God.” It could also be a name that asks God for his assistance such as the name Manirakiza, which means “God heals” (Watt 2008: 16). The most famous case of naming a child to protect it involves one of Burundi’s former presidents, Pierre Buyoya. The name Buyoya means “baby.” He was named this because his parents feared he would die like their other children had in infancy. The name was to be changed after the possible danger had passed.

The nickname is also important to Burundian naming practices. Nicknames can develop in many ways, for example, an event that took place during childbirth or characteristics of a child while it was in infancy. In some cases nicknames can become so popular that they are eventually adopted as official names. In other cases they simply become part of one’s full name.

After a child has been named and raised to an adequate age for work, he or she is integrated into the hierarchy of chores within the homestead. From a very early age children are taught their roles in the home, which often prepares them for their role in society. Sons of wealthier pastoralists learn storytelling, herding practices, public speaking, dance, and military skills. Sons of farmers will learn how to cultivate banana and coffee crops and how to manage a proper home. Girls work with their mothers to learn the chores and tasks necessary to keep the household running smoothly. In many cases these life lessons are both observed and learned through communal songs or stories. Burundi has an entire genre of songs dedicated to specific trades. In some ways these are songs used to pass the time or glorify one’s work. They are also used to inform the younger generations about specific trades and their historical origins. Thus children learn how to act within their society from the age of five to adulthood.

Rites of passage and social etiquette in Burundi are strongly linked to communalism. The importance of kinship groups and respecting one’s elders shapes many of the social interactions that take place. The younger generations are expected to greet all older males within a compound, and wives are expected to always greet their husbands. Due to the collective nature of Burundian homesteads, the youths of a given home may have many elders to greet and respect. Traditions of cultivation, herding, and storytelling are passed down from the elder male generations to the younger male generations. This ensures strict adherence to cultural roots from generation to generation.

The connection between younger generations and their past is evident in the importance placed on observing specific ceremonies. Participation in certain ceremonies is almost mandatory for the younger generations. Those ceremonies such as the wedding ceremony or the harvest festival incorporate all generations in traditional dances and singing.

Although ceremonies are an important way to integrate the younger generations into the culture of their ancestors, storytelling is the most effective way of relaying culture. Good storytellers of the older generations are highly admired and serve the purpose of keeping a record of the history of a given people. Storytelling always takes place communally, which reinforces familial bonds. Stories can range from educational anecdotes to proverbs of morality to tall tales. They all hold certain significance within the family and can be used to catalog social customs and traditions.

Social custom changed greatly with the coming of Europeans and Christian missionaries. The missionaries under Belgian rule discouraged initiation practices and the ceremonies associated with early life milestones. These were often replaced by Christian variants such as baptism and christening. Although many of the precolonial initiation practices have become outmoded over the years, much of the rural Burundian population still incorporates some aspects of the traditional rights into their children’s upbringing.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Leisure time takes several different forms in Burundi. The most common form of leisure involves the family or the community. The family has historically been very important to Burundian life, this is no less true in the realm of leisure. Burundians often spend their leisure time involved in some communal activity. These can range from a marriage to the birth of a child to storytelling after a long day of work. Storytelling is one of the most common forms of leisure in Burundi. This activity takes place at the end of every day and is still very important to Burundian society today.

Stories range in composition and subject matter. Some are intended to teach members of the family about their individual roles and the importance of a properly functioning homestead. Others relay important historical events or characters. There are even other stories intended to simply pass the time of a life spent herding cattle or cultivating crops. No matter what the composition of the story, the intention is always the same: to bring the family together. This constant interaction is very important to the proper functioning of a household.

Another important communal activity and form of leisure is the public ceremony. Ceremonies and festivals bring the entire community together. These interactions serve to demonstrate the social structure, preserve history, and provide outlets of entertainment. Such ceremonies often involve elaborate costumes of bright colors and large amounts of adornment. Dancing and singing are also fundamental to these ceremonies. Dance and song are central to Burundian life. The culture and lifestyle of Burundi are preserved in songs and dances.

In more modern times leisure has taken on a wealth component. The wealthiest Burundians often partake in some more Western forms of leisure. There are several resorts along the northern shore of Lake Tanganyika where thatch bungalows house the wealthy while waiters bring beer and other refreshments. One of the most famous of these resorts is Club Lac Tanganyika, which is a popular spot for Westerners, the wealthy, and expatriates alike. There is another famous resort along Lake Tanganyika called Saga Resha, which has recently been restored. It is home to Albert Maus’s mansion called Chàteau Maus. Albert Maus was a staunch supporter of white settler rights and colonial rule in Ruanda-Urundi (the name given Rwanda and Burundi when they were joined under Belgian rule from 1924 to 1962.

Another more modern form of leisure is the Parc National de la Rusizi. This is Burundi’s most popular national park. It fell into great disrepair during the time of political and ethnic tension from the 1970s to the late 1990s. However, the peace initiatives of 2005 have allowed the national park to rebound. Today it is a place where tourists and wealthy Burundians go to see hippos, exotic birds and trees, and crocodiles.

These more modern forms of leisure are typically confined to the social elite of the cities. The majority of the population, be they rural or urban, typically rely upon the more traditional forms of leisure found in storytelling and group activities.

Employment

Employment in Burundi has drastically changed throughout the history of the country. After the 16th century, the Hutu and the Tutsi had fully established themselves within the Burundi area. In the early stages (from about the 15th century to the middle of the 17th century) employment was based on subsistence. The majority of both Hutu and Tutsi at this time engaged in both pastoralism and agriculture to provide enough food for their families. Even here there was somewhat of a divide between the wealthy Tutsi who were able to sustain more cattle and those who were not able to do so. However, this division was much more economic than ethnic in that Hutu farmers were able to transgress their economic boundaries by purchasing more cattle.

During the monarchic consolidation period of the late 17th and early 18th centuries, new avenues of employment were opened while older ones were solidified. As the 18th and early 19th centuries progressed, the centralization that had been initiated by the first monarchs in the 17th century was greatly hastened. Thus by the second half of the 19th century, Burundi was operating as a sophisticated monarchy. Such sophistication allowed for greater upward mobility for both Hutu and Tutsi. The Tutsi elite were often employed within the king’s court as advisers and local dignitaries. Specific Hutu families were also incorporated into the monarchic bureaucracy. In many cases Hutu were enlisted in the military and gained great prestige from commanding military operations. This is evident when considering the oral tradition of Burundi. The vast majority of military leaders praised in folklore and legend were of Hutu families. Specific Hutu families were also chosen to protect the king’s sacred drums and were often trusted as middle-level administrators.

Although new forms of employment came with the consolidation of Burundi’s monarchy, this consolidation also served to solidify the social identities of Hutu and Tutsi. With the abolition of the lineage system, a new system of social connection was needed. The kings of both Burundi and Rwanda filled this void with a clientship system that favored wealthy Tutsi cattle owners as well as the king himself. This clientship system was based on a loan contract between the Tutsi cattle owner and the Hutu agriculturalist. These contracts were based on the need of protection or cattle. These types of social relations were based on a hierarchy outside the realm of kinship connections and placed the wealthiest members of society over those less fortunate. Thus the wealthiest members of society were at a strong advantage because they could accumulate more clients.

At a time when the cow was the main sign of status, the wealthiest Tutsi were able to exploit the need for relationships by gathering many clients. This is not to say that all Hutu were beholden to Tutsi masters. Clients had their own land and their own cattle from which a subsidy would go to the contractor. This was very similar to European feudalism but allowed for a great deal more mobility. Thus, depending on the situation, Hutu and Tutsi were both master and client. There is actually a process called kwihutura, which means “to de-Hutuize,” by which Hutu farmers could gather enough wealth and prestige in order to move up in status. The converse was possible of Tutsi who fell into debt.

The bureaucratic consolidation that took place mostly in the early half of the 19th century made social and political mobility more standardized. It did not completely diminish the possibility of movement between Hutu and Tutsi as social designations. Although the clientship system more firmly established Hutu and Tutsi as distinct categories, there were still ways to navigate between the two. Intermarriage, individual prestige, and wealth were still typical avenues through which one could alter one’s station.

Under colonial rule, more so Belgian than German, the divisions between Hutu and Tutsi were strictly regulated. After the Belgians were granted Rwanda and Burundi as their protectorate in 1921 they quickly set out to categorize the population. This took the form of an identity card system in which every individual was categorized based on Belgian interpretations of those who were Hutu and those who were Tutsi. The Belgian state reserved all governmental administration for those of Tutsi decent while the Hutu majority were marginalized to agricultural production. For instance, the Belgians introduced coffee as a cash crop to the region, which was almost exclusively cultivated by the Hutu majority.

These identity divisions have been the root of most of Burundi’s internal problems from independence in 1962 and the signing of the new constitution in 2005. In the post-2005 era of Burundi’s history a great deal of emphasis has been placed on the economic sector to unite Burundi’s population. These policies have helped to break down the ethnic identities that have crippled the country. Today, Burundi’s economy is no longer divided along ethnic lines.

Coffee and tea production still dominate Burundi’s economy, and are cultivated by small and large farms regardless of ethnicity. Coffee and tea account for some 90 percent of Burundi’s exports, while agricultural production employs 93 percent of Burundi’s labor force. Although exports do not account for much of Burundi’s gross domestic product (GDP), the country’s almost exclusive reliance on the coffee and tea markets greatly impacts its ability to sustain imports and market relations on a global scale. Other economic sectors have helped Burundi progress past several decades of civil unrest.


A Daring Ride

The main road within Burundi is Route National 1. It connects Bujumbura with much of the center of the country, as well as with Rwanda and Tanzania. This road winds steeply up mountains and across plateaus, which can make traveling along it quite dangerous at times. Even with the risk, many cyclists will pay 100 francs to truck drivers to be pulled up the mountain so as to reach the charcoal-producing areas or banana plantations of the upcountry. These cyclists load their bikes with bags of charcoal or bundles of bananas for sale in the bustling markets of Bujumbura. They then ride down the steep slopes of Route National 1 with their merchandise at excessively high rates of speed. There is high reward, for the markets at Bujumbura are the largest in the country, but there is also considerable risk; many of these cyclists meet their deaths on the treacherous descent down the hills of the upcountry.



Since 2006 Burundi’s GDP has grown by 4 percent annually. This is largely due to the introduction of new business sectors. For instance, both Bujumbura and Gitega house two large breweries. These breweries cater to the Burundi population and have become thriving businesses. Another new business is the brick factory in Ngozi. This industry has been integral to the rebuilding of Burundi after refugees from the crisis period have returned. These industries and the service industry of Burundi make up only 6.5 percent of employment, but are becoming increasingly important to the overall economy. These sectors are also growing by an average of 4 percent a year. However, the economy of Burundi is limited by a lack of infrastructure—only 2 percent of the population has electricity in their homes—and by political corruption—42 percent of Burundi’s income is subsidized by foreign aid, much of which does not reach its designated sector. Because of this, the private business sector has a great deal of difficulty navigating Burundi’s business world. (CIA Factbook).
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Tea harvesting on a plantation in Burundi. Tea, as well as coffee, is an important export crop for Burundi. (Alain Nogues/Sygma/Corbis)

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Traditional gender roles in Burundi are determined along patrilineal lines. The men exercise power within families by controlling land and economic production. Land is inherited from father to son, which makes Burundian women dependent upon their husbands for access to land. Social status is passed from father to son. After the colonial period, during which ethnic designations became solidified in politics, being “Hutu” or “Tutsi” was determined by the father. The continued use of this type of identification has somewhat hindered Burundi’s ability to fully unite.

Men often care for the cattle while women work to sustain the family. Women are in charge of heavy agricultural production and cooking for the family. They are also the main caregivers for children and the elderly within a family unit. Prior to the introduction of Christianity, polygyny (having more than one wife) was common in Burundi. The number of wives was determined by a male’s ability to provide for them and their offspring. Thus the number of wives was another way of displaying social status.

In customary marriages, the parents of both the bride and the groom play an integral role in the selection of a spouse and the proceedings of the marriage process. Once the proper age is reached, the parents of the bride or groom search for the proper match. When one has been selected and both families are in agreement, a period of courtship is initiated. This has an undetermined length, but is intended to allow the bride and groom to become familiar with each other. Normally, the couple are not forced to marry if they decide they do not like each other during this period. Prior to the marriage ceremonies, the two families would typically pray (in either traditional or Christian families) to determine whether the union between the two is pleasing to the supernatural. The bride-wealth is also determined during the courtship period. This is often a transfer of a cow or other gifts from the family of the groom to the family of the bride. In some cases a man from the groom’s family will postpone the marriage due to an inability to pay the bride-wealth or a lack of land to provide a homestead for the new couple. The bride-wealth is a contract between the family of the bride and that of the groom, not a payment for a wife. In Burundi, the groom gains access to the offspring of his bride and her economic productivity, the bride’s family gains the price of the bride-wealth, and the bride gains the security of a husband’s household and the opportunity of offspring.

After the bride-wealth has been determined, the marriage ceremony is held at the home of the groom’s father. Typically, the entire family from both sides will attend and celebrate the marriage. The groom’s father is required to provide food and drinks for guests. After the ceremony customary marriage dances take place. Dancing is central to Burundian life. In the context of marriage, dancing is meant to celebrate the union as well as the prosperity of the couple as time progressed.

After marriage, the bride moves into the home of the groom. She is given her own space in her husband’s rugo (home compound) where she carries out her specific tasks and raises her offspring. It was necessary for every member of the family to be strictly regulated in order for the homestead to function properly. The obligations of each family member were learned through songs and stories as well as through observation.

Family and kinship have been the most important forms of networks throughout the history of Burundi. These connections take two forms: that of the lineage and that of the family. The lineage is a more broad form of connection in which a common ancestor from the distant past is recognized. A lineage incorporated multiple families and was a much looser form of networking. Lineages constructed clans that were made up of families that were considered to all be related to a common ancestor. Due to the distance of separation, these clans were sometimes very diverse. In many cases, the clan incorporated Hutu, Tutsi, and Twa families into a single familial network. This extended family was used to establish economic and political networks.

The family, on the other hand, was much more determined and solidified. The family was created and expanded via marriage. Those who directly married into a kinship group and their offspring were incorporated into the family. The makeup of the family and the decent of identity through generations was determined by the patriarch of the family. Thus families were often identifiable as Hutu or Tutsi, even though centuries of intermarriage prove it to be impossible to truly identify as either. This is why even today Burundians trace their ethnicity through patrilineal lines, even though some 70 percent of Burundians are of mixed decent (Watt 2008: 26).

Marriage practices and family networks have greatly changed over the course of Burundi’s history. During the consolidation period of Burundi’s monarchy in the 19th century lineage connections were replaced by clientage, which promoted the semifeudal relationship between wealthy Tutsi cattle owners and less fortunate agriculturalists (typically Hutu but could also be poor Tutsi). Christianity and the colonial period also proved to greatly alter familial relations. Monogamy gradually replaced polygyny and the paying of bride-prices has largely fallen out of fashion. Although traditional marriages still take place today, the majority of marriages are determined by Western models.

Gender roles have also been altered by the colonial and postcolonial states. In more recent years the feudal system has been abolished, which has equalized, in theory, male and female access to production. Although less so than in previous eras, women still find it difficult to own land. The most equalizing of modern legislation is one that allows equal access to a father’s property by both male and female children. This has gone a long way to placing the men and women of Burundi on equal economic footing.

Cuisine

Historically, Burundians have practiced subsistence farming. With little need for export cash crops, the average diet was largely determined by what could be produced in the local area. The most widespread and oldest staple of the Burundian diet is sorghum, which is a grain with properties similar to wheat. Sorghum is typical of the east-central interior, the domestication of which contributed to the development of monarchy and central bureaucracy. In the hilly central regions of Burundi bananas and beans were staples of the Burundian diet. Both crops were introduced from the East African coastal region during the 17th century. Other crops such as tomatoes and cassava were introduced by the Belgians in the latter half of the 19th century. These crops contribute slightly to a diversified diet but have not overcome the nutritional failings of a diet rich in bananas and beans.

Protein from meat was traditionally lacking in all Burundian diets. Although Tutsi have been said to deal predominantly in herding cattle, only the upper echelon of Tutsi society was truly distinguishable from Hutu agriculturalists. In most cases both Hutu and Tutsi practiced subsistence farming and owned a few cattle. Tutsi on the whole may have consumed more milk and dairy products, but they were no more likely to have consistent protein in their diets. Cows were not typically slaughtered for meat. Instead they were used for their by-products and as status symbols. Even the wealthiest Tutsi may only consume meat a few times a month. The only other source of protein-rich meat besides cow was fish. Fish, however, were confined to the settlements along Lake Tanganyika, especially the Muslim trade posts set up on the southeastern shores of the lake during the 19th century.

Postcolonial Burundi has witnessed drastic changes and striking continuities in average diet. Many new foods from the colonial period have been added to the cuisine of Burundi. French and Belgian influence has incorporated unique delicacies such as coquilles St. Jacques (croquettes) and cuisses de grenouilles (frogs’ legs). Such delicacies can be found in many cafès throughout Bujumbura and some of the other major cities such as Ngozi or Gitega. Brochettes (shish kebabs) or fish are also very popular in Burundi’s cities. These are often served at a kabare (bar or cabaret) in a very Belgian fashion with chips and mayonnaise. Coffee and tea are also additions to the Burundian diet that were introduced under Belgian rule. The importance of coffee and tea to Burundi’s economy means that many members of the population have come in contact with it in one form or another. Thus they have become very popular since the early 20th century. Today, coffee and tea are consumed in cafès and kabare around most cities.

The traditional Burundian cuisine also changed through the colonial period. New dishes such as michopo and ugali were added to the more traditional staples of beans and bananas. Michopo, which means “greasy meat,” is a type of beef cooked with much of the fat from the animal. Ugali is cold cassava and is typically considered a side dish. Although these two foods were not unknown to the Hutu and Tutsi of the precolonial and colonial period, they have become more widely consumed in more recent years.

During special occasions, especially for the wealthy, food is of great importance. Occasions that require large feasts are usually weddings, betrothal ceremonies, or the end of a mourning period after a death. At such occasions a large buffet of grilled bananas, rice, chicken, salad, and beef or goat brochettes is served by the host of the event.

Outside the realm of food, Burundi has a few staple drinks that have continuity with the past but have become more widespread in the postindependence era. These drinks are beer and banana wine. Both have been brewed in Burundi since the 17th century. Banana wine is typical of agricultural groups throughout the country and has a specific place within family leisure time. Beer has more recently become a widely consumed beverage, especially since the opening of breweries in Bujumbura and Gitega. Today, beer is consumed at cafès and restaurants in cities while also retaining its communal attributes from the precolonial and colonial periods. A drink that does not have a connection with Burundi’s past but is very popular today is the soft drink ifanta. This beverage is widely consumed and is typically served at certain social gatherings, such as weddings or the birth of a child, by the wealthy.

Dress

Traditional Burundian dress is often divided into two categories based on material. The first and oldest is a style of clothing made out of tree bark. This type of clothing was worn extensively during the monarchic period but declined in use in the 19th and 20th century. Bark clothing was made first by stripping the bark from a banana or ficus tree. Then the bark is hammered, twisted, and molded until it is flexible enough to resemble cloth. It is then made typically into loincloths, sometimes with adornment or dyed, using local plants.

The other type of clothing typical to Burundi is made of animal skin. Due to the importance of cows and their availability, cow hide was used most often. Other hides, such as those of goats or more exotic animals like leopards, were worn to signify status or for a specific ceremony. Such displays often came in the form of capes or belts made of antelope, goat, or big cats from the region. These were status symbols because it was not easy to obtain such rare skins.

Personal adornment was another way of displaying status. Beaded or iron necklaces, bracelets, and headdresses were some of the most common forms of adornment. Jewelry was also used for ceremonial purposes. Only certain types of adornment were allowed during particular festivals, for instance. The best example of this are the pearls worn by Royal Drummers during the sorghum harvest festival (called umuganuro). Pearls are specific to the Royal Drummers and display, above all else, the prestige of the ruler in power. The Royal Drummers also wear bright red and green togas and bells on their shoes. This style of dress is specific to their profession and contributes to their ceremonial function even today.

Similar to the wealthy, the king also had specific articles of adornment that displayed his status. The royal dress of Burundi was highly extravagant. Kings wore brightly dyed loincloths and capes made of animal skin. The king’s garments were normally made of leopard skin, which denoted his royalty. Kings also displayed their power through the wearing of jewelry.

The king’s headdress was the most visible sign of his status and regency. The crown was cylindrical and tall. It was decorated with intricate geometric shapes, inlaid with different beads and metals. The king would also often wear large bracelets of beads laid out in the traditional geometric patterns of the region.

Today, the standard dress of Burundi has greatly changed from the precolonial period. Western clothing styles have been imported and adopted by Burundians. In the cities and many rural areas T-shirts, blue jeans, and the like have become the norm over the more traditional hide clothing. Even so, there is considerable interest in maintaining the cultural heritage of Burundi. Burundians celebrate traditional holidays, during which traditional forms of dress are worn. The Royal Drummers are also a great source of continuity with the past. Their techniques, dress, and activities have been relatively the same for hundreds of years.

The most rural areas of Burundi are still populated by groups that wear traditional clothing. Those regions have not had as consistent contact with Europeans as the areas around major cities. Due to the several hundred years of interaction between Burundians and Europeans, the majority of the population has adopted Western-style fashion.

Sports and Games

Burundi has several games that have been played throughout its history. The majority of games are communal activities that involve a group of people. One game that is very traditional to Burundi but does not involve a group outside of a large fan group is urubugu. Urubugu is known as mancala in the United States. It is a game that involves a rectangular wooden plate with shallow scoops in the surface. There are also two large oblong scoops, which are for each player. They are the player’s main reserver for pebbles or seeds. Within these scoops are placed pebbles, seashells, or seeds. The object of the game is to transfer one’s stones or seeds from the playing field to the player’s main reserve. Urubugu boards are usually simple in construction but can be elaborate depending on the status of the owner. Poorer individuals would normally own a board carved of wood and pebbles or seashells as the pieces. For the wealthier members of society, an urubugu board could be highly decorative. The board itself could be highly stylized, from precise carving to painted geometric shapes. Seeds are normally used on wealthier boards due to their convenience in play. Urubugu is played by all age groups but is typical of older men. This is an ancient game that has been played in Burundi since the formation of the monarchy in the late 17th century.

Other traditional games are more specific to children. The traditional Burundian home (rugo) consists of many small dwellings that look out onto a single, fenced-in compound. This compound is typically used for communal activities such as special events or storytelling at night. It is also a large space where children can play. The game gusimba ikibariko is a game that involves the throwing of several stones in the air and catching them before they hit the ground. Another game, normally played by young girls, is called horo and involves the throwing of a ball.

Wrestling is also a very important sport for young people in Burundi. Although not on the scale of wrestling in countries like Nigeria, Burundi still follows the African tradition of freestyle wrestling. With the more recent push by the government to use sports to unify the country, Burundi has sent many wrestlers worldwide to compete. Most recently, in 2013, two Burundian wrestlers won gold and silver at the African Wrestling Championships in N’Djamena, Chad.

After the ethnic crisis that surrounded the Rwandan Genocide in 1994, Burundi turned toward institutions that could serve to unify the heavily divided population. While economic policies have served to incorporate all aspects of the population, sports have been much more important in unifying the nation. Football (soccer) in particular has worked toward this goal since the mid-1990s. The Burundian national football team is known as Intamba m’Uragamba and is nicknamed Les Hirondelles dans la guerre (The Swallows in the War). The national team was established in 1948 and has played in several qualifiers for the FIFA Cup, but has never made it to the tournament. The national team has also played in qualifiers for the African Cup of Nations but has never qualified. The national team plays at Prince Louis Rwagasore Stadium in Bujumbura.

Burundi also has a premier football league (known as the Amstel Ligue in Burundi) that was formed in 1972. It is currently made up of 12 teams that play 30 games. The majority of teams are based out of Bujumbura. The current champion is Flambeau de l’Est, and the team with the most championships is Vital’O F.C.

The athletes of Burundi also excel at track and field sports. Two exceptional athletes, Vènuste Niyongabo (b. 1973) and Diane Nukuri-Johnson (b. 1984), have represented Burundi at two separate Olympics. Vènuste Niyongabo is a short-distance runner who notably competed in the 1995 World Championships in Gothenburg, Germany, and in the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta, Georgia. In Gothenburg, Vènuste Niyongabo won a bronze medal in the 1,500-meter race. At the Olympics in 1996 he won a gold medal in the 5,000-meter race. The gold medal he won in 1996 is the only Olympic medal Burundi has ever won. After the Olympics Vènuste Niyongabo struggled with several injuries and never reached the same level of performance he achieved in 1996. His most recent achievement was hosting a series of games in the Great Lakes region in 2010. These games allowed athletes and spectators from Burundi, Rwanda, and Congo to compete and watch in a friendly environment. The ultimate goal of the games was to promote community and friendship through a common interest in sports.

Diane Nukuri-Johnson is a distance runner who competed in two Olympics. The first was the 2000 Olympics in Sydney, Australia. In Sydney she competed in the 5,000-meter race and finished 45th. Her second Olympics was at the 2012 Olympics in London, England. She competed in the marathon and finished 31st. Diane Nukuri-Johnson also ran for Iowa State University where she won two Big Ten Championships: one in cross-country in 2007 and another in the 5,000-meter race in 2008. In addition to her running career outside of Burundi, Diane Nukuri-Johnson holds several Burundian records in track and field. She is the record holder in the half marathon, the marathon, the 10,000-meter race, the 5,000-meter race, and the 1,500-meter race. Today she continues to train in Iowa City.

Since 1996 Burundi has sent at least one athlete to the Summer Olympics. The Ministry of Youth, Sport, and Culture has placed particular emphasis on sport as a way to unify the nation and build a well-rounded young generation that is instilled with the values of peace and cooperation. This is seen in the prominence of team sports in youth culture such as football and basketball, Burundi’s two most popular organized sports.

Festivals and Holidays

Burundians have a long history of celebrations and festivals. The majority of traditional festivals and celebrations revolve around the harvest or various happenings within the family. Marriages and the birth of a child, for instance, are two occasions during which the extended clan celebrate with dance, song, and libations. Besides the more family-based celebrations centered around life events, there is one major harvest festival from the monarchic period (which roughly spans 1680–1672) that incorporates the entirety of the Burundian population. This is the sorghum harvest festival known as umuganuro. This was the most important festival for the king, for it reaffirmed his ability to continue to provide for his people. It is only during umuganuro that the king’s sacred drum inkiranya was brought out of its sanctuary to be played in public. Accompanying the Royal Drummers were dancers dressed in red and green and carrying shields and spears. These dancers danced in the traditional intore style, which also contributed to the legitimacy of the king’s claim to the throne.

After the deposition of the last monarch in 1966 and the ethnic tensions that plagued Burundi from the 1970s to the early 2000s, the umuganuro lost much of its popularity. The festival itself contributes to ethnic tensions by pointing out the differences between the Tutsi ruling elite and the Hutu majority. Therefore, the festival is typically no longer performed.

Once Christianity took hold in Burundi at the beginning of the 20th century, the typical Christian holidays became more common. Missionaries and the Belgian regime after 1912 introduced holidays such as New Year’s, Easter, and Christmas to the national pantheon of festivals. As Christianity became the dominant faith in Burundi, particularly by the time of independence in 1962, Christian holidays were the only official state holidays.

Today, several of the major Islamic holidays are also considered national holidays due to the historic importance of the small Muslim community. The main Muslim festival that has been included in the nation’s official holidays is the festival of Eid.

Besides religious and traditional holidays, Burundi has several secular holidays that it celebrates. July 1 is Independence Day in Burundi. Although there is a great deal of celebration that goes on around Independence Day, one of the largest holidays in Burundi is New Year’s Day, which incorporates many aspects previously assigned to the umuganuro festival. The Royal Drummers play and dance while large communal feasts bring people together. All of the staple dishes in Burundi are served including beans, grilled bananas, cassava, chicken, and beef or goat shish kebabs (brochettes). Banana beer and ifanta are served along with the feast. Communal singing is standard at the New Year’s celebration. The less formal nature and more homogenous communal interaction of the New Year’s celebration has made it very important in the development of a unified Burundi.

There are also major holidays that relate to the lives of influential rulers. For instance, there is Rwagasore Day on October 13 and Ndadaye Day on October 21. Prince Louis Rwagasore (January 10, 1932—October 13, 1961) was Burundi’s main nationalist and independence advocate. He became Burundi’s prime minister on September 9, 1961, with the goal of establishing an independent Burundi. He was assassinated on October 13, 1961, for his political views. He is a national and independence hero in Burundi today. Malchior Ndadaye (March 28, 1953– October 21, 1993) was the first democratically elected president of Burundi. He was also the first Hutu president elected. Malchior Ndadaye was elected in the important 1993 elections with the intention of reforming Burundi’s political policy to end ethnic tensions. He was assassinated on October 21, 1993, by disgruntled Tutsi military officers. Each of these national heroes were advocates of unity and peace within Burundi, which is why they are commemorated today with national holidays.

Music and Dance

The musical tradition of Burundi is dominated by the drum. In many African countries, especially those of East and Central Africa, the drum is an important and sacred instrument. In Burundi, drums or karyenda are extricably linked to the king or mwami, fertility, and regeneration. Burundi’s tradition with the drum extends back to the height of monarchic rule during the 18th and 19th centuries. During the monarchy specific Hutu families, traditionally from the village of Makebuku or other villages in central Burundi, were charged with crafting, protecting, and playing the royal drums. Due to the sacred nature of drums and the specific connection between the royal drums and the mwami, these drums were only brought out and played on specific occasions or for ceremonial purposes. The Royal Drummers often accompanied the king and announced the time of day, the beginning and end of the harvest, and specific rituals.

Although the last king of Burundi was deposed in 1966, the Royal Drummers still carry on their sacred duty. Today, the Royal Drummers play for the president and other governmental dignitaries as well as during significant ceremonies. The skills to craft and play such instruments are to this day passed down from generation to generation within the same Hutu families. Not even the Royal Drummers are allowed to play drums at any given time. The use of drums is highly regulated and entirely related to Burundi’s ritualized past.

There are three different types of drums utilized by the Royal Drummers. The central and most sacred of drums is the inkiranya. There are also amashako drums, which provide a continuous beat during performances, and ibishikiso drums, which follow the rhythm set by the central inkiranya.

Since the early 1960s the Royal Drummers of Burundi have been recognized on a global scale for their talents. They have played countless venues across the world including their best-known tour of Britain in 1999. The Royal Drummers of Burundi have also produced at least three albums and have collaborated with popular American artists from Joni Mitchell to Def Leppard.

Besides the drum, Burundian music also involves several other instruments. There is a thumb piano (ikembe), a trumpet (inzamba), a violin (indonongo), bells (amayugi), and a flute (umwironge). Clapping or chants were also very important for the establishment of multiple rhythms. African cultures are famous for their layering of relatively simple rhythms to create a complex unit. In Burundi, drums normally establish the base rhythms while other instruments and human interaction add layers.

Always in connection with the royal drums is dance. Those who are allowed to dance, and when dancing takes place, are as highly regulated by tradition as the playing of the royal drums themselves. The dancers are exclusively from the same Hutu families who play the royal drums. Their dances incorporate aspects of the country’s oral tradition in connection with the king as well as its animist Traditional Religion. Dancers hold spears and shields to signify the power of the king and often pledge loyalty to the king via specific dances. The war dances of the intore are characteristic of this type of dance. During the war dances of the intore, dancers hold spears and shields and dance in strict lines. On certain occasions the war dances of the intore are performed in a paradelike fashion called kwiyereka, during which dancers move in a winding line reminiscent of early military parades under the monarchy designed to display military power.

Outside of the Royal Drummers there were many less formal styles of dance in which all Burundians could take part. These types of dances are incorporated into an array of activities from festivals to familial celebrations to the everyday. Celebrations such as the birth of a child or a marriage incorporate specific dance styles and singing that relays custom and tradition.

There are also specific types of dance that are unique to certain regions of Burundi. For instance, umutsibo is a dance carried out by women of the Buyogoma region. It focuses upon leg and pelvic movements but in a specifically nonerotic fashion. Another regional dance is called ubusambiri and is typical of the Buragane region. This dance shows the greatest outside influence of all popular dances in Burundi. It is a dance of the younger generation that incorporates dance styles from other African countries as well as from Western models.
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Drummers from the Gishora drumming group perform in Gishora, Burundi. Drumming has long played an important role in royal ceremony in the country. Recently, Burundi’s royal drumming tradition was elevated to the status of Intangible Cultural Heritage by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). (Carl De Souza/AFP/Getty Images)

Although the Royal Drummers dominate Burundi’s musical tradition, there have been several modern artists who have fused international genres with traditional Burundian roots. The majority of these artists are Burundian by birth but are based professionally in Europe, particularly Brussels. The artist Ciza Muhirwa for instance is a Burundian who has joined various Rwandan or Congolese groups in Brussels. Other artists, such as Èric Baranyanka and his band the Nile, have taken up various international genres of music such as funk. The best-known of Burundi’s modern musical tradition is the artist Khadja Nin. She was born in Burundi but moved to Brussels to further her singing career. Khadja sings in Kirundi, Swahili, and French, which makes her a favorite among all Burundians.

The modern musical tradition within Burundi itself is mostly confined to the capital, Bujumbura. Here artists combine reggae, zouk, and rumba to formulate unique rhythms. This musical tradition has strong links to the private radio sector that emerged in the mid- to late 1990s. These radio stations, particularly Studio Ijambo, were dedicated to spreading peace and truth after the massacres of 1993–1994. To accompany their news messages of peace and truth, these radio stations supported local musicians by incorporating them into radio programs. Because of their early orientation toward spreading peace and truth, the musical tradition within Bujumbura is often one in tune with the feelings and serenity of the Burundian people.

Visual Art

Although it may seem that Burundi’s oral tradition and the centrality of dance within Burundi’s society trumps all other forms of artistic expression, this is far from the case. Burundi has a rich history in the visual arts. Artifacts such as baskets, pots, and adornments are to this day valued for the aesthetic beauty.

Basket weaving has long been a job tasked to the women of families. Baskets are woven together and then dyed with bright colors based on local materials. White and blue are a typical color combination, but there are other colors used commonly such as red and green. Baskets are typically adorned with intricate geometric shapes, which are common in many African cultures. These baskets have a multiplicity of uses, but the most highly decorated are reserved for wedding ceremonies. Prior to the wedding date, the female relatives of the bride and groom create highly decorated baskets. These baskets are then used to transport wedding gifts for the bride and groom.

Pottery is also an ancient form of artistic expression. Considered one of the oldest art forms, pottery is used by anthropologists to note large social changes. The most important type of pottery to the development of Burundi is Urewe pottery. This type of pottery was first found in the Great Lakes region between the fifth and sixth centuries CE. This is significant because it is believed that the first Bantu migrants moved into the region around the same time. Thus artistic, linguistic, and social changes were all intertwined and integral to the understanding of Burundi’s origins.

Urewe pottery has several characteristic traits. There are two types of vases: small and large. Both have distinctive S-shapes. The most unique type of Urewe pottery is the large, open-topped bowl. These bowls are unique because they have a distinct beveled rim and ornate geometric patterns that typically wrap around the top of the bowl but are sometimes more intricate. The Twa have long been the producers of these earthenware bowls and vases. Even today, the Twa population has almost exclusive rights to the production of pottery.

Both baskets and pottery are still produced as crafts in modern Burundi. They are highly prized for their intricacies and craftsmanship.

Other than traditional expressions of visual art, Burundi is somewhat lacking. It does not have an extensive modern art sector, nor has sculpture become extensively practiced. Burundi has only one feature film to its credit: Gito l’ingrat (Gito the Ungrateful), which was released in 1992. It is a comedy about a man named Gito who finishes his studies in Paris and returns to Burundi to become a minister. The film has received several awards from various film festivals, including best film at the Lisboa Film Festival in Portugal and the Oumarou Ganda prize at the Panafrican Film and Television Festival in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso.

In more recent years the younger generations of Burundi are taking up cinema as a form of expressing their interpretations of the past and present. The Burundi Film Center was created in 2007 to facilitate this type of expression. The center provides guidance and teaching for young individuals who hope to involve themselves in cinematic production. The Burundi Film Center sponsors several annual film festivals at which amateur producers and directors can present their short stories. This project is intended to further the growth of Burundi’s arts while also facilitating a conversation among Burundians about the impact of their past.

Architecture and Housing

The architectural style and overall appearance of traditional Burundian homesteads, known as rugo, is dependent upon a great number of factors. Wealth, location, and mode of production are the three major determinants. However, there is a relatively standard form for rugo from which generalizations can be made.

Due to the hilly nature of Burundi’s geography, traditional villages are not the norm. Instead, families and clans organize in loose units called collines. The location of these collines, which literally means “hills,” is often determined by a religious process linked to some aspect of the clan’s ancestors. Within the loose geographic area determined by the colline there are smaller familial units, the rugo in which families actually reside. Each rugo consists of several living spaces all situated on a large central compound. Around the exterior of the compound and various buildings is a fence that must also house any livestock the family may own. Surrounding each rugo is the family’s agricultural products, typically bananas in the hilly center of Burundi but also beans or coffee depending on the region.
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Hut in the village of Masango, Burundi. The rounded structure, topped with a conical, thatched roof, is common throughout the region. (Angelo Cavalli/Robert Harding/Newscom)

The buildings within a compound are made up of locally sourced mud walls and thatched roofs, often consisting of banana leaves. Adornment on the interior of buildings is typically military in nature, shields with crossed spears being standard.

The size, style, adornment, and complexity of a rugo is determined by wealth. Those who have the wealth can build bigger compounds with more buildings and the ability to house more livestock. Thus the size and elaborate nature of a rugo displays social status.

In the 19th century modern building materials began to replace the traditional mud and thatched huts. Metal roofs and brick walls are now most common, even though traditional rugo still exist in many rural areas. Although the building materials have changed, the basic orientation of Burundian homesteads has remained the same. Loosely connected kinship groups occupying a general geographic region is still very much the standard in rural Burundi.

The urban cities, on the other hand, have witnessed a great deal of change from the 19th century to the present. The cities of Burundi are mixtures of colonial holdover architecture and 21st-century building practices. The capital of Bujumbura is the best example of this mixture. The capital is the largest and most modern city in Burundi. Its skyline consists of skyscrapers constructed in the minimalist standard of Western office building architecture. The downtown business district of Bujumbura can easily be compared to any business district around the world.

In contrast to the modern style of Bujumbura’s skyline, many suburbs or quartiers still show remnants of Belgian colonial rule. There are still a significant number of 1920s Belgian art deco homes and businesses that interrupt the modern nature of the city as a whole. These buildings consist of white stucco exterior walls and red shingled roofs. Around the full exterior of many such buildings is a large, white stucco wall topped by iron bars or spikes. An ornate iron gate breaks up the massive wall. The buildings that were constructed in this architectural style are often governmental buildings or official residences, which is consistent with Belgian governmental administration at the beginning of the 20th century.

Another significant aspect of Bujumbura is the ethnic orientation of specific quartiers. Prior to the ethnic conflicts that took place from the early 1970s to the mid-1990s all neighborhoods in Bujumbura were of mixed ethnic makeup. During the crisis, however, neighborhoods were organized based on ethnic background, which fueled tensions between Hutu and Tutsi. It was not until after the new constitutional agreement of 2003 that neighborhoods began to mix and integrate again.

Most recently Burundi has had to deal with the return of hundreds of thousands of refugees. The political and ethnic conflicts that raged from the 1970s through to 2005 forced many Burundians into surrounding countries or abroad. Since peace in 2005, refugees have been returning en masse. Burundi has had to deal with this influx by creating low-cost homes. In most cases these take the form of small brick homes with metal roofs closely clustered together. The brick manufacturer in Ngozi has had to expand to supply the bricks for these types of homes. The return of refugees is something that the entire Great Lakes region is dealing with after decades of ethnic unrest in Burundi and Rwanda directly and Tanzania, Uganda, and Congo indirectly.

Literature and Oral Traditions

In 1973 fear drastically impacted the culture of Burundi. In response to the ethnic conflict in Rwanda that flared up during that year, the Tutsi ruling class massacred 100,000–200,000 Hutu. A good portion of those Hutu killed were intellectuals and literary experts, which has greatly impacted Burundi’s literary sector. Because of this Burundi’s literary output is confined to only a few authors who mostly produce collections of traditional folklore and poetry.

Best known of these few authors is Michel Kayoya. Kayoya is known for two published works on traditional Burundian life: My Father’s Footsteps and Entre deux mondes (Between Two Worlds). Both works comment on life in Burundi and the specific experiences Burundians have gone through. Other works, such as Burundi 1965: la première crise èthnique (Burundi 1965: The First Ethnic Crisis) by Augustin Mariro, Lettre à Isidore by Perpètue Nshimirimana, Mèmoires blessèes (Wounded Memories) by Antoine Kaburahe, and a set of memoirs by Sylvestre Ntibantunganya, also comment on the life experience of Burundi. The authors of the above works are the other major Burundian authors. The National Library and the University of Burundi, both in Bujumbura, are working with Burundian authors to continue to build Burundi’s literature.

Due to Burundi’s rich oral tradition and the lack of modern literary output, the most important aspects of Burundian history and lifestyle are archived within stories and songs. There are two major forms of delivery found within Burundi’s oral tradition. The first is through song. Song and dance have long been staples of Burundian culture. Songs can take on many forms. For instance, there are trade songs that are specific to different kinds of work. These types of songs are sung during the workday to pass the time while also keeping the community in rhythm. There are songs of the hunt called gukogeza, and there are many songs that relate to the sacred nature of the cow. Such songs were designated by job so both men and women engaged in the singing of trade songs. Other songs such as those recounting history or the legends of ancient rulers, called igitito, were reserved for men. In most cases the latter types of songs were exclusively designed to promote loyalty to the king. The best example of this is the foundation myth for the kingdom of Burundi.

According to oral tradition the founder of the kingdom of Burundi was a foreign king who came to Burundi with an ox. The earlier versions of the story say he came from the southern region of Buha, while later versions state that he originated in Rwanda. Once the king arrived in Burundi he killed the ox and skinned him. Then he asked his underlings to hollow out a huge log over which he stretched the hide of the ox. This became the sacred inkiranya drum. The story linked the monarchy, the drum, and the gods. It provided the monarchy with legitimacy in story and symbol.

Songs and stories also promote the ancestors of the family and give praise to the cow, which is an important animal in Burundian culture. Stories about the cow praised it for its milk, its beauty, and its utility. The prominence of such stories shows how important the cow was to Burundi’s everyday lifestyle.

The second form through which the oral tradition is presented is storytelling. Storytelling holds a special place in the minds and heart of Burundians. It is a nighttime activity that occupies much of Burundian leisure time. Storytelling almost always takes place in a communal setting. The whole of a familial compound will gather around a fire and share stories. Sometimes the gathered group shares a communal bowl of banana beer called urwagwa. Stories are typically set to rhythmic clapping that involves the entirety of the family. Often the men of the younger generations will have storytelling or poetry competitions as a form of informative entertainment.

The importance of community in storytelling and singing is integral to the retention of the oral tradition within younger generations. By incorporating the extended family in storytelling and singing, the elders are able to assure a continuation of Burundi’s history and culture.

Media

Burundian media has gone through several phases of development throughout the 20th century. During both the German and Dutch colonial periods, the media of Burundi was highly regulated and geared toward the promotion of the ruling elite. This strict regulation continued even after Burundi gained its independence in 1962. From 1962 to 1992 Burundi was first controlled by a monarchy and then a one-party republic. Due to the monopolization of power during this period, the state held almost complete control over the media. The single television and radio station, Tèlèvision Nationale du Burundi, and the only two newspapers, Le Renouveau and Ubumwe, were state sponsored and thus owed their continued survival to the party in power. Journalists of these various news sources were forced to consistently keep the attitudes of the governing party in mind when presenting information.

The year 1992 brought about a multitude of political changes that greatly impacted the state of Burundi’s media. The new constitution, put into effect in 1992, created a multiple-party system and outlawed any monopoly on media production. As parties became increasingly polarized along ethnic lines, so too did many of the new newspapers and radio stations. It was integral for such sources of media to ally themselves with a political party due to the fact that the parties were the largest source of funding. For example, L’indèpendant-intahe and Le Carrefour des Idèes, the first newspapers published under the new constitution, were in support of the Tutsi majority party Union Pour le Progrès National (UPRONA), while L’aube de la Dèmocratie-Kanura Burakeye was in support of the Hutu majority party Front Democratique de Burundi (FRODEBU). These early newspapers were very limited in scope. Most were poorly funded and reached a very limited audience; only the literate elite in the capital of Bujumbura had consistent access to print media. However, print media became increasingly hostile during the early years of terror. This hate media deepened ethnic divisions within the capital, which quickly spread throughout the country. Due to the press’s role in the perpetuation of ethnic cleansing from 1993 to 1996, it was greatly restricted once political pluralism was outlawed in 1996.

Unlike the print media of the early 1990s, radio stations had the ability to reach a much wider audience and were much less beholden to a single party. This is largely because radio stations were privately funded by private citizens or by international organizations such as the American-based nongovernmental organization Search for Common Ground. Because of the prominence of privately owned radio stations, the extension of information became much more democratic. Although public radio stations were still beholden to the party in power, private radio stations resonated more with citizens due to their message of peace and negotiation.

Established by Search for Common Ground in 1995, Studio Ijambo was at the forefront of the push for more peaceful and more accurate media coverage. Studio Ijambo was created to produce radio programs that foster conversations regarding reconciliation and peace. Studio Ijambo examines all sides of various news events in order to promote unifying factors, as opposed to divisions and conflict. Alongside more neutral news reports, Studio Ijambo airs radio dramas, round tables, documentaries, interactive programs, and children’s programs with common themes of peace and democracy. The studio has been exceptionally influential in promoting conversations between belligerent groups after the conflict. Because Studio Ijambo was funded by Search for Common Ground, the programs are not censored or controlled by any governmental regime. This has allowed the studio more freedom and hindered various regimes’ attempts to promote violent agendas. The private nature of Studio Ijambo and other stations of its kind has kept Burundi’s media from directly promoting ethnic violence like the media of Rwanda in 1994.

By the end of the 1990s, the influence of private radio and the message of peace and negotiation had greatly influenced the political culture of Burundi. Because of the multitude of viewpoints and the focus on unity, not division, private radio stations dulled many of the ethnic divisions within politics, media, and the public. Although hate media and ethnic tensions existed into the first years of the 20th century, the more democratic private sector was able to continually influence policy change. Thus the new constitution and governmental structure ratified in 2005 owes a great deal to the private-sector radio of the mid- to late 1990s.
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Cameroon, Republic of (République du Cameroun)
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Quick Facts

Capital: Yaoundé

Major Cities: Yaoundé, Douala (economic capital), Bafoussam, Nkongsamba, Ngaoundéré, Garoua, Maroua, Bamenda, Limbe, Kumba

Population: 20,549,221

Languages: English and French (official languages); 24 major African language groups

Government: Republic; Multiparty Presidential Regime

Ethnic Groups: Western highlanders (also called grassfielders), who include Bamiléké, Bamoun, and several smaller groups in the northwest (38 percent); coastal tropical peoples who include the Bassa, Duala, and many smaller groups in the southwest (12 percent); southern tropical forest peoples, who include the Beti, Bulu, Fang, and the Bakas (18 percent); predominantly Islamic peoples of the northern semiarid regions (Sahel) and central highlands who include the Fulani, also called Peuhl in French (14 percent); and the Kirdi, non-Islamic or recently Islamic peoples of the northern desert and central highlands (18 percent)

Religions: African Traditional Religions (40 percent); Christianity (40 percent); Islam (20 percent)



Introduction

Cameroon became a German colony in 1884. After World War I, the territory was divided between Britain and France under a League of Nations mandate. The Union des Populations du Cameroun (UPC) was organized in April 1948 and represented the only indigenous political organization to emerge in French sub-Saharan Africa that rejected collaboration with the French government and demanded total and complete independence from France and the French Union. The UPC’s most important goals were independence and reunification of the territories under British and French control. The party was intent on making certain that French commercial and entrepreneurial interests did not dominate and control political economy in an independent Cameroon. On July 13, 1955, the French colonial government proscribed the UPC, forced it underground, and effectively eliminated the only Cameroonian party that was national in scope from participating in the decolonization project. The UPC mounted a military and political campaign against the French that eventually gained independence for the French-administered part of Cameroon in January 1960 as the République du Cameroun. Reunification with the UN Trust Territory of Southern Cameroons, which was under British administration, followed in 1961, with the formation of the République Fédérale du Cameroun (Federal Republic of Cameroon).

In 1960, Ahmadou Ahidjo became the first president of the République du Cameroun. He was born in the northern Cameroon city of Garoua in 1924 and spent his early childhood there before migrating to Yaoundé to attend secondary school. He entered politics in 1946 and at independence in 1960, he and his Union Camerounaise (UC) party took control of the government. In October 1961, he became president of the Federal Republic of Cameroon—he led the latter until November 1982, when he announced his resignation, supposedly for health reasons. Ahidjo was a very skilled statesman who managed to maintain a peaceful and prosperous country during his time in power. He did so by gaining absolute control of all structures of governance and creating an institutional environment that significantly enhanced his ability to “promote the semblance of a representative, participatory, and inclusive government and yet continue to retain absolute control of all branches of administration and the allocation of resources” (Mbaku 2010: 54). He died in exile in Senegal in 1989.

Ahdijo was succeeded as president by Paul Biya, who survived a coup attempt and steered Cameroon through a series of economic crises in the 1980s and 1990s. In response to the kidnapping of schoolgirls in Chibok, Nigeria, by the Islamist terrorist movement known as Boko Haram, Biya, in concert with the president of Chad, sent Cameroonian troops to the Nigerian border in May 2014 to wage war on Boko Haram militants.

Geography

Cameroon, often referred to as “Africa in miniature,” shares physical characteristics with both the Niger and Congo river basins. The country boasts more than 250 ethnic groups. Throughout its history, it has been ruled directly by Germany, Great Britain, France, and indirectly by the now defunct League of Nations and the United Nations. In addition, the country has been influenced significantly by Christianity, Islam, and other external factors, including globalization.

Cameroon is located on the Gulf of Guinea and has a coastline that is about 160 miles long. It is bounded by Nigeria to the west; Chad and Central African Republic to the northeast; and the Republic of Congo (Congo-Brazzaville), Gabon, and Equatorial Guinea to the south. With an area of 183,567 square miles (475,440 square kilometers), Cameroon is located slightly north of the equator. In 2010, it had a population of 19.6 million with an average annual growth rate of 2.2 percent. The country’s fertility rate in 2010 was 4.5 births per woman.

The country’s landforms can be grouped loosely into four regions: the northern plains; the central and southern plateaus; the western highlands and mountains; and the lowlands along the country’s coastline. The northern plains extend as far as Lake Chad while the central and southern plateau, which lies between 7°N and 9°N latitude, runs from the country’s eastern to its western border. The western highlands, which include Mount Cameroon, the country’s highest mountain range, extend southeastward from Cameroon’s border with Nigeria. Mount Cameroon has an elevation of 13,436 feet (4,095 meters), covers 800 square miles (2,072 square kilometers), rises from the waters of the Gulf of Guinea and is the highest point in West Africa. Cameroon’s coastal zone measures less than 20 miles wide, lies in the area northwest of Mount Cameroon and contains many swamplands, which are covered by mangrove trees and various other types of vegetation.


Oku Volcanic Field

Located at latitude 6.25°N and longitude 10.50°E along the Cameroon volcanic line, the Oku Volcanic Field is made up of maars and basaltic cinder cones. Two of the field’s crater lakes, Lake Nyos and Lake Monoun, have, in the last several decades, released extremely poisonous gases that have killed a lot of people and livestock. In August 1984, Lake Monoun released poisonous gas that killed 37 people and several farm animals. The gas release was attributed to “an overturn of stratified lake water, possibly triggered by an earthquake and landslide” (Mbaku 2005: 3). On August 21, 1986, approximately one cubic kilometer of carbon dioxide (CO2) gas was released by Lake Nyos. The gas traveled about 15 miles (25 kilometers) from the lake, and suffocated to death at least 1,700 people, destroyed a significant amount of vegetation and trees, and destroyed many farm animals.

Source: Mbaku, John Mukum. 2005. Culture and Customs of Cameroon. Westport, CT: Greenwood.




Mount Cameroon

Mount Cameroon, one of Africa’s largest active volcanoes, extends southeastward from Cameroon’s border with Nigeria, has an elevation of 13,436 feet (4,095 meters), covers 800 square miles (2,072 square kilometers), rises from the waters of the Gulf of Guinea, and is the highest point in West Africa. On average, Mount Cameroon erupts every 10 to 20 years, and it is one of only a few mountains in the world to have a historically dated eruption in antiquity. A passing Carthaginian navigator observed an eruption of the mountain in the fifth century BCE. Since then, the mountain has erupted several times. More recent eruptions include those that occurred in 1909, 1922, 1959, 1982, 1999, 2000, and 2012.



People and Ethnicity

What is now the Republic of Cameroon has seen significant human migrations. These migrations began in the region that makes up the boundary between Cameroon and Chad. During the course of the last several hundred years, that migration has spread in many directions. In the 18th and 19th centuries, there were more migrations, occasioned by holy wars waged by Islamic groups, most notably by the Fulani to spread their religion. These migrations resulted in the assimilation and absorption of groups that produced the various ethnic nationalities that inhabit Cameroon today. Group mixing during the last several hundred years, however, has made it quite difficult to produce an accurate classification of the country’s ethnic groups; some of them are actually known by more than one name.

Cameroon’s more than 250 ethnic groups can be placed into five major regional-cultural groupings. These are western highlanders (grassfielders); coastal tropical forest peoples; southern tropical forest peoples; predominantly Islamic peoples of the northern semiarid regions; people of the central highlands; and non-Islamic or recently Islamic peoples of the northern desert and central highlands.

Groups of the Western Highlands

The groups of the western highlands, which are relatively culturally homogenous, straddle the boundary between the English- and French-speaking regions of Cameroon. Virtually all ethnic groups within the western highlands have developed centralized chiefdoms, each of which is headed by a powerful political and religious ruler. Most of this region is rural, and agriculture represents the most important source of income for the people.

The largest western highlands ethnic groups are the Bamiléké, Tikar, Widekum, and Bamoun. The Bamiléké, who are primarily farmers, have both a relatively high birthrate and population density and, due to an inheritance tradition that makes allowance only for a single heir, young male children are usually forced to migrate to other parts of the country. As a consequence, large groups of Bamiléké live outside their ancestral homes.

Today, most of the Tikar live in the Anglophone northwest region of Cameroon and consist of several independent chiefdoms. Oral narratives of the Tikar express that they originate from the northeast part of the territory between Tibati and Ngaoundéré.

The Bamoun people are of both Tikar and Bamiléké ancestry. According to oral Bamoun narratives, sometime in the early 1700s, the Tikar came to the present location of the Bamoun and conquered the Bamiléké. The Tikar and Bamiléké subsequently intermarried with each other, producing what is now the Bamoun Kingdom. The Bamoun people speak a Bamiléké dialect and have been governed by a single dynastic sovereign for many generations. The Bamoun Kingdom has withstood conquest by several groups, including the Fulani, and has been able to retain its culture and traditions. The kingdom’s most important sovereign, Sultan Njoya-Arouna, came to power in 1888 and subsequently accomplished a great deal for his people, especially the development of a written language, the construction of schools, and the creation of a religion based on Islam, traditional beliefs, and Christianity.

The Widekum people are believed to have migrated from the Congo basin to their present location, the southwestern part of the Bamenda Plateau. Widekum history is tied closely to the Bali, the only group in the Bamenda Plateau that is not descended from the Tikar. The Bali settled among the Widekum but subsequently attacked and conquered the latter. Relations between the Bali and the Widekum peoples have remained extremely strained since then.

Peoples of the Southern Forests

Cameroon’s southern forests are inhabited by several ethnic groups, which are united by the Christian religion. The significant influence of Christian missions from Europe beginning in the mid-1800s created a relatively high rate of literacy among these peoples. Within the southern forest peoples, kinship is the basis of most sociopolitical interaction, and traditional chiefs have not had as much importance in the region as they have had among the western highlanders.

The Pahouin (Pangwe) are the most numerous of the southern forest peoples and can be found in Cameroon south of the Sanaga River, and in Equatorial Guinea and Gabon. Other forest peoples include the Baloundou-Mbo, Bassa, Duala, Kpe, Baboute, and the Baka (commonly referred to as Pygmies). The Pahouin are subdivided into the Beti, Boulou, and Fang. Among the Cameroon ethnic groups that first encountered European culture and institutions were the Duala, Wouri, Kpe (Bakweri), Pongo, Bodiman, and Bamboko. These groups were among the first Cameroonians to send their children to schools operated by missionary societies. The Bassa, a southern forest people located between the towns of Eséka and Edéa, are an extremely resilient group who made important contributions to the liberation and independence of Cameroon.

Northern Peoples

In the seventh century BCE, Choa Arabs, who had been converted to Islam, migrated from Saudi Arabia, and some eventually settled around the Lake Chad region in the 17th or 18th century. These groups, however, did not cross the Chari and Longone rivers until much later. After Germany extended its control of Kamerun as far as Lake Chad, additional migrations of these Arab groups took place. Today, Cameroon’s Arabs are primarily herdsmen who are extremely attached to their cattle.

The Fulani represent one of several ethnic groups that inhabit the northern regions of Cameroon. It is generally believed that the Fulani came from West Africa, in search of more fertile and robust grazing lands for their cattle. By the end of the 13th century, several groups of Fulani herdsmen had settled in the Chadian basin. Usman dan Fodio’s holy war (1804–1810) brought several bands of Fulani holy warriors into present-day northern Cameroon. Eventually, these warriors conquered several communities, converted them to Islam, and placed them under their rule. Today, many towns in northern Cameroon, including Maroua, Garoua, and Ngaoundéré, are important centers of Fulani economic, political, cultural, and religious activities.

Another group of northern peoples are the Kirdi, peoples who escaped to the hills rather than submit themselves to Islam. The Fulani holy warriors referred to these groups as Kirdi or pagans. They grow a variety of crops, including millet, on hill slopes through terracing. Other hill peoples include the Matakam, found around the settlement of Mokolo; the Mandara, found in the north of Matakam; the Kapsiki, found in the town of Mokolo and across the border in Nigeria; the Fali, found near Garoua; and the Mofou, who live primarily in the hills.

Other northern groups include several peoples who inhabit the northern savanna and the northern flood plains. In the northern savanna, one finds such peoples as the plains Kirdi, who had been conquered by the Fulani; the Guidar; the Guiziga; the Daba; the Moundang; and the Mboum. In the northern flood plains, one finds the Kotoko and Mousgoum. Many of these groups have since converted to Islam.

Foreign Groups

Other African and non-African groups make up about 13 percent of Cameroon’s population. African groups in Cameroon include Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba from Nigeria; Ewe from Togo and Ghana; various groups of refugees from Chad, Niger, Central African Republic; and several immigrants from Equatorial Guinea and many Francophone countries in Africa. The non-African groups include Europeans, North Americans, Asians, and Middle Easterners. Within Cameroon, one can also find Cypriots, Greeks, Syrians, and Lebanese who are engaged in many commercial activities. In recent years, people from the People’s Republic of China have migrated to Cameroon to work in various economic projects.

Languages

More than 250 ethnic groups currently inhabit Cameroon, and they speak 24 major languages. These languages are grouped into either the Chadic group of Afro-Asian stock or one of the many branches of the Congo-Kordofanian stock of languages. After Germany established a colony on the Cameroon River District in 1884 called Kamerun, the German language became the official language for government administration and commerce until 1916 when the Germans were expelled by Allied Expeditionary Forces. In the post–World War I period, Kamerun was partitioned into British and French zones of interest and German officially lost its position as the language for government administration, and its use in commerce began to diminish. After unification of the UN Trust Territory of Southern Cameroons under British administration with the République du Cameroun in 1961 to form the Federal Republic of Cameroon, French and English were granted official status as the new country’s national languages. French, however, has remained the dominant language in education, commerce, government administration, and the media. In the northern regions, Fulfude is widely spoken; Cameroonian Pidgin English and Camfranglais (Frananglais)—a new form of pidgin that has emerged in urban areas populated by Anglophones and Francophones—are also widely used. Many traditional languages remain quite critical to communication, including, for example, Bamiléké, Bamoun, Bassa, Gbaya, Duala, and Ewondo.
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A Fulani cavalry demonstration in northern Cameroon. Cavalry were prized in West Africa prior to the arrival of European colonizers. Fulani cavalrymen were instrumental in the rise of jihadist states like the Sokoto Caliphate during the 19th century. (Black Star/Alamy)

In Cameroon’s northern regions, Ful or Fulfulde, the language of the Fulani, is a widely spoken language. Throughout Cameroon, however, various forms or dialects of Ful are spoken: Fulfulde Funangere in the north; Fulfulde Hiiernaangere around Ngaoundéré; and Kambariier, a form of pidgin Fulfulde, which is spoken primarily by non-Fulani individuals. Fulfulde continues to spread throughout the north and remains the region’s main lingua franca.

Many of the various groups who chose to flee to the hills instead of submitting themselves to Fulani conquest and rule, as well as accepting the Islamic religion, were referred to as mountain kirdi or pagan by the Fulani—all speak Chadic languages of Afro-Asian stock. Those peoples who submitted to Fulani conquest and retained their homelands but refused to accept Islam were referred to by the Fulani as plains kirdi. Most of these groups also speak Chadic languages. Other northern savanna groups, notably the Moundang, speak a language classified as Adamawa, a branch of the Niger-Congo family of languages. Within the northern flood plains, one finds the Kotoko, the Mousgoum, the Massa, and the Toubouri, all of whom speak Chadic languages. Arabic is widely spoken in some parts of the north.

The various groups who inhabit the western highlands speak languages that have been classified as Bantu. One of these languages, Bamiléké, is actually a group of languages spoken by the Bamiléké people and is made up of two branches, Western Bamiléké and Eastern Bamiléké. Tikar, a Benue-Congo language, is spoken by various groups in the western highlands, including the Bankim, Ngambe, and other Tikar-related peoples. The people of the Bamoun Kingdom speak a language that belongs to the Benue-Congo branch of the Niger-Congo family of languages. King Njoya-Arouna, the Kingdom’s 16th sovereign, used his expertise in the Arabic language, his understanding of his people’s traditions and customs, and knowledge acquired from Christian missionaries to develop a written script for the Bamoun language. The written language was later used to produce tracts on traditional medicine, the kingdom’s laws and customs, and a volume that contained a new religion based on Islam, Christianity, and Bamoun Traditional Religious practices. Other western highlands groups include the Widekum, who speak languages that are derived from the Niger-Congo family of languages, and the Bali. The Bali people are a group that fled from the Fulani, settled among the Widekum, and later conquered them. The Bali language, which at one time served as the lingua franca for the Basel Mission in what is now the northwest region of Cameroon, is derived from the languages of the peoples that the warring Bali had conquered.

Numerically, the most important group in the southern forests of Cameroon is the Pahouin. Within this group, there is a certain linguistic unity. In fact, relatively marked differences in pronunciation and vocabulary among the Ewondo, Boulou, and Fang do not hamper effective communication. The Catholic Church, which is quite pervasive throughout the region, uses Ewondo as the lingua franca for its missions. While Boulou is used extensively in Protestant church services, many worshipers often use Ewondo in their private lives. Boulou has spread into Equatoria Guinea and now competes with written Fang in parts of northern Gabon. Other languages spoken in the southern forests include Duala, Bassa, and Bakweri. At one time, Duala served as the lingua franca for the religious activities of the Basel Mission in what is now the South West Region of Cameroon.

Religion

In Cameroon today, approximately 70 percent of Cameroonians adhere to the Christian religion; 21 percent of them consider themselves Muslim, most of whom are Sunni, the branch of Islam that adheres to the orthodox tradition and acknowledges the first four caliphs as the rightful successors of the Prophet Muhammad; and 6 percent adhere to Traditional Religious beliefs. The Christian population in Cameroon can be subdivided into Catholics (38.4 percent), Protestants (26.3 percent), and other Christian denominations (4 percent). Most Cameroonians, even after they have converted to one of the non-Traditional Religions, still continue to respect and practice several of their traditional beliefs, especially those that have a significant impact on family life. For example, traditional beliefs remain important to marriage and funeral rites, the rearing of children, health care, family relationships, and other social activities.

The constitution of Cameroon provides for freedom of religion and of worship. Since reunification in 1961, the government has generally respected the right of Cameroonians to worship as they please. Cameroon does not have a state religion. Cameroon’s public holidays include various Christian and Muslim holy days. Christian holidays include Good Friday, Ascension Day, Assumption Day, and Christmas Day; Muslim holidays include the Feast of the Lamb and Eid al-Fitr, the End of Ramadan. As long as they do not violate state laws, Cameroonians are free to practice the religion of their choice and worship as they wish. Throughout the country, religious ceremonies remain as important a part of the lives of citizens as they were many years ago.
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Christian women in procession in Manyemen. The people of Cameroon adhere to many faiths, including Catholic and Protestant Christianity, Islam, and local religious traditions. Adherents to one religion sometimes adopt beliefs or practices of others. (Heiner Heine/imageBROKER/Newscom)

Religion is very important to Cameroonians. They seek advice from their clergy when they are confronted with serious illness, the death of a loved one, personal or family disaster, and economic insecurity. It is not unusual to find Cameroonians praying to God or their ancestors to help them get a job, achieve success in business, ensure that the rains will come and water their crops, secure protection for a child who is leaving to study abroad, and defeat their enemies in war.

Christian missions penetrated Cameroon from the south and Islam penetrated from the north. Since the arrival of these two religions, both have radically changed the way Cameroonians view themselves and their mortality. Thus, the worldview of Cameroonians is not only affected by their Traditional Religions but also by the new religions that were brought to the country by Christian missionaries, who were primarily from Europe and Jamaica, and Islamic holy warriors from Nigeria.

Christianity, Islam, and Traditional Religions are used by Cameroonians on a daily basis to explain the origins of their societies; the conditions that they find themselves in; the future; and birth, death, and the afterlife. It is not unusual for a married couple who do not yet have children after many years of trying to exclaim, “God’s time is the best; when He is ready, we will have a child.” Also, the sudden, unexplained death of a loved one may be attributed to “God’s will” or “witchcraft.” In many households throughout the country, religion, which includes belief in God and in one’s ancestors, is used as insurance against unfortunate events in one’s life such as ill health and misfortune. Thus, many Cameroonians consider faith and religious worship as investments in themselves and their families.

While traditionalists are more likely to believe in witchcraft and the supernatural, many converts to Christianity and Islam are also known to retain some traditional beliefs. Thus, it is quite common for many Christian households, for example, to pray to God to bless their newly married daughter with a lot of children and, at the same time, consult a traditional fertility doctor to conduct the rites necessary to ensure that the new couple produces many children. Also, a mother whose child is seriously ill may seek treatment at a modern hospital but, at the same time, consult a traditional diviner to determine the cause of the illness and then seek assistance from a “witch doctor.” The latter is expected to conduct the necessary rites to minimize chances that the child will be afflicted with such an illness again.

Throughout most villages in Cameroon, witches are usually considered responsible for many of the calamities that afflict people, which include ill health, bad luck, crop failure, floods, droughts, and unexplained death. Even in the modern sector, witchcraft continues to have a significant impact on people’s lives; car and industrial accidents, job loss, and disease, including mental illnesses, are often considered to have been caused by evil spirits. The witch doctor is the person to consult when one wants to acquire the necessary tools to deal with witches and minimize the impact of witchcraft on their lives and that of their families.

Cameroon’s Traditional Religions are quite progressive; they are quite receptive to new ideas. Throughout the years, Cameroonians readily incorporated in their practices new ideas brought about by contact of their societies with foreign cultures and religions. This ability to adapt has made it possible for Traditional Religions to deal effectively with changing societal needs and remain relevant. The adaptive nature of Traditional Religions in Cameroon is most effectively illustrated by the religion of the Bamoun people, which is based on Christianity, Islam, and traditional beliefs.

Christianity, Islam, and Cameroon’s Traditional Religions all stress probity and morality in their believers and require the latter to help those who are less fortunate than themselves. Among followers of Traditional Religions the concept of the “extended family” is a very important part of religious practice. Individuals who are blessed with prosperity are expected to share their wealth with their less fortunate brethren. Children in Cameroon’s traditional households are expected to respect their elders; wives are expected to respect and obey their husbands; husbands are expected to respect, honor, and provide for their wives and children; and all members of the family are expected to help in the raising of the children, including teaching them about the customs and traditions of the ethnic group. The majority of these attributes can be found in both Christianity and Islam.

Globalization, industrialization, and modernization have created many problems for religious practices in Cameroon. In fact, the benefits of the exchange economy, which include financial independence, especially among young people, have severely undermined traditional religious practices. For example, highly educated and skilled individuals employed in the urban economy are likely to engage in practices that dishonor the customs and traditions of their extended family. For example, many urban-based couples often try to extricate themselves from the extended family and limit themselves to a system that recognizes only the wife, a husband, and the children. In addition, such urban couples are quite susceptible to the moral lapses that come with the demands of modern living: corruption, embezzlement, domestic violence that includes child abuse and wife beating, and a variety of other behaviors considered unacceptable by traditional religions.

Muslims in Cameroon, like their counterparts in other parts of the world, believe in five important pillars of Islam: a belief in God (Allah) and the Messenger of God, the Prophet Muhammad; five daily prayers, all carried out at specific times; providing assistance or giving alms to the poor and less fortunate; fasting; and pilgrimage to Mecca, Islam’s holy city. Although traditional Koranic education is a very important part of life in Cameroon’s Muslim communities, the government has made a concerted effort to encourage Muslim parents to send their children to secular schools. Today, many Muslim youth attend Western-type schools and train for work in the modern sector. These educated Muslims, however, have not abandoned their customs and traditions. Like Christianity, Islam has contributed significantly and positively to social life and political economy in Cameroon. Islam, like Christianity and many traditional religions, is an important agent of morality and upright living in Cameroon. Islamic leaders continuously implore their followers to live moral and ethical lives, serve their communities, give alms to the poor, and generally contribute to the improvement of their communities. Christianity, Islam, and the country’s traditional religions remain important assets that can help Cameroonians live together peacefully and achieve sustainable development.

Social Customs

Ceremonies and rites that celebrate and honor various aspects of life, as well as sporting events and activities designed to promote national integration, are among the most important social customs in Cameroon. Interpersonal relations in Cameroon are governed by a code of conduct that places emphasis on respect for elders and women; kindness to other people, especially children; and respect for and acknowledgment of individual achievement. For example, a child is expected to respect his or her parents and treat them with reverence; students must respect their teachers, and rise and come to attention when the teacher enters the classroom and remain standing until the teacher instructs them to sit down. Acquired and inherited titles and wealth may affect respect based on age. For example, a king (usually called a fon in the grassfields), regardless of how old he is or what the level of his education is, must be treated with the respect and dignity befitting his office.

Daily greetings, as well as the way people generally greet each other, are used to express respect. For example, all subjects of a sovereign (a fon or chief or king) must bow to the sovereign when he comes into their presence. In the Bamoun Kingdom, any citizens who want to address the king must conduct themselves in such a way that any saliva emanating from the speaker does not touch the body of the king. Among the Fulani, Bamiléké, Bali-Nyonga, Widekum, Bamoun, and other hierarchically organized cultures in Cameroon, there is well-developed protocol regulating a person’s appearance before the king as well as how individuals must sit and speak when they seek an audience with a king or sultan.

Failure to greet another person or respond to his or her greeting, regardless of whether the person is a stranger or friend, is considered a very serious infraction of social customs and can reflect badly, not only on the person, but also on his or her family. Engagements in most Cameroonian societies, whether professional or social, are usually opened with greetings. The nature of greetings, whether they are elaborate or short, is determined by the occasion or circumstances under which the parties meet. For example, two urban-based entrepreneurs from the same village who meet each other for the first time at an urban center may transform a simple greeting into a long and elaborate dialog about memories of growing up in the village, their families, and the challenges of conducting successful businesses in the city.

Cameroonians love titles, whether acquired or inherited. Muslims who have completed the pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca insist on being addressed as Alhaji (men) and Alhaja (women). Professionals usually insist on being addressed with their occupation before their names. For example, Engineer George Mbah Tebong instead of Mr. George Mbah Tebong; Senator Francis J. Mbaku; Nurse Elizabeth E. Atabong; Professor E. Agbor Tabi; and Barrister Comfort Api Ngu. Artists and musicians may appropriate various titles to enhance their public image. For example, some of the country’s musicians are known to appropriate titles such as King/Roi, General/Général, Commander/Commandant, and Professor/Professeur. Individuals who have earned university degrees, including honorary degrees, make a concerted effort to ensure that everyone around them is aware of their achievements. For example, a business card for a medical doctor may read as follows: Dr. (Mrs.) Harima A. Aboubakar, MD, PhD, Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons, Member of Cameroon Medical Association, followed by a summary of the individual’s professional achievements.

Cameroonians are big on ceremonies, most of which are associated with rites of passage, marriage, christenings, and various religious events. These ceremonies provide the opportunity for individuals and communities to reaffirm their commitment to each other and the group. At each one of these ceremonies, people sing, dance, eat, drink, engage in merrymaking, and enjoy themselves. The feast of Ramadan, for example, provides Muslims with opportunities to reaffirm their faith and help new members integrate themselves into the family of believers.

Initiation ceremonies, which usher young people into adulthood and provide opportunities for them to learn about the culture and customs of their respective ethnic groups, remain quite popular in Cameroon. The burial ceremony is designed to prepare the deceased for the long journey to reunite with his ancestors, and its nature is determined by the social status of the person being buried in the family, village, and tribe. In the Western grasslands, for example, ceremonies to mark the burial of a sovereign (e.g., a king or fon) can last for several weeks and cost a significant amount of resources. Burial rituals in Cameroon differ by region. In the forest regions, people participating in death ceremonies come as dancers wearing raffia masks and engage in elaborate dances to send the deceased on his way to meet his ancestors. Among several groups in Cameroon, the dead are buried in elaborate tombs in the courtyard. In the urban areas, however, the deceased are usually buried in public cemeteries because burial at home is prohibited by law. A lot of people resident in urban areas, however, usually take deceased relatives to the village to be buried according to their traditions.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Cameroonians are generally very friendly and outgoing people. Although the public show of affection, such as kissing, is usually not a common practice, Cameroonian greetings or salutations are generally warm and exude a sincere sense of caring. Cameroonians hug, shake hands, and hold each other openly. Even Cameroonian men hold hands in public and dance with each other in nightclubs; however, this show of affection does not have any sexual connotations.

For Cameroonians who live in the rural areas, work and leisure are determined or governed by the seasons. Among rural dwellers, lifestyles and living conditions may differ significantly between farmers and herders, as well as between farmers of different regions of the country. For example, farmers in the northern hills face extremely harsh conditions because of the nature of their terraced fields and the scarcity of water. In the dry season, the women spend as much as seven hours searching for water, and the men often travel to Fulani villages to sell their labor. In the southern forests, there is a strict division of labor: women produce the food crops while men engage in the cultivation of cash crops such as coffee, cocoa, and palm oil.

In the western highlands, the distribution of labor is more marked as women do virtually all the farmwork, including the cultivation of food crops and cash crops such as coffee. While men devote, on the average, about 10 days per year to agricultural activities, mainly to clear the fields and ready them for cultivation, the women put in as many as 190 days per year in farmwork. Rural women work extremely hard. Nevertheless, they enjoy significant levels of independence within their households.

In the north, herders move their animals during the dry season to areas where they can find both grass and water for their livestock. Herders in the far north, for example, move their cattle to valleys of the Mandara Hills, in search of water and grazing fields. The watering holes, which provide water for cattle, often serve as a meeting place where men gather and talk about politics, social issues, and settle disputes. When the rains arrive, the cattle are moved back to the villages until the next dry season. In the areas around the Adamawa (Adamaoua) Plateau, which have less extreme climates, there are rich pastures within which herds are kept year-round and hence there is no need for herdsmen to move their cattle from place to place in search of grazing grounds and water.

Urban dwellers in Cameroon usually enjoy a significantly higher standard of living than their rural counterparts. Those who work for the government, especially high-ranking civil servants, live in government-furnished housing and pay rents that are only about one-tenth of those obtaining in the free market. Highly skilled individuals who work in the private sector are likely to own their own homes. Nevertheless, most Cameroonians, who work in the urban areas, regardless of their earnings potential, make an effort to build a house for themselves and their family in the village.

Young Cameroonians who live in the rural areas, even if they attend school, are still required to perform several chores, including helping on the farm and in the performance of housekeeping duties. Village children usually walk to school while those who live in the urban areas either ride buses or are driven to school by their parents. Not all children live with their parents; children often travel from the rural areas to live with relatives in the city so they can have access to better schools. Children who attend school, either in the village or the urban center, have more structured schedules.

Cameroon’s teens are very hardworking and are well educated. Many of the country’s young people are born poor but through education and hard work, they aspire to achieve a relatively high standard of living. As such, young people in Cameroon consider education the most important way to get out of poverty and improve their standard of living. Since the early 1990s, the youth have taken an active part in politics and have contributed significantly to political transformation in the country.

Employment

Cameroon, located on the Gulf of Guinea, is a net oil exporter, and it is also a major supplier of food to the Central African Republic, Chad, Republic of Congo, and Gabon. The country is also the fifth-largest producer of cocoa in the world. Most Cameroonians, as they have done during the last 50 years, work primarily in agriculture and hence, the latter is the country’s most important economic sector. More than 70 percent of the country’s labor force is employed in agriculture, 13 percent in industry, and 17 percent in services.

Since reunification in 1961, Cameroon has struggled to effectively unlock the significant development potential embodied in its diverse population. As is the case with many other African countries, a significant part of Cameroon’s labor force is engaged in extremely low-productivity activities in the informal sector. Most of these jobs generate relatively low monetary resources and most workers are not able to meet their basic needs. While there are many reasons to explain Cameroon’s inability to provide enough formal sector jobs for its citizens, the most important include (1) a poorly structured education system, which is unable to provide school graduates with the skills that they need to function productively in a modern sector that requires high levels of literacy and numeracy; (2) the lack of reliable and cost-effective infrastructure services, which discourages investment in productive capacity; and (3) other institutional constraints, which include high levels of bureaucratic corruption and rent seeking.

The informal sector, which consists of agricultural and nonagricultural jobs, represents the most important source of employment for most Cameroonians. In fact, this sector employs more than 90 percent of Cameroon’s labor force; informality dominates both the urban and rural sectors and is the primary employer for both men and women. The formal private sector employs less than 4 percent of the labor force. Given the fact that entry into the informal sector is relatively easy, most young people, who usually do not have the necessary skills for jobs in the formal sector, find employment in the informal sector. For example, in 2010, about 92 percent of young Cameroonians who were employed were in the informal sector.

Cameroon had a relatively low unemployment rate of about 3.8 percent in 2010. According to the World Bank, the typical unemployed Cameroonian is “a young, well-educated female, living in an urban area and seeking her first job. Probably because she is financially relatively comfortable, she can afford looking for a job for more than three years” (2012: 18). Although Cameroon’s unemployment rate is relatively low, the country has a very high underemployment rate; about 70 percent of the labor is underemployed. The typical underemployed worker in Cameroon is female, poorly educated, and lives in a rural area. Most of the underemployed Cameroonians are engaged in the informal agriculture and nonagriculture sector.

Given the fact that the formal sector employs less than 10 percent of Cameroon’s labor force, it is not likely that even rapid economic growth would allow this sector to fully absorb all the new entrants into the labor force. Despite the various policies implemented by the government of Cameroon, informal sector employment is expected to decrease only slightly. The key to improving employment prospects in Cameroon’s formal sector is to significantly improve labor productivity for workers, especially for those currently in the informal sector. Doing so requires emphasis on education. Such an educational program must aspire to provide workers with the skills that they need to function effectively and competitively in a globalized modern sector; these skills must include fluency in English and French and competency in information and communications technology. Also necessary would be opportunities for technical and vocational education, a higher education system that can provide the skills that workers need to meet the requirements of a rapidly evolving economy, and graduates who can provide the government with the research on economic growth and development that can be used in policymaking.

Although Cameroon has made significant progress during the last several decades to improve its education system, the system is still characterized by the failure of graduates to acquire the skills that they need to function competitively in the economy. In fact, Cameroon still lags behind other countries with similar income levels. The fact that many of Cameroon’s young people leave school without acquiring basic skills, including literacy and numeracy, means that they will face productivity problems regardless of which sector—formal or informal—they eventually find work in. In addition, these poorly educated workers are likely to find it difficult to adapt to changing job requirements or economic conditions. The failure of the education system to properly educate Cameroonians is a much more serious problem in the rural than in the urban centers, among women than men, and in the Adamawa, north, and far north regions than in the rest of the country.

Employment problems in the Cameroon economy are not limited to the failure of the education system to provide workers with necessary skills. Part of the problem also lies in the failure of the government to provide appropriate incentives for investment in productive capacity. For example, a relatively poor institutional environment and extremely cumbersome regulatory requirements make it very difficult for the country to attract job-creating investment to the private sector. Improvements in the agricultural sector are hampered by (1) the lack of fully functioning farm-to-market roads; (2) limited access to credit; (3) extremely weak producer organizations; (4) inability of farmers to secure access to necessary information, including that on cost-saving technologies; and (5) limited access to improved inputs.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The views of Cameroonians on gender roles, marriage, and family have changed over the years due primarily to population shifts, colonialism and its institutions, globalization, and the new religions (i.e., Christianity and Islam) brought to the country by various external groups. Cameroonians who are educated at foreign colleges and universities, or those who are schooled in Cameroon but at institutions operated by foreign missions, often exhibit views about gender roles, marriage, and family that are radically different from those of their fellow citizens. For example, a young woman who was educated at one of several secondary schools owned and operated by various Christian churches or at a foreign university is not likely to agree to enter into marriage with a man who already has another wife. Nevertheless, polygyny—one man married to two or more women—remains quite common in Cameroon, especially in the rural areas and among rich urban dwellers. Kings of the western grasslands are well known for marrying several wives. The late Sultan Njoya-Arouna, king of the Bamoun people, is said to have married at least 1,200 wives and produced at least 350 children.

In Western societies, the family is usually defined as consisting of a father, mother, and children. In Cameroon, the extended family is the norm—membership in such a family may include an entire village. Family members are related by blood, marriage, and adoption. Each Cameroonian family is usually identified and known by a name and occupies a geographic residence or compound. Its members may belong to various traditional and modern religions. Family members are required by most Cameroonian traditions to instruct the children in the culture, customs, and traditions of the group and either provide the children with the skills that they need to function as productive adults within the society or help them acquire them.

Both the Cameroonian modern and traditional families serve as a safety net for their members and usually provide for the welfare of the elderly, children, the needy, the unemployed, as well as sick and destitute members. Where the government is absent and hence does not provide necessary public goods and services such as health care and police protection, the extended family usually steps in and performs the necessary functions.

In Cameroon, the family functions as a social organization and provides its members with opportunities and the ability to participate in various activities, including recreation, religion, education, and various forms of socialization. The family also defines roles for its members based on gender, age, and social standing, and it maintains discipline and compliance to the customs and traditions of the group. Patriarchy, which privileges males in such areas as inheritance, leadership, and even access to food, is quite dominant among various groups in Cameroon.
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In Cameroon, as in much of Africa, extended family carries more significance than in Western culture. Extended families often form the basic social and economic unit, with members responsible for the well-being of all relatives, rather than just the nuclear family. (imageBROKER/Alamy)

Under the Cameroonian concept of the extended family, a man must treat his own children and those of his siblings equally, and, if the need arises, must provide for them without discrimination. Thus, a financially secure man is expected and, indeed, required, to provide for the education of the children of his less-fortunate family members as well as take care of their other needs. In recent years, many young people, whose overseas education was financed by the extended family, have returned home but have not been eager to follow tradition and share their wealth with their kinfolk. These highly educated individuals increasingly recognize only the nuclear and not the extended family, a development that is threatening the social stability of many clans and villages in the country.

Among Cameroonian groups, marriage is considered a very important institution. According to John Mukum Mbaku, it is the “main structure for producing children, expanding the lineage, creating new households, and maintaining the customs and traditions of the group and ensuring that they are passed on to future generations” (2005: 142). Married women, especially those who bear children, enjoy special social status, especially in the villages. Cameroonian marriages usually join together more than just a man and a woman: marriage joins together the lineage of the husband and that of the wife to form alliances between different kinship groups. Family is so important to many groups in Cameroon that most ceremonies center on the family, and young people usually seek to engage only in those activities that bring honor to their families.

The most common form of marriage among Cameroon’s urban-educated Christian elites is monogamy. Among traditionalists and Muslims, polygyny is the preferred form of marriage. However, the desire to have male offspring has often forced some men, even those who have converted to Christianity, to either take a second wife when the first one is unable to produce a male child, or to take a mistress. Despite the influence of Western forms of education and Christianity, polygynous relationships remain quite popular in Cameroon, especially among Muslims and individuals who continue to follow the customs and traditions of their ethnic groups. To date, the government of Cameroon has not outlawed the practice of polygynous relationships.

In virtually all marriages in Cameroon, there is a transfer of wealth from the lineage of the man to that of the future wife. The assets transferred are called bride-wealth, and the process is designed to serve several objectives. These include (1) cementing the relationship between the two families; (2) indicating the extent to which the prospective husband’s family is committed to and serious about the forthcoming relationship; (3) making the entire community aware that a legal relationship has been entered into by the two families; (4) granting the couple the legal right to engage in certain socially accepted practices, including sexual activities; (5) making certain that all offspring of the relationship would be legal members of the man’s lineage; and (6) nominally compensating the girl’s family for bringing her up as a moral, responsible, and ethical adult. In the case where the bride’s family has educated her and provided her with skills that would significantly enhance her earnings potential, the compensation to her family (by her future husband’s family) is expected to be higher.

In some Cameroonian societies, when there is a divorce, the bride-wealth, especially if it is significant, may have to be returned. Where a divorced wife has remarried, the present husband or his family is expected to repay the family of the previous husband for the loss of the woman. Of course, it is possible for the family of the new husband to negotiate the repayment terms and if necessary, seek additional time to secure the necessary resources to make the payments. In order to determine the amount of money to be refunded to a husband who has lost his wife to divorce, reductions are made for each child born in the previous marriage to that husband.

As a proportion of a family’s annual income, bride-wealth can be quite significant, especially in rural areas where most people depend on subsistence farming for a living. Among many groups in Cameroon, arranged marriages are used to deal with the issue of bride-wealth. Soon after a boy is born, for example, the father and his kinsmen would usually seek a bride for the newborn. As soon as such a bride is secured, negotiations would begin between the two families to determine the amount of the bride-wealth. Once the latter is set, the boy’s family can begin the process of transferring resources to the girl’s family with the expectation that by the time both of them reach marriageable age, the family of the groom would have transferred enough resources to the bride’s family to meet the demands of the marriage contract. The alternative, of course, is for the family of a boy of marriageable age to postpone marriage and wait until enough resources have been accumulated to pay the bride-wealth.

The form in which bride-wealth is paid differs by region and is often determined by the nature of the local economy. For example, in the urban areas, bride-wealth is most likely to be paid in cash. However, in the rural areas, the resources transferred from the groom’s family to that of the bride may include various food staples, cattle, pigs, goats, and other domesticated animals, ivory, gold, clothes, kola nuts, and palm oil. Among pastoralists of the northern part of Cameroon, the exchange of cattle and sheep is a common practice. It is only in rare cases where land is used for the purpose of securing a marriage arrangement.

The typical Cameroonian household may consist not only of a mother, father, and their children but also of uncles, nephews, cousins, aunts, and the children of relatives. Within each family, there is a strict division of labor, with gender roles clearly defined. Each person within the family is assigned well-defined tasks to perform. For example, the wife usually works in the fields producing the food that the family eats. The elder children, especially the girls, may help their mother in the fields, babysit the younger ones, or fetch firewood and water for cooking. Boys and their fathers are tasked with providing the various ingredients that are needed for cooking food, such as palm oil, meat, and salt. The father is also expected to provide his family with clothes and other household items. Many years ago, men hunted to provide meat for their families. Today, they cultivate cash crops such as coffee and palm kernel or palm kernel oil, sell them in the marketplace, and use the money to purchase the various items for their families. Some men also engage in wage employment and use their wages to meet the needs of their families.

Despite the various influences that have come along with modernization, bearing children remains a woman’s most important role. Among non-nomadic northerners, the men are farmers, and the women help their husbands in harvesting the crops. In the western grasslands and southern forest regions, the men grow cash crops (e.g., coffee and cocoa) and the women farm foodstuffs. Among the country’s nomadic groups, the men take care of livestock, and the women sell dairy products and maintain the animal shed. Gender roles among Fulani boys and girls are blurred because they often perform similar duties. Nevertheless, as they grow into teenagers, the division of labor along gender lines begins to take shape and the boys and girls are segregated at play. Fulani girls milk cows, prepare butter and cheese, and sell the latter and other related products at the village market. Fulani boys serve as security guards for family livestock and their communities. In the western grassfields, boys and girls at a younger age fetch firewood and water for their families; however, as they grow older and become teenagers, girls specialize in domestic tasks (e.g., cooking, housecleaning, laundry, babysitting, and farmwork with their mothers) while the boys concentrate on various outdoor activities, which may include helping their fathers in the coffee farms, clearing fields for cultivation, cutting down trees for firewood, safeguarding the honor of their sisters, and making necessary repairs to the houses occupied by their mothers.

Religious roles can be performed by both men and women. Among Cameroon’s Muslims, however, the imams and religious scholars are mostly men. Within Christian churches, women occupy leadership positions including serving as choir directors, elders, organists, and Sunday school teachers. However, church leadership remains dominated by men. Among Cameroon’s traditional religions, women have very important positions, even though men still control virtually all the leadership positions.

Since reunification in 1961, opportunities for education for Cameroon’s women have increased significantly and, as a result, many of them can now be found in leadership positions in virtually all professions, including politics. Nevertheless, some professions, such as hunting, blacksmithing, carving, and the building trades, remain male dominated. The kitchen, in virtually all Cameroonian groups, remains dominated by women.

In the modern sector, traditional gender roles continue to be blurred. Most educational institutions in Cameroon are coed; women are found in virtually all commercial and industrial concerns as well as in various parts of the public sector; nevertheless, men continue to occupy the top echelons of the management of most of the country’s private commercial and industrial concerns. Two factors account for the continued marginalization of Cameroon’s women: emphasis on the education of girls, especially at the postsecondary level, is only a recent development; and, traditionally, most families have preferred investing in the education of their male children and have considered childbearing to be the most important occupation for their daughters. Thus, until free primary education became a reality in many parts of the country, most parents considered investing in the education of their daughters a misallocation of resources.

Cuisine

Cuisine in Cameroon differs by region. Over the years, external influences have had a significant impact on local cuisine in Cameroon. Such external influences include those associated with Christian missions, the spread of Islam, and globalization. Cameroon students who have studied and lived abroad have also brought back ideas about culinary practices that have affected cuisine in the country.

The most important drink that is taken with meals in Cameroon is water. However, in the last several decades, soft drinks, primarily products of the Coca-Cola and Pepsi-Cola companies, and various fruit juices, including orange juice, have become very popular table drinks, especially among young people. In the urban areas, imported wines are quite popular lunch and dinner drinks, and among cattle-owning northerners, milk is a staple drink. In the rural areas, palm wine is quite popular and preferred to imported beverages, especially among older people. However, in most rural areas, only men are allowed to drink palm wine and women only participate during special occasions and festivals.

Food staples in Cameroon include cassava, cocoyam, yam, rice, plantain, potato, maize (corn), beans, and millet. French bread and Italian pasta were introduced into Cameroon by the French, but their consumption is severely limited because expenditures on these items represent a significant proportion of the incomes of many households, especially those in the rural areas. Cameroonians receive most of their protein from fish; poultry and meat are too expensive for most households, although many of them hunt regularly and, as a result, have access to what is generally referred to as “bush meat.” In recent years, illegal trade in endangered species such as the chimpanzee and the gorilla has emerged as a serious problem for the country.

Soup (also called sauce or stew) is integrated into virtually all meals in Cameroon. Depending on the wealth status of the household, soup may contain meat, a variety of vegetables, poultry or fish, or a combination of all four of them. Soup may be eaten with several of the food staples, as well as transformations of the latter, which include fufu—prepared by boiling such items as cassava, yams, plantains, or cocoyams, and pounding them into a substance that resembles dough.

Cameroonians generally take their drinks at room temperature although many young people who frequent bars and drinking establishments in urban areas usually request the bartenders to serve them iced (glacé) bottles of beer. Among the country’s Muslims, tea is preferred to coffee. In the western highlands and the southern parts of the country, pork is widely popular, and its fat is used as a seasoning in preparing many dishes. Eating pork or pork products is strictly prohibited among the Muslims.

Cameroonians usually eat their meals with their fingers, instead of using knives, forks, and spoons. Nevertheless, the use of cutlery at the dinning table is fast becoming quite common, especially among the highly educated and/or urban dwellers. Some Cameroonians still believe that certain meals can only be fully enjoyed when consumed with the fingers. For example, pounded yam or fufu are said to be enjoyed most fully only when consumed this way.

Food preparation recipes and the way food is actually prepared differs from region to region and from group to group within Cameroon and are influenced by religion, customs, and the availability of foodstuffs. For example, seafood recipes are quite popular in the areas around Lake Chad and the coastal region. In the plantain-growing regions of the south, recipes emphasize this food staple, as well as a variety of bushmeats. In the western highlands where a variety of yams and cocoyams are widely grown, recipes are usually created around these foods. In the north, food recipes emphasize regional staples, such as rice, millet, and sorghum.

Most Cameroonian dishes include stews, which may contain meat (including bushmeat), fish, and a variety of vegetables. These stews are seasoned primarily with salt, red pepper, and palm oil. Beef is considered out of reach for most households; however, some households are still able to avail themselves of a variety of bushmeats, including snake, wild fowl, crocodile, deer, porcupine, squirrel, monkey, and various rodents.

Breakfast in the urban areas may include tea or coffee, bread, and some type of fruit. In the rural areas, breakfast usually consists of leftovers from the previous night’s diner. Unlike urban dwellers, rural households usually do not consider lunch an important meal. Dinner is considered the most important meal of the day. In the urban areas, after dinner, the women and the children usually engage in home-based activities, including watching television and playing various games, while the men go out to visit the various bars and drinking places that dot the urban landscape. In the rural areas, dinner is usually eaten early in the evening and the rest of the time, before bed, is used to relax, tell stories, and socialize. Men, quite often, gather in the house of an elder and talk about their customs and traditions as well as reminisce about the past.

Most household cooking in Cameroon is carried out by women and girls. While some urbanites take some of their meals, especially lunch, in restaurants, most Cameroonians prefer to eat at home. In fact, among many groups in Cameroon, cooking for one’s husband is considered an honor bestowed on women through marriage. A man dishonors his wife if he refuses to eat his wife’s cooking. Among some groups in the western highlands, such an affront is considered serious enough for the wife to return to her parents, forcing the offending husband to expend significant amounts of resources to get her back.

Among some groups, men, women, and children are segregated from each other during meals. In some parts of Cameroon, men and visitors eat before the women and children. Throughout the country, food sharing is used to cement relationships between individuals and groups, and visitors must be invited to eat with the family, especially among village households. After the meal has been fully eaten, the children and the women are expected to clean up.

Globalization continues to influence cuisine in Cameroon. While imported wines and sodas have replaced water during mealtime in some households, especially in the urban areas; bread, cakes and other types of pastries, and to a certain extent, tea and coffee have also been added to the diets of many households in Cameroon. Several items, which were brought from abroad to serve the desires of the rich, such as pizza, hot dogs, fried chicken, and other foreign fast foods, have now become quite popular, especially among urban youth.

Dress

Cameroonians, including even those who have spent significant amounts of time studying and living abroad, still wear some form of traditional dress or a modified version of it. In Cameroon’s modern sector, civil servants and business executives wear Western attire (e.g., ties and suits) to work, but, when they return home or participate in various ceremonies and festivities, they usually adorn themselves in traditional attire. Some civil servants, notably Muslims from the north, wear traditional dress (usually the boubou or some variant of it) to work. Cameroon’s first president, Ahmadou Ahidjo (1961–1982), wore Western-styled suits only occasionally, preferring instead to appear in public in boubou.

Dress in Cameroon, like cuisine, differs widely by region and group, ranging from the colorful and flowing robes of the men and women of the western grassfields, the latest Italian and French suits won by the educated elites who reside in the urban centers of the southern part of the country, the elaborate and extremely intricate attires that adorn Muslim women in the north, to the extremely skimpy attire worn by various groups within the forest regions of the country.

The Fulani holy warriors, who came from Nigeria, brought along with them unique clothing styles, which were influenced by culture, religion, and climate and were eventually adopted, not just by those who converted to Islam, but also by other Cameroonian groups. Dominated by the boubou—an extremely ample cotton garment that is comfortable even in the high temperatures of Cameroon’s northern provinces—this type of Muslim-inspired dress can even be found in urban centers as far south as Douala. Northern traditional rulers (the lamibé) and other important dignitaries wear the boubou with a white or indigo turban. Among the Fulani, men usually strap a dagger that is encased in a decorated sheath to their upper arms. Additionally, an amulet, which usually contains verses from the Koran, is hung from the neck, arm, or belt of Muslim men and boys.

Northern married women adorn themselves with a three-piece dress that is made up of a pagne (a rectangular piece of colorful cloth that is wrapped around the body, starting from the area of the bosom and down to the ankles), a relatively large veil (which covers the shoulders and most of the upper part of the body), and a scarf (which is made up of the same colorful material as the pagne and covers the head, including, especially, the hair). Additional adornments for Fulani women may include anklets, earrings, and necklaces. Women’s earrings are usually placed in a series of holes found along the earlobes. It is not uncommon to see Fulani women with a silver ring or piece of wood inserted into an opening that is made on the right side of their nose. Fulani men usually shave their heads while the women braid their hair and grease it with butter.

In the west and south, especially in the urban centers, many boys and men generally wear used or secondhand clothing—primarily shorts, trousers, and caps—imported from the West. Slippers or flip-flops, some made of leather and others of plastic, are quite common among urban dwellers. Women in the south and the western highlands, like their counterparts in the north, wear the pagne, but usually without the veil to cover the upper part of their body. Nevertheless, they adorn their hair with a colorful and fashionable scarf. The scarf, as worn by women in the west and south, however, does not cover the entire head—ears, chin, nose, and mouth may be exposed.

In the urban centers of the west and south, women prefer European cotton dresses, even including professional attire such as pantsuits. Some urban women, however, prefer mixed styles, which may include a traditional blouse (buba), one or more pieces of cloth (called a wrapper) wrapped around the lower body, beginning at or around the navel and extending to within several inches below the knees, and a pair of Western-style shoes, usually with heels. In recent years, stockings and fashionable brassieres, especially those imported from Europe and the United States, have become very common, especially among professional and university women and young girls.

Although braids, which are relatively tiny and come in several intricate patterns, have dominated hairstyles in Cameroon for many years, there has been a recent increase in the demand for wigs and hair extensions among urban women and university students. Such extravagant and relatively expensive hairstyles, as they were in the past, are no longer associated with urban prostitutes.

Cameroonians, even those who do not have the necessary resources, aspire to dress well. In fact, it is not uncommon for individuals, especially those who reside in the urban centers, to spend a significant portion of their income on clothes, shoes, and other accessories. Young women, including university students, not only wear the latest fashions from Paris, London, Milan, and New York, but also adorn themselves with expensive imported accessories, such as handbags, jewelry, and shoes. Shortly before Christmas, rural husbands, including those who are not Christians and hence are not obliged to celebrate this holiday, travel to the city or send a relative to do so, in order to purchase new clothes and accessories for their wives and children.

Despite the impact of Western fashions on Cameroonians, certain traditional forms of dress remain quite popular. The wrapper and the loincloth are not only part of daily wear for many Cameroonians but also form part of the costume for many ceremonies and festivals. Wrappers, which are usually worn by women, are considered, especially in the rural areas, a convenient and relatively affordable way to cover one’s body, maintain necessary modesty, and protect oneself from the elements. Wrappers are also used to carry infants and young children. Urban women, however, have transformed the wrapper into an important piece of fashion. An urban professional woman, for example, can adorn herself with three relatively expensive wrappers: one serves as a scarf to cover her hair; another, usually the largest of the three pieces, covers the body from the waist down to the ankles; and the final piece is worn as a stole or used to hold the larger piece in place. A blouse (also called buba), which is produced with the same material as the wrappers, is worn with the ensemble.

The types of adornments and fashion accessories that are common among the various groups in Cameroon are determined by each group’s culture, traditions, and religious practices. Among most groups, men wear hats or caps—Muslim men wear turbans—and women wear head ties (also called “tiehead”). In recent years, foreign-made hats, such as American baseball caps and fedoras, have penetrated the Cameroonian fashion scene. Among Cameroonians who have studied and lived abroad, hats of Western design, including variations of the American cowboy hat, are quite common.

Through colonialism and globalization, dress styles in Cameroon, especially those of women, have been influenced significantly by developments in the fashion capitals of Europe and North America. In addition to the fact that many clothes sold in shops in Cameroon are either produced with imported fabrics or are ready-to-wear fashions from North America and Europe, various accessories such as panties and brassieres are foreign imports. In fact, undergarments marketed by Victoria’s Secret and other high-fashion Western brands have become very popular among young women in Cameroon. And, in government bureaus and corporate offices, Western-style suits for both women and men have become quite popular.

Sports and Games

Cameroonians of all socioeconomic groups love sports and enjoy watching and/or participating in them. Throughout the country, children and adults, as well as men and women, actively participate in games, storytelling, wrestling, hunting, tug-of-war, and other types of games. While wrestling and hunting are traditional sports for young men among many groups in Cameroon, many of these children, if they are engaged in formal schooling, are likely to participate in soccer (football), track and field, and other school-related sporting events and games.

Children play elaborate games, most of which are conducted both inside and outside the house. In the rural areas, children are likely to use things such as mud, clay, cornstalks, paper, leaves (especially those from bananas and plantains), sticks, little rocks (pebbles), and other items found in their environment to produce toys and other play items. While the children of wealthier parents may rely on toys purchased from urban markets (e.g., soccer balls, various types of electronic gadgets) for the games they play, most children in the rural areas usually produce their own toys and playthings. In the urban areas, many children, especially those from relatively affluent families, rely on manufactured toys (e.g., bicycles, various electronic gadgets, board games, and other toys found in urban markets) while their poorer counterparts “manufacture” their own toys from the materials found in their environment. For example, a common toy produced by poor urban children is the backyard swing, which is produced using a rope (produced with old and discarded clothes), and a used automobile tire. While rural children are likely to have pets (e.g., dogs, pigs, goats, cats) as playmates, those who live in the urban areas have limited access to pets and as a result, their games are not likely to include animals.

Children engage primarily in soccer, basketball, volleyball, kickball, wrestling, and bicycling. In addition, they play with trucks made out of wood, wire, tin cans, and other objects found in their communities. Children also play checkers, wear masks while engaging in various forms of play, and play with various types of drums.

Sports for adults, unlike those for children, are likely to be segregated by sex. Some adult sports include boxing, basketball, soccer (football), netball (exclusively for women), table tennis, lawn tennis, handball, field hockey, hunting, and fishing. In various villages throughout the country, primary and secondary school grounds (including indoor and outdoor areas) serve as the arena for the staging of many of the sports and games that children and young people play. Some villages conduct intervillage wrestling, soccer, and track and field events, which are usually well attended and, are part of annual festivals designed to promote peaceful coexistence and cultural advancement.

Wrestling is a very old sport in Cameroon. Among some groups within the country, wrestling has evolved into a sport used to initiate young males into adulthood, and, in others, it is used to help young women select their husbands or life partners. Among the Bakweri of the southwest, wrestling is considered a very important cultural event, engaged in by all the villages within the group. While villages compete for “bragging rights” during the annual event, children and adults compete for individual prizes. Champions in various categories are showered with generous gifts and celebrated as heroes in their individual villages. Wrestling and games such as tug-of-war are incorporated into festivals marking important transition points in a group’s cultural and social evolution, including, for example, the installation of a new sovereign (e.g., king), the death of an important dignitary, and the celebration of communal victory in some important activity (e.g., a war).

Today, Cameroon’s most popular sport is soccer (football). In fact, soccer is so popular and so beloved by Cameroonians that it is considered the only thing that can unite all of the people. Thus, while Cameroonians may argue and disagree about politics, religion, how to raise children, whether to marry more than one wife at the same time, the eating of pork, corporal punishment, and many other topics, when the national team is taking part in an international competition (e.g., the Olympics or the Africa Cup), virtually all Cameroonians leave behind their political, social, religious, and other disagreements and join together to support the team. In fact, it is not unusual for bitter enemies or members of rival groups to meet in a place with access to the televised game and jointly cheer the national team. If the national team wins, there is usually a much bigger celebration to follow, and this may last several days. In fact, when Cameroon won the gold medal in the Sydney Olympics in 2000 for soccer, the celebrations spilled into the streets and went on for several days. In addition, after the team’s return home, there was a more organized celebration sponsored and basically underwritten by the government.

Although soccer is, indeed, a national sport in Cameroon, the Guinness Mount Cameroon Race of Hope (La Course de l’Espoir), a footrace that takes place annually in either January or February, is gradually emerging as one of the most important sporting events in the country. Participants begin at Molyko Sports Complex in the southwest city of Buea and trek up Mount Cameroon to a designated spot on the mountain and back, covering a distance of 38 kilometers (24 miles). The first Course de l’Espoire was completed in 1995 and, since then, participation by both Cameroonians and runners from outside the country has increased significantly. The actual race up the mountain began in 1973 and was called the Guinness Mount Cameroon Race, deriving its name from the beer company—Guinness—that sponsored it. Various Cameroonian groups, including the Cameroon Athletics Federation, the Ministry of Sports and Physical Education, and several local groups in the South West Region, took over the organization and administration of the race. However, in 2013, Guinness signed an agreement with the Cameroon Athletic Federation to take over sponsorship of the event.

As one travels throughout the country, one can see youngsters playing soccer in makeshift fields, most of them using locally produced balls. In some areas of the country, soccer has almost evolved into a religion, and its worshippers adopt European professional sports teams and follow their escapades almost religiously. Talented Cameroonian players now play and make enormous fortunes in North America and Western Europe. Other games for youngsters differ by group and region of the country, although most of them involve some form of running and chasing, as well as clapping of hands.

Festivals and Holidays

Virtually all groups in Cameroon hold some type of annual festival. Although most of these festivals are held in the villages, some do take place in cities, especially those with large concentrations of people from a single ethnic group. Most festivals are held to mark an important date or event in the history of a village or ethnic group. For example, the Bakweri, who live around Mount Cameroon, hold an annual festival to celebrate the mountain and the importance that it plays in their lives.

Although most Cameroonian festivals are designed to commemorate important historical events, they also provide opportunities for individuals to engage in various activities to enjoy themselves, drink, dance, and engage in various forms of merrymaking. These festivals also provide members of the community the opportunity to meet and interact with neighbors and relatives. Competitive activities, designed specifically for children, are usually important items in these festivals. Festivals not only offer participants the opportunity to take pride in their achievements and feel a sense of belonging, but they also help groups (e.g., villages) improve their relations with their neighbors.

Some festivals are used to display and glorify the group’s past achievements. In festivals of the various grasslands kingdoms (e.g., Foumban, Bali-Nyonga, and Nso’), efforts are made to honor ancestors and provide younger members of the group with the opportunity to learn about the traditions and customs of the group. During some festivals, selected actors may reenact ancient conflicts, making certain that the group wins, regardless of the outcome of the actual conflict being reenacted. The most important part of such reenactments is to celebrate the group’s ancestors and hence, the staging of elaborate dances, complete with an assortment of masquerades.

While most festivals are used to celebrate life, ancestors, and the accomplishments of distinguished living members of the group, they can also be used to publicly shame and subject to scorn individuals who have been condemned for committing certain crimes. Such public shaming, instead of imprisonment or death, is used as a tool to force the convicted individual to personally rehabilitate himself and emerge as a law-abiding member of the community, respecting all customs and traditions.

Abundant rainfall and its associated bountiful harvests call for mass jubilations and festivals to thank the gods and the ancestors for blessing the group and favoring it with good fortune. Thus, among many groups throughout Cameroon, festivals celebrating foodstuff harvests are quite common: the most popular include yam, maize, and groundnuts (peanuts) festivals. In some villages, the people, led by their elders, hold celebrations and offer various sacrifices to the spirits of their ancestors and their gods and pray for abundant rainfall, so that they would have enough water for their crops in the next planting season. During a festival to celebrate a successful harvest, the people eat, drink, dance, commune with each other, honor their ancestors and their gods, and then make promises to their ancestors regarding how they would use the generous gifts of foodstuffs; they would use the resources to generously provide for the poor and less fortunate among them and make sure that all children, regardless of the economic or social status of their parents, are well taken care of.

In the postindependence period in Cameroon, politicians have frequented village and community festivals and celebrations and have used them as either arenas to secure votes or the ethnic benefactors that they need to maintain their political positions. In the era of multiparty democracy, appearances at festivals have become very important as politicians search the villages and various communities seeking votes to either secure positions in the government or retain them. Thus, many urban-based politicians return to their ancestral villages during the time of festivals to participate in these festivities and reacquaint themselves with the people whose support they need to retain their political positions. Some politicians are known to donate generously to festivals in their home villages and help defray the enormous costs associated with organizing and carrying out these activities.

The origins of many of Cameroon’s various festivals can be traced to traditional rites designed to honor ancestors and thank them for protecting the people from evil spirits, enhance the fertility of the women, and provide the rain needed to water the crops and ensure an abundant harvest. Nevertheless, many of the Christian churches that were brought to the country by the Europeans have since adopted several of these festivals and integrated them into their worship routines. In the grassfields, for example, Christian churches regularly organize and hold festivals to celebrate the harvest and raise funds for their missionary and charity work.

In recent years, the central government in Yaoundé, in an effort to foster national integration, has taken an active part in promoting some of the prominent festivals in the country. Since the 1970s, the government has held agricultural festivals, which are actually adaptations of traditional festivals, each November. These government-sponsored festivities are designed and carried out primarily like the traditional harvest festivals, except that they are undertaken on a larger and more grandiose scale and usually feature foodstuffs and handicrafts from the region instead of from the village or community. Additionally, modern sports activities, and issues such as national integration and unity, are emphasized in these government-sponsored festivals. Foreign diplomats, especially those from countries such as the United States, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom that are likely to offer or have offered Cameroon development assistance are usually invited to attend the government-sponsored festivals as special guests of honor.

Cameroonians see national and religious holidays as an opportunity to party, interact with friends, and enjoy themselves. During many secular and religious holidays, Cameroonians like to spend the time with family, which usually includes the extended family. Hence, it is not unusual for urban-based workers to take the day off from work and return to the village to celebrate the holidays with their relatives. Even when the holiday is not part of their traditions, Cameroonians may still participate in the celebrations. For example, Cameroonians who have not accepted Christianity still take days off from work and celebrate the Christmas holiday, joining their friends and relatives in festivities to mark the occasion.

Notable traditional festivals in Cameroon include the Ngondo Festival, carried out by the Sawa peoples on the Wouri River to thank their gods for the blessings of the previous year and to seek guidance for the coming year; the Nyem-Nyem Festival, held in Ngaoundéré, to mark the bravery of the ancestors of the Nyem-Nyem in resisting German colonization; and the Ngouon Festival, designed to celebrate the history, culture and traditions of the Bamoun people.

Cameroon’s secular holidays include New Year (January 1),Youth Day (February 11), Labor Day (May 1), and National Day (May 20). Several scholars of Cameroon have erroneously stated January 1 as the country’s independence day. The fact of the matter is that what is today called Republic of Cameroon has two independence days—January 1, 1960 (the UN Trust Territory of Cameroons under French administration), and October 1, 1961 (the UN Trust Territory of Southern Cameroons under British administration). The two territories united in 1961 to form the Federal Republic of Cameroon, whose name was later changed to Republic of Cameroon. Aware of the fact that the country does not have a single independence day, the government has designated May 20—the day in 1972 when former President Ahmadou Ahidjo unilaterally abrogated the federation—as the country’s national day.

Religious holidays, which are also recognized by the government, include Christmas, Ramadan and Eid al-Fitr, Ascension Day, Feast of the Lamb, Good Friday, and Easter. As already mentioned, many Cameroonians participate in the celebration of many religious holidays even if they are not members of or believers in the religion whose holiday is being celebrated. While the celebration of secular holidays is dominated by street parades and other outdoor activities, many religious celebrations are held indoors, usually in churches, mosques, and private homes. Of course, many Christians often reenact Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem shortly before his crucifixion; this is an outdoor activity.

The holiday that commemorates the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, Easter (Good Friday and Easter Monday), is considered one of the most important Christian holidays in the country. During this time, Christians all over the country engage in activities to renew their faith, proselytize and seek new members to join the fellowship, and perform various acts of charity. Events to celebrate Easter begin on Good Friday and culminate in a series of activities on Easter Monday, designed to reflect the triumph of life over death as evidenced by Christ’s resurrection. Christmas celebrations usually begin on December 24 with an evening church service, consisting of short sermons and a relatively long prayer. At this time, young people may perform plays reenacting different aspects of the Christ child’s birth. On December 25, Christmas Day, there is a long church service, often attended by both Christians and non-Christians alike. This is followed by various celebrations, some of which do not take place at the church. In recent years, many of these ceremonies have been “modernized,” and emphasis placed on such things as gift giving, especially to children, as is common in Europe and North America. In some of Cameroon’s communities, Christmas celebrations extend through Boxing Day (December 26) and on to January 1, New Year’s Day, which is also a public holiday in the country.

The two most important holidays among Cameroon’s Muslim population are Ramadan and Eid al-Fitr, whose exact dates are determined each year based on the Islamic lunar calendar. Ramadan, whose observance lasts for 30 days, starts when the full moon appears and represents Cameroon Muslims’ most important holiday. During this holiday, Muslims must abstain from engagement in sex, food, and drink during the day. The fast is usually broken in the evening and participants may then indulge in the consumption of large quantities of food. When the moon is sighted, young Muslims play musical instruments that they have gathered earlier and travel around their neighborhoods to wake up their neighbors so that they can ready themselves for prayers and officially usher in the observance of Ramadan.

Eid al-Fitr marks the end of Ramadan, and at this time special prayers are offered to thank Allah for his blessings. The prayers are offered on specially designated grounds, and during this time, many local dignitaries come out to display their magnanimity and generosity. Throughout Muslim communities in Cameroon, virtually all households participate in these festivities. Following Islamic traditions and teachings, believers begin the day by giving alms and taking care of the sick and less fortunate. After completing these service activities, these servants of Allah then dress in new clothes and proceed to the designated prayer ground where they offer prayers and then return home to eat, drink, and engage in conversation and merrymaking with friends and family.

Cameroon’s Muslims also celebrate the Eid al-Maulud, a holiday designed to honor the birthday of the revered Prophet Muhammad, the faith’s founder and leader. Usually, the celebration is marked by prayer, charitable activities designed to help the poor and less fortunate, and various elaborate equestrian activities, purely for entertainment purposes and to show the horsemanship of various individuals and groups.

Music and Dance

From time immemorial, music and dance have been an integral part of virtually all religious ceremonies, traditional festivals, and special celebrations (e.g., initiation rites such as baptisms and christening services, births, weddings, funerals, sporting events, offerings to honor ancestors, etc.) in Cameroon. One cannot fully understand and appreciate Cameroonian music without paying attention to the belief system and worldview of the composer/player and the group to which the latter belongs. Of course, since the formation of the modern Cameroonian nation, some musicians have transcended group interests and have been using their music to promote national integration and nation building.

Like culture and customs, music and dance in Cameroon have been affected significantly by foreign influences, including European colonialism, Christianity, Islam, and globalization. Some traditional music and dances were banned during the colonial period, either because they threatened the spread of Christianity or promoted the struggle against colonialism. Of course, some traditional music was not banned directly; nevertheless, it died when the ceremonies or rites associated with this music were outlawed because they were considered either pagan or immoral. In some parts of the country, several traditional songs and dances were incorporated into Christian worship ceremonies, effectively ensuring their survival.

Globalization has had a significant impact on music and dance in Cameroon. In addition to the fact that music instruments have been imported into Cameroon from other countries, several music genres from other regions of the world have also been brought into the country—maringa, from the Gold Coast (Ghana) in about 1850; the ashiko, from Nigeria in about 1925; and the abele, also from Nigeria. Of course, Cameroonian music has also had a significant impact on global music. Presently, the two most popular music forms in Cameroon are makossa and bikutsi, all of which have gained international acceptance and renown. Some of Cameroon’s most famous musicians rose to fame with the help of these music forms—Manu Dibango, Francis Bebey, Dina Bell, Prince Ndedi Eyango, and Anne-Marie Nzié.

Among young Cameroonians, Western pop music has become quite popular. As a consequence, many local musicians have created blended music styles that appeal to their listeners. Today, the most successful musicians in the country are those that bring together Western and African music traditions to create new genres that are quite attractive to a dancing and partying public.

When the Europeans brought Christianity to Cameroon, many of the early missionaries tried to limit worship ceremonies to only church-approved hymns or songs. However, since then and especially after independence, many Christian churches have incorporated traditional music into their worship ceremonies. Today, both Catholic and Protestant worship ceremonies make extensive use of traditional music.

Music in Cameroon can be classified in several ways. For example, it can be classified by (1) era: traditional or modern; (2) origin: local or foreign; (3) type: instrumental, vocal, mixed, solo, or group; (4) structures; (5) repertoires; and (6) functions. Traditional music in Cameroon is grouped according to its intended audience. For example, a musician may compose music specifically for a targeted audience, as in the case where the village council of elders contracts for special music to be composed for use in the enthronement of a new king. During a marriage ceremony, a musician or a musical group may sing a specially composed song to a bride or the couple. Enjoyment of the music, of course, is not limited to the couple; all the people in attendance are free to dance to and enjoy the music also.

Cameroonians love music a lot and usually try to integrate it into their daily activities. In fact, throughout many rural areas in Cameroon, children may sing as they walk to school in the morning or on their way to fetch water in the evening; women working in the fields can often be heard singing traditional songs; young men at an industrial work site may borrow foreign songs (e.g., rap), modify them, and sing them to minimize the tediousness of the repetitive tasks they must perform; and young girls playing in the fields in the afternoon may sing songs to the butterflies and birds that fly by them. Spontaneous singing usually does not require or involve instruments. Nevertheless, some singers may employ articles found in their environment as musical instruments.

Many Cameroonian women, regardless of socioeconomic class or the ethnic group to which they belong, often sing as they perform various household chores. Both mothers and the older girls who take care of younger children may sing to the latter to help them fall asleep or stop crying. Cameroonians sing when they are happy and they sing when they are sad—there is music for both moods. Within the western grasslands, whistling various tunes, especially among boys and men, is a very popular form to express one’s feelings.

Cameroonians compose music for kings, entertainment, work, rituals, festivals, and recreation. In many parts of the country, especially in the rural areas, singers, led by traditional religious leaders, may perform ritual songs to appease the gods, and seek absolution and forgiveness for any infractions of the group’s customs and culture. Women who are unable to have children may request that songs be sung to ask ancestors to intercede with the gods and restore the women’s fertility. Even highly educated people who live in the cities may also use song to seek special favors from their ancestors and the gods. Within many villages in Cameroon, certain individuals (usually referred to as “spirit singers”) are considered to possess special skills in communicating with the gods through song. Thus, individuals who seek intervention for various earthly problems may consult these spirit singers and request that they sing songs to the gods on their behalf.

In addition to the fact that music can be used to please the gods and ancestral spirits so as to ensure the community’s continued prosperity, it also provides individuals with a mechanism to engage in political and social commentary. In fact, during several of the annual festivals that are held throughout the country, participants quite often use music to express themselves and comment on issues of importance to themselves. In Cameroon’s authoritarian political culture, where criticism of the government is frowned upon, citizens have been able to use song to effectively comment on and expose government corruption and impunity. Of course, other singers have used their music to praise the country’s leaders, including even corrupt ones.

In the years following the end of World War II, highlife, a form of music and dance that originated in Ghana and eventually moved to neighboring Nigeria, began to penetrate Cameroon’s urban centers. Within the port city of Douala, highlife, played in Cameroon with the bugle, various military brass instruments, accordion, guitar, harmonica, two-finger guitar, and locally made gongs, became very popular. This music was soon complemented by the Congolese rumba and various tunes imported from Cuba. In Douala’s less affluent quarters, those which were populated primarily by poor immigrants from the rural areas of the country, the dominant form of music was the ambasse bey sound, a spirited folk sound played with relatively simple instruments. In the mid-1960s, several Cameroonian musicians, notably Eboa Lotin, improved on this uniquely Cameroonian sound and produced what later became known as makossa, a music genre that has gained worldwide acclaim, with Manu Dibango as its most important purveyor.

Besides makossa, Cameroon is famous for inventing other music genres, which have also gained worldwide acclaim. These include assiko and bikutsi. The latter, which had its origins in the music of the Beti people who inhabit the areas around Yaoundé, dates back to the 1940s when veteran Cameroonian musician Anne-Marie Nzié first recorded it. Bikutsi would eventually challenge makossa for the title of the country’s national sound. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Cameroonian musician Messi me Nkonda Martin and his band Los Cameroes used electric keyboard and guitars to transform traditional bikutsi into a new sound that became a very popular dance form in various urban centers in Cameroon. The electric bikutsi was introduced into the world dance and music scene by the group Têtes Brûlées in 1987.

Cameroonians love to dance. In fact, both music and dance represent important parts of daily life for most people in Cameroon. Life, leisure, tragedy, success, failure, and death are usually celebrated with music and dance. Music and dance bring together all classes of Cameroonians—old, young, poor, rich, women, and men. In the western grasslands, sovereigns are forbidden, by tradition, to dance with their subjects. While the sovereign’s wives and daughters may dance, they may do so only under specific guidelines mandated by tradition and custom and such dances must be undertaken only at the palace.

Within virtually all ethnic and religious groups in Cameroon, traditional dances are usually segregated by sex; women and men usually occupy separate parts of the dance floor. In some cases, the dancers are placed in concentric circles with women in the innermost circle, separated from the men by another concentric circle of young girls. The boys are placed in the outermost circle. Some traditional dances, especially those that require rigorous and intense movement, may require that only individuals who are physically and mentally fit participate. While modern forms of dance (e.g., dancing in nightclubs) allow men and women to dance together and touch each other, such practices are strictly forbidden in virtually all cultures in Cameroon. In most traditional dances, men and women are costumed differently—for example, among grasslands kingdoms, masks for female dancers are quite different from those for their male counterparts.

Virtually all religious groups in Cameroon engage in some form of dancing. Christians, Muslims, and practitioners of Traditional religions all use dance in their worship ceremonies and rituals. Traditionalists use dances to deal with various social, economic, and political issues, ranging from soliciting help from ancestral spirits to solve various problems, including droughts, illness, and poverty, to celebrating the death of loved ones and helping the deceased’s spirit with transition to the ancestral resting place.

While most ritualistic dances are usually performed by a group, it is not unusual to find a single individual performing such a dance. If a dance is performed in public, it is often considered successful if it eventually elicits spontaneous participation from the public. Depending on the nature of the dance and why it is being performed, the musicians and the dancers may actually invite members of the public to participate. Dancers may move their bodies in various ways to enhance their performance; in many traditional dances, the dancers may clap their hands, make noises with various parts of their bodies, including their armpits and mouths, slap and shake their buttocks, raise their hands, stamp the ground with their feet, and sing along with the music.

Christianity, colonialism, and the various forces of globalization brought to Cameroon such dances as the waltz, Latin American tango, quickstep, and foxtrot. Wealthy urban dwellers, especially those who were educated in Europe and the Americas, have embraced many of these foreign dance forms. Throughout many of the country’s urban centers, one can find dance halls dedicated to the teaching of these so-called modern dances, and learning to perform these dances has become associated with modernization. Thus, Western-educated Cameroonians, hoping to differentiate themselves from their still-traditional countrymen, have not only taken to wearing exclusively suits and other Western-style clothes, but have also joined exclusive clubs within the urban centers where these dances are regularly performed. Of course, in recent years, especially with significant improvements in information technology, young Cameroonians have adopted many of the dance forms made popular in Paris, New York, Los Angeles, London, and other Western urban centers.

Visual Art

The type of traditional art that exists in different parts of Cameroon is influenced by the location’s collective historical experiences. For example, art or artistic expression in the predominantly Islamic north is influenced significantly by ethnoreligious influences, particularly the culture and customs of the Fulani and Islamic religious practices. The most important and popular works of art in this region include Fulani art objects, specifically, handicrafts—for example, calabashes, pottery, and leatherworks, prominent among which are bags, wallets, and slippers (i.e., flip-flops for men). Besides the Fulani, other northern groups also engage in the production of art objects, with woodcarving emerging as one of the most important forms of artistic expression.

Among all ethnic groups in Cameroon, those that constitute what is generally referred to as the western highlands have an extraordinary history of producing many varieties of art objects. The region’s powerful sovereigns have been the impetus behind its success in producing extraordinarily high-quality art objects, some of which, like those of the Bamoun Kingdom, can be found in such internationally renowned museums as the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin. In the western highlands, the kings provided skilled artists facilities, as well as necessary resources and supplies at their palaces for these artists to train and continue to develop their skills, produce art objects for the palace and kingdom, and promote the group’s culture and traditions through their work. There, however, was a significant diffusion of styles because many of these artists tended to migrate from one imperial court to another.

Sultan Njoya-Arouna, sovereign of the Bamoun Kingdom, is considered one of the most important and generous royal art patrons in the history of Cameroon. During his reign (c. 1888–1933), his court produced carved masks, drinking horns, tobacco pipes, various art objects cast in brass and bronze, hand-woven cotton fabrics, and stools and thrones. Among the Bamoun and other grasslands kingdoms, the throne is considered one of the most important pieces of art. Usually carved from a single piece of wood, it is divided into several parts and depicts humans and/or animals. The animals found on the grasslands thrones are usually those of mythical powers and importance, for example, double- or even triple-headed serpents, dragons, leopards, elephants, and lions. On each throne, the images are carefully selected and placed in a way that reveals to the world the extent of the owner’s (i.e., the king’s) power and hence embodies the king’s military and political power, virility, wealth, judiciousness, and dominion over his kingdom. One of the most famous thrones in the western highlands was that of King Nsa’ngu, the father of King Njoya-Arouna of the Bamoun Kingdom, which now sits at the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin.
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The throne of the Prince of Bamoun. Bamoun was a precolonial state situated in the grasslands of northwest Cameroon and centered on the walled city of Foumban. Though Bamoun is no longer an independent political entity, the royal line continues and is now entering into its seventh century. (Lebrecht Music and Arts Photo Library/Alamy)

Besides the Bamoun Kingdom, other grasslands kingdoms have also distinguished themselves as producers of exquisite art pieces, some of which have found their way into art museums in Europe and North America. For example, art objects produced by the kingdom of Kom are considered world class—at the enthronement of King Jinaboh II in 1976, various art objects were displayed as required by tradition. These objects depicted a king, his principal or first wife, and the queen mother. These art objects are considered so important to the kingdom’s well-being that in the 1960s when one of the objects, the one depicting the ruler, was taken away and sold to an international buyer, the kingdom of Kom went into extraordinary decline; the various economic and social problems that this kingdom suffered during this period were blamed on what was essentially a sacrilege and abomination committed against the people when the object was sold. After its return in 1974, an extraordinary level of calm, peace, stability, and prosperity returned to Kom.

Wood sculpture is the most important form of artistic expression among the Palhouin of the southern forest region. Wood-carvers in this region produce figures that depict ancestors, as well as drums, stools, staffs (walking sticks), kitchen utensils, and masks, many of which are used for religious ceremonies. When Christian missionaries arrived, they banned many of the region’s art objects and cultures because they were associated with traditional rites that were considered heathen and not in line with Christian practices. Eventually, many Palhouin artists integrated various aspects of the new religion into their art, and today most of their art consists of Christian religious art—many such pieces decorate churches throughout the region.

The Duala are well known for their exquisite paintings, a tradition that runs through many generations. The cattle mask, which is painted in black, white, red, and blue, is perhaps one of the most widely known art pieces of the Duala people. In addition, the Duala are well known for their beautifully and colorfully decorated canoe prows.

Although most art books usually associate Cameroon with only wood sculptures, the country does have other art forms and genres. In fact, Cameroonian artists can be found producing rock paintings and engravings; various types of decorated pottery; sculptures made of clay, stone, wood, bronze, and ivory; and pieces produced with various local materials.

Modern art in Cameroon is influenced by Christianity, Islam, and traditional religions. Various art objects, which include musical instruments (e.g., drums, flutes, and cymbals), are used regularly in religious ceremonies. Other important art objects include various types of carvings (e.g., doors and posts) used to decorate homes; thrones produced with wood, bronze, and ivory and used by kings and other sovereigns; beautifully decorated walking sticks used by important dignitaries; and other art objects with a primarily utilitarian function, such as walking sticks for the elderly and people with various types of disabilities. While tradition continues to dominate most of Cameroon’s artistic expressions, objects based on Christian themes have become quite popular.

For many years following the formation of what is now the Republic of Cameroon, most of the films shown at cinema houses and theaters were imported from abroad. In recent years, however, movies produced in Nigeria and Cameroon have become very popular. Locally produced films, unlike their foreign counterparts, capture and reflect the cultures, customs, and social values of the various groups that inhabit the country, as well as the challenges that they face today. With relevant local content, Cameroon films have become an important vehicle for different communities to showcase their cultures.

European colonialists brought modern cinema to Cameroon. The early films dealt primarily with the culture of the colonizer of record and were designed to help the subjugated peoples appreciate and accept these new cultures. It was not unusual for such films to preach the “benefits” of colonialism and provide viewers with reasons why it was beneficial to them to aspire to achieve the European cultural ideal.

The British colonial government established the Colonial Film Unit in 1939 with a branch in Nigeria to serve West Africa. During World War II, the British used the West African office effectively to mobilize the support of Africans for its war efforts. In 1955, the Overseas Film and Television Center replaced the Colonial Film Unit. The former produced many films that were specifically designed for an African audience. While these movies represented the British and other Europeans as highly educated, skilled, sophisticated, and dedicated to civilizing Africans and helping them save themselves from their own savage ways, Africans were generally portrayed as childlike, ignorant, uncivilized, and incapable of having compassion. At this time, however, Britain limited most of its activities in the arts and education to Nigeria and the Gold Coast (Ghana). There was a total neglect of the British Northern and Southern Cameroons. While the French made significant efforts to develop the arts and education in French Cameroons, most of that effort was limited to the development of literature; there was no effort to develop an indigenous filmmaking industry.

When the Federal Republic of Cameroon was formed in 1961, there was no express policy on the part of the government to develop a local film industry. Virtually all of the films screened at cinema halls in the large urban centers were imported from abroad, primarily from Europe and the United States, with French-made films dominating the mix. In the smaller cities, relatively inexpensive Indian, Chinese, and Egyptian films were popular. Most of the films shown in Cameroon at this time tended to portray and glorify violence, romantic love, and pecuniary greed. Despite their popularity, especially among young people, these imported films were criticized by many people: first, for their corrupting influences on society, and second, for their failure to positively portray indigenous values and traditions.

Cameroon’s film industry has developed significantly since 1961 and today it is quite robust, although the government has yet to provide the type of support that would enhance the ability of the industry to produce quality films that utilize local resources, portray positive images of the country’s various customs and cultures, and make significant contributions to economic development.

In 1975, Jean-Pierre Dikongué Pipa produced Cameroon’s first full-length film, named Muna Moto, and presented it to the world. He followed that effort with many other films, including Courte Maladie and Badiaga. For many years, Alphonse Béni, the accomplished Cameroonian actor who played Inspector Bako in the highly successful film Cameroon Connection, has been the country’s most prolific producer. Other producers have emerged and are now making their mark on the country’s evolving film industry. Some of these include Daniel Kamwa (Pousse-Pousse, Le Cercle des Pouvoirs); Bassek Ba Kobhio (Le Grand Bland de Lamarene); Jean-Marie Teno (Clando, Chef!); Françcois Woukoache (La Fumé dans le Yeux); and Kim Longinotto and Florence Ayisi (Sisters in Law).

Most Cameroonian films, like their counterparts in other African countries, are dominated by traditional and cultural issues, foreign influences on the country’s diverse ethnic and religious groups, and the desire of young people to imitate and assimilate themselves to foreign cultures. Some producers, however, have used their craft to comment on political and economic issues affecting the country; government corruption, incompetence, and impunity; and the failure, inability, or unwillingness of the government to deal effectively and fully with problems of poverty in the country. Many Cameroonians, especially those who since reunification have been seeking to improve governance in the country as well as raise the standards of living, especially for the poor, expect the film industry to use its films to provide a more positive and wholesome view of Cameroon’s diverse cultures and peoples.

Despite the emergence of a relatively robust domestic film industry in Cameroon, foreign films remain extremely popular; particularly popular among high school and university students are action films (e.g., James Bond films; films based on comic characters, such as Superman; war films, etc.). Young girls, however, prefer movies about romance and are not likely to enjoy films depicting a lot of violence.

Advancements in technology have significantly changed the way movies are consumed in Cameroon. Beginning in the mid-1980s, with the popularization of the VCR, the viewing of movies expanded widely in Cameroon. In recent years, advancements in information communication technologies have provided Cameroonians with expanded opportunities to watch movies produced in Cameroon and other countries. Cameroonians who have access to the Internet can now watch movies posted there or stream content from several Web sites. Nollywood videos (movies produced in neighboring Nigeria) have, in the last several years, become very popular in Cameroon and are currently providing stiff competition to the imported ones.

Architecture and Housing

Cameroon’s architectural styles, like those in other countries, are determined by such things as climate, locally available building materials, social use of space, and patterns of living. The various forms of shelter (or housing) that exist in Cameroon range from the temporary and easily dismantled structures popular among the country’s Pygmies (Baka) of the tropical forest regions and the cattle-raising nomads of the northern semiarid regions to the modern skyscrapers of Yaoundé, Douala, Nkongsamba, Bafoussam, and other urban centers.

Cattle herders in the far north region of the country, all of whom live nomadic lives, construct relatively easy-to-dismantle structures, which they usually dismantle and carry along with them when they take their cattle to more fertile grazing lands. The beehive-shaped or semispherical structures are dismantled and carried away as the rainy season comes to an end and the dry season emerges and grazing conditions begin to deteriorate. The nomads gather their belongings, take their livestock, as well as the home-construction materials, and move to a new grazing area where they can build the house, graze their cattle, and wait for climatic conditions to change.

The cattle-owning Fulani of the northern semiarid areas and central highlands who have permanently settled in various towns and villages build and live in two distinct types of houses: round mud houses with cone-shaped thatched roofs and rectangular houses made of sun-dried brick and topped with flat roofs. Members of a single family may have several houses, all of which are grouped together in a single courtyard and enclosed by either a fence or wall constructed of mud. Within the culture of the Fulanis of Cameroon, such a collection of houses is referred to as a saré. People usually enter the saré through an attached building used as a guardhouse. The head of the family’s house, as well as those of all his wives, are located in the courtyard. Each wife is provided with a house in which she resides with all her children; the older, unmarried sons, however, must be housed elsewhere, usually in the attached house that serves as the entrance to the entire compound. Separate buildings are provided for storing food and cooking. Servants and older family members are also provided accommodation in separate buildings. The toilets for each house are ditches that are located behind the house and screened off by mats. Water for the family is contained in large earthen pots, which are placed in front of the houses.

Housing styles among the peoples of the Adamaoua Plateau (e.g., the Baboute, Mboum, Dourou, and Baya) are similar to those of the Fulani. However, their physical shape is different: these houses are roomier, round or rectangular in shape, and topped off with pyramidal or conical roofs made of straw. Each house is usually made up of two rooms, one for sleeping and the other for storage and/or cooking. These groups, like the Fulani, also group their houses together in a compound, with the latter enclosed by a mat fence.

The Moundang, who live along the border with Chad, maintain fortresslike compounds consisting of square houses and granaries, which are built of mud and have high, rounded roofs. Moundang houses are arranged in a circle, and each compound is surrounded by a low, circular wall made of mud. The entrance to each compound can be gained through a single gate, which is flanked by two towers. The family head’s house is located between the stable and the storehouses, opposite the gate. The interior of the wife’s house is divided into three compartments: a kitchen, a bedroom, and a storeroom. The house, like others in the compound, is illuminated through one or two windows, which are usually covered with a calabash or gourd in the case of rainfall.

Although houses among the Bamiléké of the western highlands are usually larger than those of the peoples of the northern region, the architecture of both groups makes effective use of local materials to produce dwellings that meet the people’s needs. The typical Bamiléké village house usually measures 12 to 15 feet (3.66 to 4.57 meters) square, with walls made up of sun-baked bricks and topped up with a pyramidal thatched roof. Throughout most of Cameroon, including the western highlands, corrugated iron sheets have emerged as the roofing material of choice for many households. Bamiléké houses are usually colored red, yellow, gray, or white. Within each Bamiléké compound, one can usually find about 10 to 20 houses, which are surrounded by farms and/or gardens where crops, vegetables, and other foodstuffs are grown.

Within Bamiléké society, the palace of a sovereign or some other notable is provided with a central boulevard or avenue with the house of the king at the end of it. On each side of the avenue are found the houses of women, and the houses are constructed in such a way that their outer walls serve as or form part of the palace’s enclosure.

Most of the houses in the southern forest region are rectangular in shape and have two-sided thatched roofs. Men, working with locally sourced materials, primarily wood and raffia palm ribs, perform the main construction work on houses for their families. Women also participate in the construction of the home; they usually fill the spaces between ribs with specially prepared mud. The mud walls are then exposed to the sun to dry and once they are dried, they are painted green, blue, or orange, and occasionally may be decorated with various pictorial designs. Within this region of the country, each house measures about 25 feet (7.62 meters) long and 12 feet (3.66 meters) wide and consists of three to five rooms.

New materials and building techniques, as well as changes in economic conditions, especially among urban dwellers, have had a significant impact on residential architecture in this and many other parts of Cameroon. In fact, throughout the country, as household incomes have increased, many people have opted to engage independent contractors to build their homes instead of doing it themselves. As a consequence, professional roofers, carpenters, brick makers, masons, and other skilled members of the building and construction trades have emerged as important players in the country’s home construction industry. Most of these skilled contractors are likely to use modern building materials, such as professionally produced lumber, cement bricks (instead of the sun-dried type), and aluminum sheets for the roofs. In the larger urban areas (e.g., Douala, Yaoundé, Nkongsamba, and Bafoussam), many of the houses may contain indoor plumbing.

The Pahouin of the southern forest region build their homes primarily with wood and with two-sided roofs made up of corrugated iron sheets. Among fishing villages along the Wouri and Sanaga rivers, the people construct temporary houses using raffia palm ribs and leaves, use them during the height of the fishing season (December to May) when they spend a lot of time from home, and abandon them after the season is over.

Within the southern tropical forests, the Pygmies (or Bakas) live in relatively small huts, which are constructed of strong leafy branches. The latter are buried into the ground in the form of a circle, and tied together at the top with vines. The construction of each hut, which is used for about six months and then abandoned, requires about a day’s worth of labor.

When the Germans annexed lands on the Cameroon River District in 1884 and established the colony of Kamerun, they brought with them architectural styles that came to have a significant impact on modern office and home construction in the country. In fact, when Germany was defeated by Allied Expeditionary Forces during World War I and chased out of Kamerun, they left behind impressive architectural structures. Among these are the majestic former prime minister’s office in Buea; several government buildings in Limbe (formerly Victoria), Yaoundé, Douala, Buea, and Bamenda; a collection of military forts, some of which are still functional; and various palaces, including those of King Manga Bell of the Duala and King Njoya of the Bamoun (the latter was destroyed but pictures of it remain).

Literature and Oral Traditions

Although students of Cameroon’s literature usually situate their analysis at the onset of colonialism, it is important to note that the country’s oral traditions predate the arrival of the Europeans. Nevertheless, colonialism has had a significant impact on both the oral traditions and the written word. First, European colonial activities had a significant impact on Cameroonian culture, customs, and traditions and, as a consequence, on the type of indigenous literature produced. Second, World War I resulted in the loss of Kamerun by the Germans to Allied Expeditionary Forces and the colony’s subsequent partition into French and British zones of interest—French and English replaced German as the language of most of the literature produced in the colony.

Third, Cameroonian reactions to colonialism, which included, for example, those who supported assimilation and those who argued in favor of complete independence, had a significant impact on the literature produced in the colony at this time and that which was developed in the postindependence period. Fourth, Christian missionaries and Muslim holy warriors brought along with them ideas that significantly influenced the content and the nature of knowledge creation in Cameroon. Finally, the reactions of educated Cameroonians to the various contradictions inherent in imported religions formed another factor contributing to the development of literature in the country. For example, Christian missionaries taught young Cameroonians how to read and write and imbued them with several of Christianity’s moral ideals, which included treating each person with dignity. Yet, the priests and pastors of these churches supported colonial policies, most of which treated Cameroonians with disdain, exploited them mercilessly, infantilized them, and subjected them to significant levels of violence.

Cameroonians, including even those who were not sent abroad for higher education, were influenced significantly by European colonialism. Specifically, Cameroonians adopted the languages, customs, tastes, and religions of the European countries that colonized them from 1884 to 1961. The assimilation of Cameroonians to the so-called European cultural ideal created within the country an educated elite that was to lead the struggle against colonialism. In fact, members of this educated elite (e.g., Ruben Um Nyobé and Dr. Félix-Roland Moumié) provided the impetus to the nationalist movement that secured Cameroon its independence from colonialism.

The first Cameroonian ethnic groups to encounter European colonialism were those, such as the Duala and Bakweri, who were located at the Atlantic coast and made contact and interacted with Christian missionaries. The Duala took advantage of the educational opportunities made possible by the English Baptist Missionary Society to provide their children with an education. Thus, the Duala were the first Cameroonians to develop a literate culture with a significant reading audience.

When the Germans set up a colony on the Cameroon River District, the Duala again took advantage of the educational opportunities offered by the new colonialists and educated their children in German language and culture. One of the most famous beneficiaries of the German educational system in the colony of Kamerun was Rudolph Douala Manga Bell, who ascended the throne of the Duala Kingdom in 1910. He had read law in Germany, acquired a thorough understanding of the German legal system and how it operated, and came home to confront the expropriation of his people’s lands by the German colonial government. He believed very strongly that the law was on their side, especially since the extralegal alienation of their lands was prohibited under the terms of the 1884 treaty (i.e., the treaty of annexation). King Bell’s protests to the Reichstag in Berlin were not successful, and he was executed by the German colonial government in 1913 for treason.

Among Cameroonian intellectuals of the colonial period, Sultan Njoya of the Bamoun Kingdom was, perhaps, one of the most important. He utilized knowledge acquired from his study of Christianity, Islam, and an understanding of Bamoun traditions and customs to transform his society. Sultan Njoya developed a written script for the Bamoun language that was used to produce tracts on traditional medicine, laws and customs of the Bamoun people, and for instruction in the royal schools that were subsequently established throughout the kingdom. In addition, he established a printing press and used it to produce materials for his subjects. The French colonial government, however, destroyed Sultan Njoya’s printing press, closed down the royal schools, and exiled the King to Yaoundé, where he died in isolation and away from his people.

Another Cameroonian intellectual of the colonial period, who was also killed by the colonialists, was Martin-Paul Samba of the Bulu, who attended school in Berlin and returned home to become an important force in the anticolonialism movement. Martyred by the forces of colonialism, the “images” of Sultan Njoya, King Bell, and Samba, argues Richard Bjornson, “continued to embody notions of freedom and identity long after the men themselves had died” (1991: 22).

During the early years of colonialism, most educated Cameroonians served primarily as “secretary-interpreters.” The latter’s primary function was to help the colonizers understand local customs and traditions and to transmit orders from the Europeans to fellow Cameroonians. These secretary-interpreters formed the colony’s first group of creative writers who produced important literature that addressed several topics, including the impact of colonialism on local customs and cultures. Louise-Marie Pouka, a Bassa, who was educated at a Catholic seminary, became the first Cameroonian to publish an internationally acknowledged volume of poetry and a central figure in the assimilationist movement in French colonial Africa.

Christian missions had a significant impact on the intellectual climate that eventually emerged in both colonial and postcolonial Cameroon. In addition to providing Cameroon’s future leaders with an education, the curriculum for each of these schools also included courses in morality and ethics—the latter were to provide a foundation for the nationalist project, which condemned infantilization of Cameroonians and demanded immediate independence. Education at missionary schools produced not only a group of elites who became important literary figures but also individuals who were able to recognize the contradictions inherent in colonialism’s so-called civilizing mission and the brutal and exploitative policies that were designed to keep Cameroonians forever subservient to their European colonizers.

By the time World War II started, three distinct literate communities had developed in French Cameroons: one among the Duala, the other among the Bulu and Bassa, and the third one among the Ewondo and other Beti groups around the city of Yaoundé. Literate Cameroonians read a lot of literature produced by French unionists and, like the latter, formed reading groups that eventually became an important center for the anticolonialism movement. Among Cameroonians who participated in these reading groups were Ruben Um Nyobé, Charles Assalé, Léopold Moumé Etia, Jacques N’Gom, and many other intellectuals and labor unionists who were to play a significant role in the decolonization movement.

In British Cameroons, intellectuals such as Dr. E. M. L. Endeley, P. M. Kale, N. N. Mbile, and John Ngu Foncha, who became important political leaders in the postindependence period, were members of reading groups that started in the colony in the 1930s. In 1935, the governor of French Cameroons founded the Société des études camerounaises (SEC). The SEC, however, was not designed to promote the creation of knowledge but to promote French objectives in the colony. Nevertheless, there were French intellectuals who showed a genuine interest in creating a literary culture in French Cameroons. These included Roger Lagrave, Jean-Marie Carret, and Henry de Julliot, who helped create the Club du Livre Camerounais, which was devoted exclusively to publishing books authored by Cameroonians.

A significant amount of Cameroon’s literature was devoted to the assimilationist movement. Writers such as Louise-Marie Pouka (Pleurs sincères), Marie-Claire Matip (Ngonda), and Jacques Kuoh-Moukouri (Doigts noirs) amplify the so-called benefits of assimilationist education. In British Cameroons, the territory’s most important preindependence writer was Sanke Maimo, who, while working as a high school teacher, founded the journal Cameroon Voice at Ibadan (Nigeria) in 1955. He produced plays and published books, including a children’s book titled Adventuring with Jaja. In a play titled I Am Vindicated, Maimo argued that the gainful participation of Africans in the modern global system required for them to adopt the European worldview.

After the end of World War II, many Cameroonian intellectuals began to reveal in their writing what they believed were contradictions in France’s policy of assimilation. For example, Cameroonian labor union leader and intellectual Ruben Um Nyobé, who had been educated at schools operated by the American Presbyterian Church, initiated and implemented a program to educate Cameroonians about the evils of colonialism and the deceptive nature of assimilation. Through several publications, pamphlets, diaries, and speeches, he taught Cameroonians about the importance of self-reliance, liberty, and enterprise. One of his most important publications was Ce que veut le peuple Camerounais (What the Cameroon People Want), which comprised a speech he delivered before the UN Trusteeship Committee in 1951.


Ruben Um Nyobé (1913–1958)

By all accounts, Ruben Um Nyobé is Cameroon’s greatest and most beloved nationalist. An individual of extraordinarily high intellectual and political acumen, Um Nyobé was very instrumental in the fight for independence in the UN Trust Territory of Cameroons under French administration and its eventual reunification with the UN Trust Territory of Southern Cameroons under British administration. Born in 1913 in the Bassa village of Boumnyebel, Nyong-et-Kellé department, he was assassinated by French colonial forces on September 13, 1958. Professor Richard A. Joseph, an expert on the political economy of French colonialism in Cameroon, wrote that Um Nyobé “was undoubtedly one of the most brilliant political thinkers and organizers to emerge after the Second World War in Africa. Had he survived to lead [Cameroon] to independence, he would most certainly be ranked today on the same level as Julius Nyerere, and the late Kwame Nkrumah and Patrice Lumumba” (1974: 430, fn. 7). Before his untimely death in 1958, he was the leader of the Union des populations du Cameroun (UPC), which demanded independence from both France and the French Union.

Source: Joseph, Richard A. 1974. “Ruben Um Nyobé and the ‘Kamerun’ Rebellion.” African Affairs 73(293): 428–48.



By 1955, the production of literature within both UN Trust Territories of Cameroons had increased significantly. While some of the newspapers were designed to promote the political careers of their owners (e.g., Louis-Paul Aujoulat’s Cameroun de demain and Soppo Priso’s Cameroun espoir) others were published for the purpose of supporting the decolonization project and the struggle for independence (e.g., Marcel Bebey-Eyidi’s L’Opinion au Cameroun and the UPC’s Cameroun mon pays).

The various Christian churches that operated in Cameroon played a very important part in the development of literature in the country. The most important newspaper that emerged from the literary renaissance of the 1950s was L’Effort Camerounais, a Catholic weekly, whose first director, however, was a French priest named Pierre Fertin. In addition to creative works by Cameroonians, L’Effort also published articles on the history, traditions, and customs of Cameroonians. The colony’s first indigenous bishops, Jean Zoa and Thomas Mongo, also published newspapers: Pour un nationalism chrétien (Zoa) and Principes pour le pays (Mongo). While these priests supported the struggle for independence, they nevertheless argued that the new nation must be founded on Christian principles and that the contradictions of such economic systems as capitalism and communism must not be allowed to infect of the new country’s values.

Many of the Cameroonian literary figures who spearheaded the antiassimalitionist movement were individuals who had been sent to France by the colonial government to study in an effort to secure support for a French-speaking community. These scholars produced literature that sought to present a more realistic and balanced view of the colony and challenged the view advanced by colonialism and proassimilation Cameroonians. Poets François Sengat-Kuo, Elolongue Epanya Yondo, and Jean-Paul Nyunaï and the novelists Ferdinand Oyono, Mongo Beti, Benjamin Matip, and Jean Ikelle-Matiba rejected assimilation and called for immediate independence of the territory.

Ferdinand Oyono and Mongo Beti are, by all accounts, two of Cameroon’s most critically acclaimed literary figures. Oyono used three novels—Une vie de boy, Le vieux nègre et la médaille, and Chemin d’Europe—to explicate the dilemma faced by Africans who assimilate to the European cultural ideal as a way to define and secure for themselves an identity. Beti believed that African literature had to be used to expose the evils of colonialism and support the struggle against its destruction. In 1972, Beti, who had retired from writing novels and had taken a job as a high school teacher in France, returned to Cameroon and produced Main base sur le Cameroun, in which he argued that the government of Ahmadou Ahidjo was a neocolonial construct designed to continue the oppression and exploitation of the Cameroonian people that had started during the colonial period.

Since the colonial period, Cameroonian intellectuals have been very active in fighting for freedom and individual liberties. In the postindependence period, magazines and newspapers such as Le Messeger, Challenge Hebdo, and the Cameroon Post have served as a medium for the articulation of the demands of ordinary Cameroonians for a more transparent, accountable, and participatory governance process in the country. These periodicals, however, have been targeted by the government for censorship. In January 1998, for example, Pius Njawe, editor-in-chief of Le Messager and Le Messager Popoli, was convicted and sentenced to two years’ imprisonment and fined CFA francs 500,000 for supposedly spreading false news about the health of President Paul Biya.

Media

Broadcast media in Cameroon consists of radio and television. Of the two, the radio remains the most important and effective way of disseminating information in Cameroon. The Cameroon Radio and Television (CRTV) Corporation, which is owned and run by the Ministry of Communication, currently operates a network of 10 regional, 1 national, and 2 FM radio stations (Douala and Yaoundé), and a national television station in Yaoundé. The CRTV’s media monopoly was abolished in 1990, allowing for the establishment of private radio stations. Today in Cameroon, there exist several privately owned radio stations, some of which are owned and operated by churches.

In 1997, the government approved a project funded by Canada to provide five radio stations in Kembong, Oku, Foutouni, Lolodorf, and Mouturewa. These essentially rural radio stations, all of them located in sparsely populated parts of the country, were not considered a threat to CRTV’s media monopoly. The Catholic Church operates the FM station Radio Reine, which rebroadcasts Vatican radio programs. Femmes FM in Mbalmayo is dedicated exclusively to the discussion of women’s issues.

CRTV, which is the government media monopoly, is designed to undertake activities that enhance national integration, promote peaceful coexistence of all of the country’s population groups, and improve the general welfare of all citizens. Due to an extremely weak institutional environment within which CRTV operates, it has not been able to effectively carry out these duties. First, all employees of CRTV are civil servants; their compensation packages, prospects for promotion, and ability to retain their positions depend on political considerations, particularly loyalty to the president of the Republic and the ruling Cameroon People’s Democratic Movement (CPDM) Party—not on the individual’s skills, integrity, and professional competence. In fact, a CRTV journalist who engages in the examination of such issues as government complicity in corruption is likely to lose his or her job or be subjected to arrest, harassment, and violent interrogation by the police.

In the 1990s, many reporters left CRTV in frustration because they believed that political interference was making it virtually impossible for them to perform their jobs effectively and professionally. CRTV officials have been eager to turn employees into loyal “praise singers” for the administration; they have created so demoralizing and hostile a working environment that many journalists and announcers have voluntarily left their positions for jobs in the private sector. As skilled but noncompliant journalists have exited, the public broadcaster has been left primarily with mediocre and inexperienced journalists, and, on occasion, nonjournalists, to serve the public.

CRTV’s independence is not guaranteed, especially given existing press laws in the country and institutional arrangements that grant the government significant power to interfere with the functioning of the corporation. CRTV is highly dependent on the government and lacks the autonomy to operate effectively as an instrument of public service. In fact, like the media outlets of the colonial period, the CRTV exists primarily to serve the interests of the government and not those of the Cameroonian people. That CRTV exists to serve the interests of the government is evident in the broadcaster’s coverage of the various presidential and municipal elections that have taken place in the country since multiparty political competition was legalized in 1990. During these elections, CRTV airwaves have been devoted almost exclusively to promoting the president and the CPDM; opposition political parties have been denied access to the broadcaster’s services, effectively making it very difficult for them to transmit their message to potential voters.

So that the CRTV can serve as an instrument of integration and peaceful coexistence, the institutional environment within which the broadcaster operates must be changed. The failure to provide such an enabling institutional environment is part of the country’s inability to deepen and institutionalize democracy, that is, to provide itself with institutional arrangements that guarantee the rule of law. A competitive media environment must be provided in the country so that the CRTV would no longer be able to dominate the dissemination of information and the analysis of political, economic, and social conditions within the country. The transition to democratic governance that began in Cameroon in the early 1990s, has, unfortunately, stalled. Although the media has been quite instrumental in enhancing that transition, the environment within which it operates remains noncompetitive. In order for the media to help Cameroonians deepen and institutionalize democracy, the rule of law must be constitutionally guaranteed and the government’s ability to interfere with the operation of both the public and private media must be adequately constrained. Perhaps most important is the fact that the law must also prevent the government, especially the presidency, from imposing restraints on journalists, including censorship and other activities that constrain the maintenance of a robust, viable, and healthy press.
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Cape Verde
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Quick Facts

Capital: Praia

Independence: 1975 (from Portugal)

Major Cities: Mindelo, Fogo, Sal, Boavista, Maio, São Vicente, Santiago, Santo Antão, and São Nicolau

Population: 450,000

Languages: Portuguese is the official language while Crioulo, a mix of Portuguese and West African words is also spoken by the average Cape Verdean

Government Types: Multiparty republican system

Ethnic Groups: Creole (mulatto) (71 percent); African (28 percent); European (1 percent)

Religions: Roman Catholicism and Protestantism



Introduction

The Republic of Cape Verde is a sum total of formerly uninhabited islands that were discovered and colonized by the Portuguese in the 15th century. Cape Verde subsequently became a trading center for African slaves and later an important resupply stop for transatlantic shipping. Following independence on July 5, 1975, from Portugal and a tentative interest in unification with Guinea-Bissau, a one-party system was established and maintained until multiparty elections were held in 1990. Cape Verde continues to exhibit one of Africa’s most stable democratic governments. Repeated droughts during the second half of the 20th century caused significant hardship and prompted heavy emigration. As a result, Cape Verde’s expatriate population is greater than its domestic one.

Most Cape Verdeans have both African and Portuguese heritage through race mixture. Cape Verde is bordered by Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Mauritania, and Senegal. The capital city is Praia, located on the island of Santiago. Other cities include Mindelo, Fogo, Sal, Boavista, Maio, São Vicente, Santiago, Santo Antão, and São Nicolau. As a republic, a constitution was put in place in 1982 and revised in 1995 and 1999. Cape Verde is a tropical country with two main seasons: a dry season that runs from November to July and a rainy season that runs from August to October. The total area of the rugged volcanic islands amounts to 4,033 square kilometers (1,557 square miles) with a population of 492,000, according to the 2010 census. It has three basic ethnic groups: Creole (mixed African and Portuguese), African, and European. The main religions include Catholicism and Protestantism.

Geography

The islands of Cape Verde are named after the Cap Vert peninsula in West Africa. Cape Verdeans identify strongly with the culture of their individual islands. Cape Verde comprises 10 islands, 9 of which are inhabited, and is located 375 miles (600 kilometers) off the coast of Senegal. The combined area of all the islands is 1,557 square miles (4,033 square kilometers), roughly the size of Rhode Island. The islands vary in geographical characteristics. Sal, Boavista, Maio, and São Vicente are flat and desertlike with stretches of sand dunes. Santiago, Santo Antão, Fogo, and São Nicolau are more mountainous and arable, although all the islands have a long history of drought. They are all of volcanic origin: Fogo, the only volcano still active, last erupted in 1995. The capital, Praia, is on the island of Santiago, which is the largest in terms of area and population and the first one to be settled.

The Cape Verde Islands are located between 14°N and 17°N latitude and 22°W and 25°W longitude in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean at the height of Senegal. About 135 million years ago, the islands rose out of the sea due to volcanic eruptions. Through the various effects of wind and rain, the islands sometimes display a greatly contrasting surface structure. The eastern islands, which are distinguished by a flat relief, are differentiated from the mountainous western islands. While dry, flat desert landscapes and white sandy beaches predominate in the east in Sal, Boavista, and Maio, rugged mountain ranges with green valleys and volcanoes can be found in the western archipelago of Santo Antão, São Vicente, São Nicolao, Santiago, Fogo, and Brava. The coasts on the eastern islands are shallow as they slope into the sea, while the western islands have steep cliffs of up to 800 meters (2,625 feet) bordering on the ocean.
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The Paúl Valley, Chã de Igreja, Santo Antão Island. The second largest of Cape Verde’s islands, Santo Antão is home to more than 50,000 residents. Stunning vistas like this have made the island a world-famous tourist destination. (Matthias Graben/imageBROKER/Corbis)

The islands’ highest elevation is the Pico de Fogo on the island of Fogo with a height of 2,829 meters (9,281 feet), which is still an active volcano that most recently erupted in 1995. The islands are about 4,500 kilometers (2,796 miles) away from England. They are arranged in a “U” shape that opens toward the west, with Brava at its southernmost point. The farthest end of the island group in the north is Santo Antão. They extend a total of 300 kilometers (186 miles) from north to south and 250 kilometers (124 miles) from east to west. The predominating northeast wind on the archipelago divides Cape Verde into the group of islands that lies above the wind (Barlavento) with Santo Antão, São Vicente, São Nicolao, Boa Vista, Sal, Santa Luzia, Branco, and Razo, and the islands lying below the wind (Sotavento) with Maio, Santiago, Fogo, and Brava. Cape Verde has about 450,000 inhabitants today; 236,000 of these live on the main island of Santiago.

People and Ethnicity

The fact that the people of Cape Verde have become such a mixture of many different ethnic groups can be explained by the history of the country. The colonial government had repeatedly attempted to prevent the formation of a mixed population in the past. Yet, there were always influential major landowners, public officials, and even high-ranking Catholic priests who cohabited with female slaves. They ensured the creation of a Creole culture. The Jesuits also displayed a strong commitment to the idea of equality over the years by operating schools that were equally accessible for free people and slaves, whites, and dark-skinned people. They also allowed slaves to participate in Catholic mass. The genetic mixture resulting from centuries of migration can still be clearly seen in the appearance of some individuals: It is not unusual to encounter dark-skinned people with blond hair and blue eyes or children with fair skin and jet black hair. Racist discrimination is unknown to the people of Cape Verde due to the power of miscegenation across the country.


Cape Verde–Type Hurricanes

During the wet season, north-south-oriented bands of low pressure called tropical waves move eastward across the African savanna. Passing Cape Verde, these waves venture out into the Atlantic. Gaining momentum over the ocean, these low-pressure bands often develop into tropical storms and even hurricanes. These storms annually assail the Caribbean and the coast of North America. Hurricanes formed in this way are often referred to as “Cape Verde–type” hurricanes. It would seem that the islands have been declared guilty by association!



The history of Cape Verde is typical and yet unique for its location. For three centuries, the islands were a setting for the transatlantic slave trade, exile for political prisoners of Portugal, and a place of refuge for Jews and other victims of religious persecution during the Spanish-Portuguese Inquisition. But even in the 19th century, the slaves led very different lives than those of North or South America. On Cape Verde, families developed from the free people and slaves who lived together peacefully and as a matter of course. Situated at the hub between Europe, the Americas, and the Indian Ocean, Cape Verde can now look back at a significant achievement: the birth of a completely new Creole culture and language, evolving from the blending of very diverse ethnic groups. The Creole people assumed a forerunner role in the independence movement of Africa in its seemingly neverending battle against colonization. They also assumed the intellectual fatherhood for one of the most modern constitutions in one of the few pluralistic but stable systems in the region.

Henry the Navigator (1394–1460), pioneer of the Portuguese expeditions, assumed the role of a trailblazer. He conquered Ceuta in 1415, Madeira in 1418, and the Azores in 1431. Henry the Navigator hired captains of various countries such as Spaniards and Italians to help him achieve this goal. As a result, the Venetian seafarer Aloisio Cadamosto saw the island group on July 25, 1456, while travelling to the Gambia River in keeping with Henry’s orders. But since Cadamosto did not fulfill the criteria of a discovery according to Henry (cartography, description, leaving behind artifacts, demonstration of the ability to return), the discovery was officially attributed in 1460 to the Genoese António da Noli, who also was commissioned by Henry. After Henry’s death, Prince Ferdinand of Portugal coordinated the expeditions and sent the seafarer Diego Afonso to Cape Verde for further exploration. Afonso named the islands after a saint: São Nicolau on December 6, 1461; Santa Luzia on December 13, 1461; Santo António on January 17, 1462; and São Vicente on January 22, 1462.

In 1461, the first settlement was established in Santiago and became the very first European overseas colony in sub-Saharan Africa. This was followed a short time later by the colonization of Maio as a settlement of shepherds, Fogo as the residence for colonial townspeople, Boa Vista as the new domicile for lepers, and Brava. The citizens of Santiago obtained the right to keep slaves in 1472. While the proportion of slaves and free people was only 160 settlers to 30 slaves in Santiago in 1510, there were already 14,000 slaves to 2,000 free people in 1580. From the start of the settlement until 1974, offenders, vagrants, and prostitutes were deported to Santiago. Consequently, a concentration camp was built in Tarrafal in 1949. Once Portugal secured the exclusive right to the slave trade on the coast from Senegambia to Guinea in 1466, Ribeira Grande, later called Cidade Velha, became the most important slave-trading harbor for a century. In addition, cane sugar and rum were produced and exported, cotton was cultivated and processed, and meat was sold from the livestock in Maio as supplies for the ships.

A new territorial dispute broke out after the discovery of America in 1492. With the mediation of the pope in 1494, the competitors of Spain and Portugal agreed on a new boundary line in the Treaty of Tordesilhas: 370 nautical miles west of Cape Verde from the North Pole to the South Pole. The territory to the east of the line was granted to Portugal and the region to the west of the line to Spain. Portugal was already occupied by the Spaniards in 1580, and Cape Verde was attacked by Dutch, French, and British buccaneers. The economic situation of the islands became increasingly worse, partly because the wars in Europe were accompanied by a decrease in trade. Due to the growing number of pirate attacks and the strategically bad location of Ribeira Grande, the colonial government moved to Praia in 1614. However, the economic decline also continued in the 18th century to the point that almost half of the island’s population died in 1773 due to a drought period that lasted several years. This was not to be the last one.

The islands began to slowly recover in 1790. In 1815, during the Napoleonic Wars, the slave trade was prohibited in the northern hemisphere and England secured trading rights with Portugal and Brazil. Coffee from Brazil was cultivated on São Nicolau for the first time, settlers came to São Vicente, streets and city squares were built in Praia, and salt was produced on the island of Sal. After an uprising of the slaves in 1853, which was suppressed with much bloodshed, slavery was finally abolished on Cape Verde in 1878. From that time on, cultivation of the land was operated by the sharecropping system, which still is typical for the agriculture of Cape Verde. However, exporting salt, bananas, coffee, fish, and purging nuts did not bring the desired profits. Portugal had not invested in the land during its rule, the export costs were too high due to the remote location of the islands, the already scarce natural resources declined, and a shortage of water supplies ensued.

When the world market prices for coffee drastically fell in 1900, its production on Cape Verde collapsed. Prime Minister Salazar installed his dictatorial regime in Lisbon in 1932 and declared Cape Verde to be an overseas province in 1951 due to the growing national pressure. But the colonial status was only ended in the official sense. As a result of massive protests against the continuing colonial attitude of Portugal, the Cape Verdeans finally obtained all Portuguese civil rights and better access to education in 1961. A new drought catastrophe started again in 1958. In the meantime, Caetano had become Salazar’s successor in Lisbon and supported the islands with development programs that mitigated the consequences of the drought. This was primarily due to the pressure exerted by Amílcar Cabral, who founded the PAIGC (African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde) in Guinea-Bissau in 1956.

Guinea-Bissau had already been administered from Cape Verde between 1650 and 1878; the Creole culture and language connected the two countries. After repeated attempts by Portugal to infiltrate the PAIGC through the PIDE (Polícia Internacional e de Defesa do Estado), a type of secret police, and to prevent the alliance of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde, Amílcar Cabral was murdered in 1973. It is still unclear who was responsible for the murder. The dictatorship in Portugal was ended in 1974 by the Carnation Revolution. However, the local troops on Cape Verde maintained their rule. In December of that same year, a transitional PAIGC government was agreed upon under the direction of Pedro Pires and Aristides Pereira. In June 1975, the first election for national representatives of the people took place: 92 percent of the votes confirmed the PAIGC as a unity party and therefore the owner of all mandates in the people’s assembly.

The Republic of Cape Verde declared its independence on July 5, 1975. Aristides Pereira became the first president as the secretary-general of the PAIGC. Pedro Pires was appointed as the prime minister. The first constitution was adopted on September 5, 1980. On January 20, 1981, the PAIGC was founded as the new governing party of PAICV (African Party for the Independence of Cape Verde). The newly achieved independence presented the government with difficult tasks: The state coffers were empty, a terrible drought once again plagued the country, and the number of unemployed people had risen to 60 percent because colonial administration jobs were lost. But with the support of development aid organizations, it was possible to gradually rebuild the country. The current political climate on Cape Verde is characterised by social peace and stability.

Demographically, Cape Verde has a population of approximately half a million people. A large proportion (236,000) of Cape Verdeans live on the main island of Santiago. The Cape Verde Archipelago was uninhabited when the Portuguese discovered it in 1456. African slaves were brought to the islands to work on Portuguese plantations. As a result, Cape Verdeans are mulattoes (mestiços in Portuguese) who have mixed African and European origins. European ancestors also include Spanish and Italian seamen who were granted land by the Portuguese Empire, followed by Portuguese settlers, exiles, and Portuguese Jews who were victims of the Inquisition. Many foreigners from other parts of the world settled in Cape Verde as their permanent country. Most of them were Dutch, French, British, Arab, and Jewish (from Lebanon and Morocco), Chinese (especially from Macau), Indian, Indonesian, South American, from the United States, and Brazilians (including people of Portuguese and African descent). All of these have been absorbed into the mestiço population.


Cape Verdeans without Borders

There are more Cape Verdeans living in foreign lands than there are on the islands themselves. Seeking greater opportunity abroad, they have been traveling to other lands since before the end of the colonial period. Today, roughly 500,000 citizens of Cape Verde reside in the United States. The next largest concentration is in Portugal, where roughly 150,000 Cape Verdeans reside. Other major landing points for Cape Verdeans include Senegal, the Netherlands, France, Spain, Italy, Luxembourg, Argentina, and the Scandinavian countries.



Survival in a country with few natural resources has historically induced Cape Verdeans to emigrate. In fact, of the more than a million people of Cape Verdean ancestry in the world, only a little more than a third actually live on the islands. Some 500,000 people of Cape Verdean ancestry live in the United States, mainly in New England. Many people of Cape Verdean ancestry also live in Portugal, Netherlands, France, Italy, Mexico, Uruguay, Argentina, and Senegal. Cape Verdean populations also settled Spain, Germany, Canada, and other Community of Portuguese Language Countries (Angola, Brazil, and Guinea-Bissau). Since independence from Portugal in 1975, a number of Cape Verdean students continued to be admitted every year at Portuguese high schools, polytechnic institutes, and universities through bilateral agreements between the Portuguese and Cape Verdean governments.

Languages

Although the official language is Portuguese, most Cape Verdeans speak Cape Verdean Creole (Crioulo in Portuguese, Kriolu or Kriol in Cape Verdean Creole) as their first language. Creole, in addition to the official national language of Portuguese, reflects its citizens’ unbelievable diversity produced by centuries of migration. Portuguese is used for legal matters, in the media, at public offices, and in churches and schools, while Creole is the colloquial language spoken on the streets—but it is also the language of music and poetry. The Creole of the Cape Verde Islands is considered to be one of the oldest African-European Creole languages. It can be compared with the Creole of Haiti, the Seychelles, Sierra Leone, or Réunion. What all of these languages have in common is their historical background: People of very diverse origins had to communicate with each other somehow and therefore mixed their own language with words from the prevailing colonial language.

Consequently, the Creole of Cape Verde consists of 90 percent from the “old” Portuguese. The remainder of the language was borrowed from the African, French, English, and other European languages—words from all of those languages whose people influenced the island’s history in the past. Above all, the intonation and the figurative images of the Creole form of expression come from Africa.

Each of the islands has its own dialect. Due to their histories, many English words are heard in São Vicente, and the language of Santo Antão sounds more like French. Whenever people work together across the regions, they speak a type of official Creole that everyone understands. With ALUPEC (Unified Alphabet for the Writing of Cape Verdean Creole), it became possible to declare Creole, which had only existed as a spoken language up to that time, as the official second national language. A project to publish a Crioulo dictionary is currently under way, but the language remains essentially an oral one. This is due in part to linguistic variations among the islands. Since the majority of people do not speak or write Portuguese well, many have difficulty understanding all the information in newspapers, on television, or on the radio. The use of Portuguese is a sign of education and social status; many in rural areas cannot understand it. Because of this, television and radio stations broadcast a small amount of news programming in Crioulo. Some educated people speak English and French, which are subjects offered in secondary school.

Religion

Cape Verdeans are a very spiritual people. About 80 percent of the population is Catholic, 10 percent are Protestants, and the rest belong to smaller denominations. Yet the Catholicism practiced on the islands is something special. There are many African customs that are still part of the Catholic ceremonies. For example, a very touching African ritual is found at the funeral of an infant. In place of their parents, a group of children accompany the infant when he or she is laid to rest. This is due to the African belief that an evil spirit has taken the child, and the spirit must be prevented from bringing more harm to the family.

Cape Verdeans attend church on Sundays and are open to Brazilian, African, or other rituals on the remaining days. For example, at masses of the Brazilian Racionalismo Cristão Movement, people tell of their afflictions and fears in the temple during which the evil is cast out in the fellowship. Such ceremonies are also attended by devout Catholics because the people of Cape Verde are very open and seem to follow their roots and their souls.

The group of Nazarenes should also be mentioned here. This is an especially attractive form of religion for young people due to its cosmopolitan approach. The masses feature cheerful singing. However, the Catholic faith still plays a dominating role on the islands. The colonial power of Portugal was primarily influenced by Catholicism. Missionary work already began in the mid-15th century, first by the Franciscans and later by the Jesuit and Capuchin monks. From the beginning, slaves were baptized upon their arrival to obtain a higher price for them. The Roman Catholic monopoly of the church on Cape Verde was only abandoned in 1910, which opened the door to other faiths. In 1990, Pope John Paul II visited the islands for the 500-year anniversary of Catholicism in Cape Verde, despite the fact that his relationship with the Cape Verde Catholics was not always simple. After all, they are well known for celebrating the Holy Mass in the truest sense of the word and are also a very cheerful people in other ways so that the Catholic Church has had occasions to object to the Creole understanding of faithfulness.

Freedom of worship is allowed and religious differences are accepted. Nearly all Cape Verdeans are Christian. More than 80 percent of them belong to the Roman Catholic Church. About 12 percent are Protestant, and the rest belong to other groups. People are very religious in Cape Verde, as shown by the large attendance at mass and by the many sayings of a religious nature used in everyday conversation. Every town and county has a patron saint honored by residents with an annual three-day festival around the saint’s name day. On Sunday, churches are crowded, and one must come early to get a seat. The Catholic Church has a great deal of political and social influence in Cape Verde.

Despite religious diversity, Roman Catholicism remains the primary faith. The Nazarene church is also represented and so are Seventh Day Adventists, Mormons, and Evangelical Christians. Each town has a church, but most Cape Verdeans are nonpracticing Catholics. However, saints’ days are often the basis of community-wide parties involving dancing, drinking, and food. One family, neighborhood, or town usually takes charge of the celebration for a given saint. Despite its relatively secular atmosphere, rituals surrounding death are strictly observed. Funerals are large events attended by much of the community. The procession is accompanied by mourners who perform a highly stylized, musical wailing. Family members of the deceased dress in black for a full year after any death and are forbidden to dance or play music during the mourning period.

Social Customs

Cape Verdeans are an extremely generous and hospitable people. Even the poorest take pride in presenting guests with a meal. It is considered rude to eat in front of others without sharing, and, for this reason, one does not eat in a public setting such as on the street or on a bus. Cape Verdeans stand close together when talking and are physically demonstrative, often touching and holding hands. Greetings are somewhat lengthy, and include shaking hands (or kissing for women) and inquiring about each other’s health and family. This is usually done each time two people meet, even if it is more than once in the same day.

As a general rule, customs vary and are intended to foster a spirit of communal sharing, happiness, and harmony. A major gesture is to wag one’s finger in someone’s face back and forth from left to right. This might seem incredibly rude, but it is not. Casually putting one’s hands on one’s head is considered to be a sign of mourning for many. In this way, older women show their grief at funerals and also wail uncontrollably. Cape Verdeans tend to be somewhat blunt regarding their opinions. However, this is not usually considered rude.

On the other end of the spectrum, many people will say things that they have no intention of honoring. For example, they will invariably declare that they will indeed be at a party, dinner, or any event in question when they actually may have no intention of showing up. This seems to be considered a less rude approach than flatly stating that they will not come. It requires some creative communication skills to interpret the true message behind the words. The concept of personal space is limited, and less than an arm’s length tends to be the norm. Men commonly hold hands with men to show friendship, and women do the same. There is a fair amount of touching during conversations. This tends to be the case more in informal than formal situations.

Regarding the traditions of the life cycle, babies are christened seven days after birth and then baptized whenever the family can save enough money to throw a big party. Legally, a child becomes an adult at 18; a party is rarely held. This is typical of birthdays in general, as they usually pass without a celebration. When a person dies, the women in the family wail throughout the village or town. The wailing continues on and off until the funeral, when the body is placed in a coffin on the back of a truck. The immediate family rides with the coffin to the cemetery, while other mourners follow on foot. Some friends or distant relatives stay behind to construct an altar to the deceased. When the mourners return, a large feast is held.

A service-oriented economy such as the Cape Verdean presents certain social challenges especially in the area of education and health. Tough economic times during the last decades of its colonization and the first years of independence led many Cape Verdeans to emigrate to Europe, the Americas, and other African countries. Today these émigrés and their descendants outnumber the domestic population. Historically, remittances from these émigrés to their extended families in Cape Verde have provided a substantial contribution to the country’s economy. However, later generations are less likely to send money back. Currently there is a growing focus on tourism and foreign investment, which benefit from the islands’ warm year-round climate, diverse landscape, and cultural wealth, especially in music.

About 85 percent of children attend primary schools. About 48 percent of the school-age population attends secondary schools, while less than 1 percent of Cape Verdeans hold a college degree. Cape Verde has no university, so the country relies on overseas fellowships to provide its people with higher education. The government pays all educational costs but many do not return after completing their education abroad. Dropout rates in primary and secondary schools are high for many reasons: rural ignorance about the value of education, poverty, use of Crioulo at home, and the high cost of transportation—all of these factors make it difficult to attend schools in the city. The government of Cape Verde pays for health care costs. However, the waiting lines at the hospital are long, and the quality of care is not always adequate. Cholera epidemics are difficult to control because of poor sanitation conditions. Outbreaks of malaria, typhoid, hepatitis A, and polio are not uncommon. Still, conditions are improving slowly and people are living longer.

Cape Verdeans tend to be quite social and festive and will use events such as a birthday, first communion, or even a funeral to throw a big party. Alcoholism tends to be a huge problem in the country, with excessive drinking especially of the grog beverage produced from sugar cane. Many people do not date as much as they engage in sex. This tends to be common in rural areas throughout the country. Men and women tend to be quite forward and will proposition each other with no hesitation. It is common for men to hiss at women they think are attractive, which outsiders invariably find rude. It is also quite common for men to cheat on their partners. A handshake is common for formal situations and initial introductions. Fist bumping is common for younger generations or more informal situations like meeting friends at a bar or restaurant. Women usually share a kiss on each cheek. Sometimes it is just a single kiss on the cheek.

The legal drinking and purchasing age is 18 and does not tend to be highly enforced. The legal smoking and purchasing age is 16, which is not often enforced. Penalties for possession, use, or trafficking in illegal drugs are usually severe, and convicted offenders can expect long jail sentences and heavy fines. Time tends to be viewed in a fluid sense. Meetings often start hours after their stated start time, parties began way after midnight, and the concept of being in a hurry is virtually nonexistent. Most people do not have anything to do or anywhere to be, particularly in many rural areas where unemployment is rampant. As a result, the pace of life can be maddening to someone more used to pragmatic attitude of some of the more industrialized nations.

Compared to people in the industrialized world, Cape Verdeans do things at a relaxed pace. For example, while going to work people stop to greet friends even though doing so may make them a few minutes late. A person who does not stop to greet his or her acquaintances often is considered ingrato (ungrateful). To avoid confrontation, Cape Verdeans do not state opinions directly, and they are uncomfortable with direct apologies. Except in political discussions, they almost never reject an idea or invitation. People are hospitable, generous, and friendly. They are also open to the outside world, in part because twice as many Cape Verdeans live away from the islands as on them. In general, individualism is not promoted among Cape Verdeans. All deem it their responsibility to take care of neighbors. Privacy is not highly valued; people do not like to be alone. Traditionally, one’s wealth is to be used to help the less fortunate in the family and not simply to be enjoyed alone. For example, expatriate Cape Verdeans feel obliged to send money and gifts to relatives in Cape Verde. Aid from abroad can amount to more than twice the average income on the islands and is a significant source of support for nearly every family. Many Cape Verdeans who leave the country for work elsewhere eventually return to vacation, start a business, or retire.

People generally exchange a handshake and a long greeting when they meet. Greetings are an important precursor to conversation. Especially in informal introductions or after a long separation, women give and receive kisses from both sexes. Parents or elders also may be greeted with kisses. Most of the time, greetings are in Crioulo. Dialects vary between islands, but the most standard phrase is Modi ki bu sta? (How are you?). The response is N’sta bom (I am fine). After initial greetings, it is polite to inquire after the welfare of the person’s family. When conducting business, especially with strangers, one uses the Portuguese Como está? (How are you?). In response, a person answers Estou bem (I am fine).

One respectfully addresses older people with a title before their name: Senhor (Mister), Senhora (Mistress), Dona (Lady), Tio (Uncle), or Tia (Aunt). It is also a sign of respect to address parents and relatives by familial titles: Papá or Pai (Father), Mamá or Mãe (Mother), Tio, or Tia. Friends address each other by first name or nickname. Nearly everyone has a nickname—either a shortened version of a given name or something that describes the person’s appearance or personality. For example, José would be called Zé, or Maria de Luz would be Milu. Someone with a lighter skin tone might be called Zé Branco (White José). It is also common to combine a nickname with the person’s mother’s name, as in Zé de Maria (José of Maria).

In Cape Verde, one beckons by turning the palm toward a person and curling the fingers down, as if waving. It is not proper to beckon the elderly. To indicate “no,” people commonly shake their finger back and forth, sometimes while clicking the tongue. People stand in close proximity and often touch each other while having a conversation. This is an important part of communication. Members of the same sex hold hands while talking or walking as a gesture of friendship. A person should ask permission before passing between two people who are holding a conversation. Eye contact during conversation is important among peers. However, it is a sign of respect to look down when talking to older persons or to teachers. Cape Verdeans, who generally are music-oriented people, tend to whistle their favorite tunes in public.

Cape Verdeans regularly visit friends and relatives. Neglecting this important social custom is considered rude. It is not necessary to call ahead, and most informal visits are unannounced. Hosts are hospitable and treat their guests well. In most cases, guests are offered a drink and some sweets. Guests arriving at mealtime are invited to eat. Declining a drink or a meal is not considered impolite, but doing it consistently would probably be offensive. When invited to dinner, guests are not expected to contribute to the meal. Nevertheless, it is common practice to reciprocate a dinner invitation. Sometimes, a guest may bring a small gift to the host. When invited to an event, guests say they will try to attend, even if they know it will not be possible. Saying “no” directly to an invitation may offend the inviting party, since it is interpreted as not valuing the invitation.

Cape Verdeans are not as conscious of time as people in industrialized nations. They often are late, even by an hour or more. This is especially true at dances. If a dance is scheduled to start at 9 a.m., guests might not begin to arrive until 10:30 p.m., and the dance may not begin before midnight. Arriving late at a home does not insult a host. The host simply assumes the guest had something to do prior to arriving. People frequently socialize outside of their homes in Cape Verde. In fact, people in cities or villages gather daily at the praça (town plaza) between 6 and 8 p.m. to discuss their day, make plans for the weekend, or talk about issues affecting the country.

Lifestyle and Leisure

In their leisure time, Cape Verdeans visit friends and family, go to the beach, and play futebol (soccer). Futebol is the most popular sport, and people watch or listen to game broadcasts with undivided attention. Portuguese teams are favored. In recent years, basketball and some other sports have increased in popularity. People watch television soap operas and dramas in the evening. Singing and dancing are favorite activities among all ages.

Employment

Relatively speaking, Cape Verde is a poor country. About two-thirds of the people are considered wage earners, but many do not earn enough to meet basic needs. Unemployment is chronically high. Industries such as fishing and lobster harvesting suffer from limited or underdeveloped resources. Clothing, fish, bananas, hides, and salt are the main exports, while much of the country’s food and consumer items are imported. Most rural people work in construction or live from fishing or subsistence farming. Urban residents are mainly government employees, small retail-business owners, or fishermen. Without foreign aid and remittances from Cape Verdeans living abroad, the standard of living would be considerably lower. The currency is the Cape Verdean escudo (CVE).

In a country that depends mostly on tourism, its GDP per capita is US$4,430 as of 2013, which amounts to a human development index ranking of 132 out of 187. Remittances from abroad to the country were estimated at US$173 million in 2013. The migration rate is 4.7 migrants per a 1,000 population. The recent graduation of Cape Verde from a lower- to a middle-income country has highlighted challenges to a country without any significant natural resources. Cape Verde is highly dependent on tourism and the human, financial, and other resources and capacities of its diaspora.

For years, Cape Verde has been a country of emigration. The number of Cape Verdeans living abroad today is estimated to be double the number of domestic residents (700,000). Cape Verdeans live abroad, mainly in the United States (260,000) and Europe (including 100,000 people in Portugal). The situation has changed recently with an increasing number of immigrants arriving in Cape Verde, a challenge that the government of Cape Verde faces and is currently addressing. Recently, members of the diaspora returning to Cape Verde have become more involved in the development of their country. The status of the immigrant investor is one more tool that joins other initiatives taken by the government to encourage the participation of Cape Verdeans abroad in the development of their country. The country is one of the pilots for the “Delivering as One UN” initiative as well as a “Joint Office,” which are both part of the UN reform. Under the special partnership with the European Union, Cape Verde has also signed one of the first mobility partnerships with the European Union.

The involvement of the Cape Verdean diaspora in the development of the country is an area currently being explored by the government of Cape Verde. Given the expertise of the International Organization for Migrations (IOM) in this area, as well as in the field of migrant reception and predeparture training, support to the government of Cape Verde will continue through IOM’s programs that address specific needs as identified by the government, such as the Ministry of Education; Ministry of Health; Ministry of Labor and Social Solidarity; Ministry of Infrastructure, Transports, and Sea; and Institute of Employment and Professional Training.

Strengthening the Capacity of Cape Verde to Manage Labor and Return Migration within the Framework of the Mobility Partnership Established with the European Union (EU) is a project aimed to promote legal mobility between Cape Verde and the EU by enhancing cooperation on migration and development issues while combating irregular migration. It will facilitate matching skills with available jobs. It will also provide relevant information on legal migration channels through improvements to the Center for Migrant Support in the Origin Country (CAMPO). It will also facilitate reintegration into Cape Verde’s labor market of Cape Verdeans returning home from EU countries, and support them in making the best possible use of the skills and resources acquired through the migration experience for their own benefit and the development of Cape Verde. This project was implemented by the Portuguese Institute for Development Assistance.

The Cape Verdean diaspora outnumbers the resident population, and virtually every family has emigrant members. The importance of migration makes the country particularly vulnerable to the tightening of immigration policy in Europe and North America. Recent decades have been marked by declining emigration, increasing population growth, and considerable migration pressure. The most recent figures, based on questions about emigration in the 2000 census, indicate that about half of all emigrants in the period 1995–2010 went to Portugal. The second most important destination was the United States, followed by France and the Netherlands. During the same period, there was also significant migration to Italy, Spain, and Luxembourg. More than a century of emigration has created Cape Verdean diaspora communities in about 25 countries across Europe, Africa, and the Americas. Estimating the size of the diaspora populations is complicated, and often the available data are not directly comparable. It is estimated that the number of people with Cape Verdean ancestry in the United States, including both migrants and their descendants, is higher than in any other country. However, the number of first-generation Cape Verdeans is probably higher in Portugal than in the United States. The desire to work abroad is prevalent in Cape Verde. The government’s quarterly employment surveys include a question about the wish to emigrate, and typical results show that more than half of the respondents have this wish (with fluctuations over time and between islands).

Statistical analyses demonstrate that being unemployed, having relatives abroad, and receiving remittances are factors that contribute to the wish to emigrate. The percentage of prospective emigrants declines markedly with age and with the level of education. The widespread desire to emigrate cannot be explained exclusively by economic or demographic factors. The idea of emigration and return as a path to prosperity is a deeply rooted aspect of Cape Verdean society. When talking about their wish to emigrate, most Cape Verdeans relate to emigration as a package of expected events: going abroad, working hard, returning with savings, and securing a better future at the place of origin. As in most cases, the original intention to return often fades over time. However, there are a substantial number of return migrants whose wealth bolsters the desire of young people to emigrate. Cultural explanations of the wish to emigrate can also be found in the perception of Cape Verdeans of their own country. Even with a standard of living that is among the highest in Africa, the notion of Cape Verde as a place of inescapable poverty is pervasive. The persistent lack of rain, the smallness and remoteness of the country, and the constant exposure to European and American lifestyles through contact with emigrants all add to this. Indeed, much of the wealth that is visible in the form of fancy cars and large houses comes from working abroad.

Migration flows have fallen substantially, from an average annual population loss of 2 percent in the early 1970s to about 0.5 percent in the early 1990s. Partly as a result of this, the population growth rate has tripled from the 1970s to the 1990s, reaching almost 2.5 percent per year. Cape Verdean authorities expect emigration flows to decline further in the coming decades. Paralleling the decline of emigration flows, there has been a shift in the gender balance in favor of women. There are several reasons for this. First, there has been a change from individual labor migration to family-related migration. Many Cape Verdean men who settled in northern Europe in the 1960s and 1970s brought their wives and children in the 1980s. More recently, family formation migration has come to constitute an important form of migration, particularly to the United States and northern Europe. In most cases, it is women from Cape Verde who go abroad to marry and thereby obtain a residence permit. A second reason for the feminization (Marques et al. 2001: 283–306) of emigration flows has been the growth of independent labor migration by women. Italy, Portugal, and Spain have all become important destinations for Cape Verdean domestic workers. While the demand for unskilled male immigrant labor has generally fallen throughout Europe, there has been a rising demand for female domestic workers in southern Europe. This has resulted in considerable emigration flows from Cape Verde, both documented and undocumented.

The tightening of immigration control in Europe and North America affects not only the rates of emigration and population growth, but also Cape Verde’s relationship with its diaspora. For a country like Cape Verde, with very limited export potentials, the question is not least an economic one. In the late 1990s, remittances constituted 25–30 percent of the country’s income. Furthermore, emigrants returning to their homeland on holiday made a significant contribution to income from transportation and tourism, which accounted for another 25 percent of national income. Finally, emigrant communities were important for securing government transfers (development aid), which represented about 20 percent of national income. Migrants’ transfers increased considerably during the 1990s, at an average of more than 10 percent per year. What will happen to remittance flows when emigration declines is an open question. The Netherlands can be seen as a case that indicates what the future might bring. There is a well-established Cape Verdean community, but migration from Cape Verde has been dramatically reduced as a result of the European state’s restrictive immigration policy. In the short run, the remittance flows can be expected to continue increasing. This is because many middle-aged emigrants are planning to retire in Cape Verde, and will thereby channel their pensions back to their homeland.

For Cape Verde as a whole, the effects of reduced emigration may be dampened by the diversity of its diaspora communities. For instance, the communities in southern Europe continue to grow and include a large number of single women who remit regularly to their children and other close relatives. Migration to the United States has also been relatively stable over the last decade, securing a large inflow of remittances. There have, however, been significant restrictions in Portuguese immigration policy during the last few years, and U.S. immigration procedures have become much more cumbersome and time consuming in the wake of the September 11 attacks. Cape Verde is one of very few countries to have experienced emigration on such a vast scale, and it is particularly vulnerable to the tightening of immigration policy in Europe and North America. Declining emigration, increasing population growth, and considerable migration pressure have all loomed large in recent decades, and look set to play important roles in the future of Cape Verde.

Gender Roles, Marriage, Family

In terms of gender roles, marriage, and family matters, women have come a long way, winning political office and forming influential groups to lobby for their rights. The culture, however, is still dominated by “machismo,” with women seen as objects to be conquered. This is manifested in the prevalence of beauty pageants featuring high school girls parading around in bathing suits and the common practice of men having pequenas. While a namorada is a girlfriend, a pequena is a girl on the side. Many men will openly boast of their multiple pequenas, a practice that is quite accepted as “just the way of things.” This apathy about the consequences of multiple partners and casual sex is reflected in the high teen pregnancy rate, as well as the abundance of families without a father figure present.

A special characteristic of Cape Verde is the model of the common-law relationships for the various stages of life, which has been practiced for a number of centuries. Women and men have always had children from multiple relationships. Some special forms of men and women living together have developed on the islands: The most frequent form is living together under one roof without a marriage certificate in the união de facto, which is equated to marriage by law after three years. Many women have a relationship with the pai de visita, which means: visiting father. In this type of relationship, women who are sometimes still very young or mothers live with their parents or alone and their partner visits them regularly and even spends the night. This visiting relationship is highly accepted. A special form of the visiting relationship is the tio relationship in which the man is usually many years older than his partner. Even if some people think that this is quite close to prostitution, it is still a very common and even socially respected lifestyle. A man may even live in a união de facto and also be a pai de visita somewhere else. However, there are no classic polygamous forms of relationships under one roof. People also tend to marry late in Cape Verde and spend a relatively long time with their parents, which is certainly also due to difficult economic conditions.

While the position of women is still less than equal to men, both men and women, no matter whether they come from poor or rich families, are accustomed to having regular employment. The equality of men and women is also embedded in the constitution but is not enforceable. Forty-four percent of the Cape Verde inhabitants are less than 15 years old. The average age was 17.7 years in 2000. This is because a large number of children and older people died during the last famine, and the generation of the 1940s decided to emigrate. A household in Cape Verde has an average of four children; rich families have two and poorer families generally have more children. It is not unusual for children to change their place of residence within the extended families. On the one hand, this shows that economic difficulties occur time and again; on the other hand, it is evidence of a strong social structure within the families. Fifty-four percent of adults are single, 24 percent live in a união de facto, 16 percent are married, and 3 percent are divorced. The life expectancy is currently at 65.8 years for men and 71.6 years for women. Fifty-four percent of Cape Verdeans now live in cities.

In Cape Verde, the average family has five or six children. Nuclear families are rare, and many children are cared for by siblings and members of the extended family, such as aunts or grandparents. The extended family unit is important to each person; group (family) success takes precedence over individual success. Some elderly parents live with their children. Adult children often live in their parents’ house until they marry, even if they have a job. Adult children who do live away from home are expected to give their mother money on a regular basis. Many women work outside the home; they comprise 29 percent of the labor force. Regardless of their responsibilities outside the home, women generally are expected to do all household cleaning and cooking and to care for the children. Although men are culturally recognized as the head of the family, women’s responsibilities often make them the effectual leaders. More than one-third of households are headed by single mothers.

Dating customs in Cape Verde are similar to those in Western countries; young people meet at school, community events, work, or the praça. Couples enjoy going to movies, dancing, going to the beach, and having parties. Young people are free to choose their spouses, but families often have input or play an integral role in planning a couple’s wedding and other celebrations. Many Cape Verdean couples live together instead of marrying or until they can afford the expensive wedding celebrations. A church ceremony typically is preceded by a party the night before, during which invited guests visit both the bride’s and groom’s houses to light fireworks. After the ceremony, all the guests participate in a car parade, honking and cheering the bride and groom, who are seated in the final car. The parade ends at the bride’s house, where the celebration continues with dancing, visiting, and gifts of money for the new couple. At some point during the party, the groom claims his bride and takes her to his home. A woman’s fidelity in marriage is valued, but a man’s promiscuity is regarded as normal and acceptable. Men often have children by several women.

Social security and welfare programs have been introduced in Cape Verde but are limited in scope. They are necessitated by the level of poverty and lack of access for the average citizenry due to limited education and social mobility. The government provides some assistance for the poor and the elderly, as well as free health care, but the majority of social welfare is provided by individual families and communities. Women take care of all domestic tasks including cooking, cleaning, and child rearing. At the same time, they also make substantial contributions in other sectors of the workforce, including farming, construction, and commerce. Women are often the sole economic supporters of their families. However, they are proportionally underrepresented in the white-collar professions and in the political system. While the genders are legally recognized as equal, there are broad de facto disparities in rights and power. Women (mothers in particular) are respected for the immense workload they shoulder, yet they often are expected to defer to men. Legal and church weddings are uncommon in Cape Verde. More often than not, a woman will simply sai di casa (leave her family’s house) to move in with her boyfriend. This is often occasioned by the woman becoming pregnant. After four years of cohabitation, a relationship acquires the status of common-law marriage. While polygamy is not legal, it is customary for men (married or not) to sleep with several women at once.
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A woman and child in Cidade Velha, Cape Verde. Meaning “old city” in Portuguese, Cidade Velha was once the capital of the Cape Verde Islands. (imageBROKER/Alamy)

Cuisine

The cuisine on Cape Verde can be described as relatively hearty. There is no doubt that the national dish of the islands is the cachupa: a type of stew consisting of mashed maize, onions, green bananas, manioc, sweet potatoes, squash, yams, tomatoes, cabbage, and sometimes bacon. It is seasoned with bay leaves, garlic, and pimentos. Depending on the cook’s wallet, it is also offered with various types of sausage, beef, pork, or fish (cachupa rica). The Cape Verdeans enjoy their favorite meal at almost any time of the day: for breakfast as well as lunch or dinner. Stews, which also include the bean dish called feijoada, are very popular in a great variety of versions on the islands. In addition, there is the canja de galinha, a rice soup with chicken that is a must-have dish at every wedding; caldo de peixe, a fish soup that drives away hunger; beaf de atum; traditional carne guisado (braised meat); and stewed limpets (lapas) that are steamed in peppers.

There is also a great diversity of desserts in Cape Verde, most of which are usually homemade. Due to the many types of fruit on the islands (coconut, papaya, guavas, mangos, and the like), imaginative creations are made. The doce de papaya (a type of papaya jelly) is just as worthy of recommendation as the cheese pudding or doce de coco (coffee pudding) from Fogo. When it comes to beverages, in addition to the classic grogue (a strong rum made from sugarcane), which is everywhere on the islands, there are different variations of the national drink. The pontche is a mixture of grog and sugarcane molasses, refined with citrus fruit and cloves. The pontche de coco (orange grogue) are also very special. Every Cape Verdean is happy to receive a small gift as a token of appreciation for his or her hospitality, and it is considered impolite to eat the last bit in the bowl.

Cape Verdeans usually eat breakfast between 7 and 9 a.m. and lunch between noon and 2 p.m. After eating lunch, many people finish off their two-hour break with a short nap. Around 5 p.m, Cape Verdeans have coffee or tea with bread, cookies, or cakes. They eat supper around 8 or 9 p.m. Rural residents often have just two meals, lunch between 11 AM and 1 PM and dinner between 7 and 9 p.m. In formal settings, Cape Verdeans eat with forks, knives, and spoons. More frequently, however, they use only spoons. The family typically eats together. Dinner guests might eat alone or with the family’s male members, while the women and younger children eat later or separately in the kitchen. Guests receive the best pieces of food on the best plates the family owns. When people gather at a restaurant or café, it is not uncommon for the wealthiest person to pay for the entire meal. In any case, a person who invites someone out for a meal or a drink pays for the food and drink of the guest. Tips are not required in restaurants or taxis, but they are appreciated.

The most commonly eaten foods in Cape Verde are rice, beans, and corn. Rice, although imported, is relatively inexpensive; beans and corn are grown locally. Rice is often served with fish and beans (black or pinto). Corn is often served with beans, pork, manioc (cassava), and sweet potatoes. Fish and fish products are important to the diet. Cape Verdeans eat locally grown produce such as bananas, papayas, mangoes, tomatoes, potatoes, cabbage, carrots, onions, and green peppers. Most people enjoy sweets at any time of day, cakes and marmalades being among the favorites. Two popular sweets include doce de leite, which is made of milk, sugar, and lemon, and doce de coco, which is made of coconut and sugar.

Dress

Personal appearance matters a lot to Cape Verdeans. They truly value cleanliness and an impressive wardrobe. They may bathe and change clothes several times a day. In urban areas, Western-style clothing dominates. Most people dress neatly but informally. Even high-ranking public officials wear short-sleeved shirts to work. Older people dress more conservatively than the younger generation, wearing longer dresses or darker colors, for example. Older women often cover their head with a scarf. Cape Verdeans dress up in their finest clothing when going to the city or to church. Teenagers also dress up when they go to the praça. For young Cape Verdean men, shirts with English inscriptions, such as the names of U.S. sports teams and cities, are especially popular.

In rural areas, Cape Verdeans might mix Western clothing with more traditional styles, but their appearance is always neat and clean. Rural women favor dresses or blouses with wraparound skirts and a headscarf. They may also wear a pano (apron). Rural men wear lightweight shirts and pants and sometimes a wide-brimmed or other kind of hat. Young women and adults usually do not wear shorts.

Cape Verdeans display a wonderful cultural mix of African and Brazilian, with some accent of the Portuguese. As a result the dressing habits are also a mix of the Western and the African with a Brazilian touch. Cape Verdeans take pride in their dress and personal appearance. The most highly valued attire is American brand names that are popular among African Americans. These clothes are often an indicator of class; however, the poorest Cape Verdeans sometimes have relatives in the United States who send gifts of clothing to them frequently.

Sports and Games

Although Cape Verdeans enjoy a variety of sports, football (soccer) is the most popular. Matches are played at all levels of society, from pickup street games with improvised balls, fields, and nets, to interscholastic rivalries and competitions between the Sotavento and Barlavento islands. Interest in basketball is growing. Long-distance running, swimming, and the traditional African board game of ouri are popular pastimes. Windsurfing, fishing, cycling, golfing, hiking, mountain climbing, horseback riding, and scuba diving are common resort activities. In their various diaspora communities, many Cape Verdeans have distinguished themselves in sports and athletic achievements, especially in football, boxing, and baseball. Cape Verde’s Olympic committee was formed in 1989 and recognized by the International Olympic Committee in 1993. The team subsequently made its Olympic debut at the 1996 Summer Games in Atlanta.

Historically, the first football competition began in the early 1950s; the CS Mindelense team won its first title in 1953. At that time, these competitions were territorial since Cape Verde was still an overseas province of Portugal. Several competitions were cancelled in 1954 and between 1956 and 1957. Another cancellation occurred when the last game before independence was played and the national team won their last title. The first game after independence was in 1975, and the first title was claimed by CS Mindelense in 1976. The last two cancellations occurred in 1981/1982 and 1986/1987.

In the early 1980s, the creation of more soccer teams led to creating new divisions by island. In the mid-1990s, the divisions were divided into nine teams, further divided into three groups (A, B, and C). Now 11 new insular zones have been added (representing Santiago and Santo Antão), and Group C was eliminated, thus reducing the game to its current two-group system. In 2000, Santiago’s South zone became the only zone ever to feature first- and second-level divisions. The opening tournaments as well as an insular cup were added in 1999 in nine islands. Cape Verde’s national football team, nicknamed either the Tubarões Azuis (Blue Sharks) or Crioulos (Creoles), is controlled by the Federação Caboverdiana de Futebol.

After independence from Portugal in 1975, the national team’s first international experience was a 0–3 defeat to Guinea-Bissau in the 1979 Amílcar Cabral Cup. Federação Caboverdiana de Futebol was formed in 1982 and joined the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) in 1986. Cape Verdean disapora players are more numerous than the population of the islands themselves and are a major source of players for the national team. Most of Cape Verde’s current international footballers play outside of Cape Verde (mainly in Europe, but also in Asia), and some were born outside of the islands.

Several players of Cape Verdean origin have chosen to play for other national teams. Cape Verde has never qualified for the FIFA World Cup but qualified for the 2013 African Cup of Nations. Its first World Cup–qualifying campaign was the 2012 FIFA World Cup qualification, in which Cape Verde was eliminated in the first round after one draw and one defeat against Algeria.

On October 14, 2012, Cape Verde managed to secure its first-ever berth in the finals of the African Cup of Nations when they defeated Cameroon 3–2. On October 24, 2012, Cape Verde was drawn into Group A of the 2013 African Cup of Nations, alongside Angola, Morocco, and the host nation South Africa. Furthermore, Cape Verde played the opening match of the tournament at soccer city in Johannesburg, Gauteng, against South Africa on January 19, 2013. Pulled from the fourth pot during the group stage drawing of the tournament, Cape Verde actually had the highest FIFA ranking of any team in their group at the time of the drawing, ranking at 51 overall, followed by Morocco (71), South Africa (72), and Angola (83). Cape Verde also had the 10th highest FIFA ranking in the Confederation of African Football zone at the time of the drawing as well.

On February 2, 2013, Cape Verde faced Ghana in the Nelson Mandela Stadium in Port Elizabeth, in the quarter finals of the tournament. Cape Verde played a good match, proving especially dangerous from set pieces. However, Ghana’s keeper Abdul Dauda managed to keep a clean sheet making some spectacular saves; Wakaso Mubarak scored a penalty kick for Ghana in the 54th minute and then scored again in the closing minute of the game (90+5’) on an open goal. Ghana won the match 2–0 and moved on to the semifinals, which ended Cape Verde’s exceptional 2013 Africa Cup of Nations campaign.

Festivals and Holidays

In addition to Carnival, there are many other celebrations in Cape Verde. Cape Verdeans like to have very exuberant celebrations with beautiful clothing, large quantities of good food, and, of course, plenty of music, singing, and dancing surrounded by friends and family. Above all, the city or island festivals are celebrated on the respective name day of the saint for which they were named. Then there is a traditional procession in honor of the patron saint that people celebrate in the city plazas with stalls, games of chance, and music. All of the residents from neighboring islands are invited and come in large numbers. Of course, the classic festivals such as Christmas, Easter, or New Year are also on the calendar of festivals.

Private celebrations include birthdays, weddings, and baptisms—celebrations that are also familiar throughout the world. Cape Verdeans really enjoy combining the parties of several families and often celebrate for days on end. For example, a number of children are baptized at the same time, and the entire city is often on the “invitation list.” But uninvited guests are also welcome and encouraged to participate. The Cape Verdeans really love to celebrate. Their festivals support the sense of unity among the people and give them new courage and confidence for their everyday lives.

Cape Verde’s official holidays are New Year’s Day, National Hero’s Day (January 20), Women’s Day (March 8), Ash Wednesday, Easter, Labor Day (May 1), Children’s Day (June 1), Independence Day (July 5), All Saints’ Day (November 1), and Christmas. In February, Carnaval is celebrated all over the country. National Hero’s Day commemorates the death of Amilcar Cabral, who led the fight for independence. Other national heroes also are honored on this day. While every July 5 is a holiday, an official celebration takes place only every five years to minimize the financial costs of celebrating Independence Day. Workers usually receive two or three days off from work for their local patron saint’s festival.

The local traditional culture of rural areas and small villages is often respected. Traditional celebrations are part of this small world that speaks richly and eloquently of the social whole. Cape Verde is composed of nine populated islands, some separated by wide and windswept stretches of sea, so it should not be surprising that each island shows us a cultural face as beautiful and varied as the geography of the archipelago itself.

Many cultural strata can be seen in the islands, beginning with elements brought from Portugal and West Africa during the very first years of colonization. Some contemporary cultural expressions seem to be of Portuguese origin, while many are clearly blends of gestures and attitudes with an Afro-Cape Verdean flavor. As a result of the colonization of the islands, which must be taken into account in any analysis of Cape Verdean social phenomena, most people are Catholics. Nevertheless, we must not exclude from consideration traditional beliefs in witches, regular visits to traditional healers, and common superstitious beliefs. These reveal a vital heritage of animism. Traditional festivities are generally religious, and they follow the Catholic liturgical calendar.

Catholic saints’ days predominate, and they are celebrated in a fairly consistent way; most have church services, processions, drumming, and special foods associated with them. Most take place during the months of May, June, and July, with some in November. Many were adapted by the church in whole or in part from traditional festivals, and particular communities have further adapted them so that they have become indigenous, localized mixtures of sacred and secular elements. Common to all the islands are the feasts of Christmas, Saint John, and Carnival.

The oldest continuously celebrated festivities take place on the islands of Santiago and Fogo. In June, Santiago celebrates Tabanka, a feast of African origin (the word tabanka means “an association of mutual help or a brotherhood”). Its original meaning, “small village,” can still be found in Guinea-Bissau and other countries on the west coast of Africa, but was lost in Cape Verde because Africans taken to Cape Verde were not allowed to live with members of their own ethnic groups. Tabanka festivities begin in May, perhaps because this was the time, according to Cape Verdean ethnographer Felix Monteiro, when slave owners would concede certain liberties to their slaves. Today celebrants dress in costumes that envision a regal court society and play drums and the conch-shell horns characteristic of this event. During the period in which Tabanka is celebrated, husbands and wives abstain from intimacy. Those who fail to obey any of the local rules of Tabanka are punished.

People’s speech is also full of humor. The imperative of mirth is so strong that if someone dies during Tabanka there is a special, strict funeral ritual. Once they leave the cemetery, everyone must forget sadness, mourning, and death. Monteiro has observed that this religious ritual mixes Catholic and West African practices and beliefs.

Of the many festivities in Cape Verde the batuku (Portuguese: batuque) deserves special mention. Usually composed of solo dancing and call-and-response singing by a women’s chorus with a leader, the batuku tradition is today strongest on Santiago Island. But there are hints of its presence on almost every other island. Themes characteristic of the batuku appear in wedding songs, especially those mocking the couple, and songs of advice to the bride and groom to bid their single days farewell are also common in the Islands, especially in São Nicolau and Santo Antão. In São Nicolau, until recently, a traditional wedding included a batuku performance.

The batuku from Santiago is the most typically African in style. It is composed essentially of two parts, the txabeta (tchabeta) and the finaçon. During the batuku the lead singer, usually a person of some respect in the group, takes command. First, she dances slowly, setting the pace for the strong, rhythmic beat the batukadeiras (batucadeiras) keep by striking her palms on a folded pano (sash cloth) held between her thighs. A dancer waits in the middle of the circle formed by the batukadeiras. After the beat is fully established and internalized by the dancer, txabeta follows: the rhythm suddenly accelerates and the dancer keeps time with her hips.

The finaçon consists of the singer’s improvising verses about events and ideas of importance to the community. These themes include, for example, the 1940s famine in Cape Verde that killed more than 50,000 people out of a population of about 200,000; the labor contracts on the equatorial plantations of São Tomé that approximated slavery; and individual stories of mothers and daughters raped by slave masters.

In the songs, the batukadeiras answer the leader as a choir, which in South Antão is called a baxon. In its content and context the batuku evokes initiation and wedding rituals. The elder leader is a matron, the most experienced woman, who executes the hip movements that suggest the sexual act and provoke the libido. Young girls, or the batxudas (badjudas), dance afterward, and their agile, sensual bodies awaken feelings in the old men around that remind them of their own love and marriage. For the young who watch, the dancer represents the desire for love. As she dances, the young girl closes her eyes and holds her hands in front her face in a gesture of wanting to be seen and appreciated while still intending to preserve her chastity and bashfulness.

In the past only women danced this batuku. For many years it was forbidden to men; if they performed the dance, they were considered sexually weak. In recent times the batuku has been elaborated by some artists into a form of social entertainment in which men perform as partners to the batukadeiras (singer, choir, and dancers), not dancing with the hips but appealing to the female dancers with provocative words and gestures, beating the drums covered with fabric, and playing the 10-string guitar recently introduced to the tradition by Antonino Denti D’Oro. The largest festivity on Fogo occurs on May 1, the saint’s day of Saint Philip (Nho São Filipe), who is the patron saint of that island. To São Filipe, Fogo’s largest city, on that day the feast—one of the most elaborate in the entire archipelago—draws observers and participants from all over the country, and the United States and Europe as well.

As Monteiro observes, the cultural dimensions of these religious and secular celebrations, which are called bandeiras or flags on Fogo because banners are one of their important ritual symbols, show aspects of how people think about the contact between Europeans and Africans in Cape Verde. In separate sections of the city, celebrants attain equal enthusiasm. Families of higher status watch these celebrations from a balcony, a physical separation that gives material form to the barriers that formerly separated whites and blacks and today separate the rich from the poorer classes.

The Feast of São Filipe includes the ritual pounding of corn in a single large, ceremonial mortar by three pestle-wielding women accompanied by drumming and singing. It also includes the ritual slaughter of a lamb or goat for the supper of the kanizade (canizade) troupe of masqueraders as well as the erection of a mastro, a replica of a ship’s mast that is dressed with branches of the wild olive tree or the coconut palm. Imbued with a magical aura, the mastro is placed close by the entrance of a church, to the rhythms of drums, chants, and clapping. Many aspects of the ritual have African origins. The mastro can also be seen in the feasts of Santo Antão, Santo Andre, São Pedro, and São João in the islands of Santo Antão and Brava.

The festivities of São João are still very much alive in Cape Verde and feature drinking, eating, bathing at the beach, love songs, riddling, and fortune telling with eggs in water or with playing cards. A bonfire is lit on the eve of the feast to drive away bad spirits and prevent their influence on the land, the source of all wealth for the peasant. Young men and young women hold hands and leap over these fires for good luck. Fortunes told speak of death, voyages, marriage, happiness, and love. On the eve of São João feast exploding rockets announce the start of the event. The drums the Portuguese brought from Europe invite people to dance the kola. From tents, people sell traditional foods like kanja (canja, thick chicken soup) and strings of popcorn or peanuts, which are very much appreciated by the elderly and children and are taken home as mementos of pilgrimage. In these pilgrimages, people walk long distances to keep their promises and to offer the first fruits of harvest, which are sold to benefit the church. Such is the practice in Santo Antão. In Brava, the votive gifts are tied to the ceremonial mast and are eventually left for people to take as they please when the celebration ends.

During the São João celebrations model ships, carried by hand or worn as part of a costume, make a symbolic voyage through the streets, stopping to demand gifts. The ship, like the gift-bearing mast, is a complex symbol, a combination of the historical past and contemporary popular culture. Ships are festooned with brightly colored banners—the Portuguese flag that once flew has been replaced by the national flag. Sails also bear the Christian cross of the Portuguese religious orders that financed the colonial expeditions of discovery. Celebrants carrying the ships harass bystanders for gifts, which represents the assault on the islands by pirate ships (carjenas), which regularly stole and carried away their wealth. In Santo Antão, the feast of São João is celebrated most notably in the villages of Coculi, Garça, and Chá de Pedra, and in the towns of Porto Novo, Pombas, and Paúl.

In their color, movement, and rich symbolic meaning, Cape Verdean celebrations give material expression to important themes in local life, history, and popular thought. They are an evanescent yet cyclically revolving reflection of the forces that have shaped Cape Verdean life, and they are a time when Cape Verdeans pause, celebrate, and feel the human spirit that has been molded on these islands over the centuries.

Music and Dance

Music and dance are a focal point of Cape Verdean culture. Cape Verdean music has been through a long journey in which all of the experiences, images, and people from a great variety of roots have merged into one unique form of expression, without whose existence the islands are hardly imaginable as they are today. This music reflects very distinct styles and includes the fado, polka, and mazurka from Europe. In addition to the bossa nova and samba from Brazil, the drumming of Africa and the merengue and zouk from the Caribbean can be heard. The continued development of Cape Verdean music through new lyrical and tonal elements happens naturally, almost on its own, because the music of Cape Verde was and always will be one thing: an expression of the innermost feelings, dreams, and longings of the people who create it and have a desire for it. The emigration of many Cape Verdeans to Europe and America, but also the historical years of suppression in the slave trade, have created a very special feeling of longing in the people.

The saudade (expression of homesickness or longing), which is also derived from the Portuguese fado, runs like a leitmotif through the literature and music of the islands. The feelings between the yearning for love and the sense of security with another person and of nostalgia and missing the homeland are virtually everywhere. Each island has its own sound. After all, the natural surroundings are very different and always sound very different. Everyday objects like iron, plastic, glass bottles, and tin cans are used as instruments, as well as natural materials such as wood, shells, and gourds. The importance of music to the inhabitants of Cape Verde becomes clear in light of the fact that there are five radio stations on air almost 24 hours a day despite a population of only 400,000, many live music events, and the numerous private gatherings at which someone always has an instrument and provides music.

Traditional forms of music include funana, which is played on an accordion and an iron bar that serves as a rhythm instrument. Batuque is performed by a circle of women who beat out rhythms on plastic sacks held between their legs. Both types of music are very African influenced and are particular to the island of Santiago. Another traditional form of music is the morna, which is a slower, more Portuguese-influenced ballad. Each type of music has a specific dance that goes with it. Popular music has a largely collective appeal to the majority of Cape Verdeans.

Cape Verdean social and cultural patterns are similar to those of rural Portugal. In towns with electricity, television is available on two channels (Cape Verdean and Portuguese). Cape Verdean music incorporates Portuguese, Caribbean, and Brazilian influences. Cape Verde’s quintessential national music is the morna, a melancholic and lyrical song form typically sung in Cape Verdean Creole. The most popular music genre after morna is the coladeira followed by funaná and batuque music.

Among the globally known Cape Verdean singers are Ildo Lobo, Nelson Freitas, and Cesária Évora, whose songs became a hallmark of the country and its culture. Mayra Andrade is one of the many Cape Verdean singers living in Europe; she lives in Paris. There are also well-known artists born to Cape Verdean parents who went on to excel in the international music scene. Among these artists are jazz pianist Horace Silver, Duke Ellington’s saxophonist Paul Gonçalves, Teófilo Chantre, Paul Pena, the Tavares Brothers, and the singer Lura.

Dance forms include the soft dance morna, the extreme sensuality of coladeira, including the modernized version called Cabo Love (similar to the zouk from Guadaloupe), the funaná (a sensual mixed Portuguese and African dance), and the batuque. Morna has a slow rhythm and melancholy lyrics, while coladeira is more upbeat and joyful. Funáná is even livelier and has a strong beat; it was forbidden before independence but survived in the countryside. Funáná is now the nation’s most popular dance music. String instruments such as the guitarra (a citternlike instrument), the viola (a kind of guitar), the cavaquinho (ukulele), and the violin are widely used. Gaitas (accordions) and percussion instruments are also important to Cape Verdean music.

Visual Art

Folk arts include cane and cloth weaving, tapestry work, and unglazed red clay pottery. While pottery and weaving products are crafted on Cape Verde, it is also common to find paintings by artists like Manuel Figueira, Barros-Gizzi, and Maria-Luisa Queirós, for example; crocheted blankets, which is a tradition from Portugal; woodworking; batik; embroidery; and woven baskets (balai). The woven tapestries in the traditional colors of white, indigo blue, and black are also very common. The panos, square cloths that are used as pieces of clothing, are dyed in indigo blue. The island of Boavista is known for its clay pottery; while Fogo is known for small carvings made from hardened lava. The art of pottery can be found on Maio, Santiago, Sal Boa Vista, and São Vicente. Large water containers (potes), sculptures, and vases are also made in Cape Verde. Crocheting is popular among women. Woven textiles were traditionally produced on large looms in a time-consuming process, but this is rare today. The preponderance of artifacts sold at the markets is imported from Africa. Graphic art production is limited.

Regarding the arts and humanities in general, the Cape Verdean Cultural Center in Praia stages performances and exhibitions and sells books, music, and artifacts. There is also a small but growing body of Cape Verdean literature. Most of it is written in Portuguese, but a movement to develop a standardized written form of Creole has caused several books to be published in this language as well. Written literature is strongly influenced by the tradition of oral storytelling that finds its roots in both Africa and Europe. A predominant theme in both literature and music is saudade, a sense of longing or homesickness, usually the result of emigration and the ensuing separation of families.

With regard to cinema, the first known footage showing Cape Verdean whalers dates back to 1916. Down to the Sea in Ships, a 1921 film starring Clara Bow, shows Cape Verdean whalers at work. In 1937, an American named Marty Rose filmed some footage of his “pioneering” film. But before 1975, the year of independence, no recorded cinematic history is known from Cape Verdean filmmakers. In 1986, Claire Andrade-Watkins produced The Spirit of Cape Verde, a half-hour documentary showing the Cape Verdean community in the United States. The earliest mention of local participation in feature film production is 1987 when António Faria filmed Os Flagelados do Vento Leste (1988), based on the famous novel by Manuel Lopes. The film was featured at the Figueira de Foz Internatonal Film Festival. In 1997, Ilhéu de Contenda (1995) by Leão Lopes was featured at the 1997 Milan Film Festival. In 1999, the first two films from Cape Verde were released in the United States: O Testamento Do Senhor Napumoceno (The Last Will of Mr. Napumoceno) by Francisco Manso (1997) and Fintar O Destino (1997) by Fernando Vendrell.

The production of O Testamento do Senhor Napumoceno reflects the complex cultural heritage of Cape Verde. The director, Francisco Manso, is Portuguese; the script is based on a novel by Cape Verdean Germano Almeida; the actors are mostly Brazilian, including Nelson Xavier, Maria Ceica, Chico Dias, and Zezé Motta. The soundtrack features Cape Verdean musicians Tito Paris and Cesária Évora. This is one of the first truly Pan-Lusophonic film productions and the first to be commercially released in North America. The film received acclaim at the São Paulo film festival. In 1998, the first (and, up to this date, the last) Cape Verdean Film Festival was organized by Ronald Barbosa in New Bedford, Massachusetts.

Architecture and Housing

Most homes in Cape Verde are modest. Only about half of rural houses have access to electricity. Rural homes are made of concrete or stone, which is plentiful in the islands. Urban homes are more commonly made of cement. Smoothed concrete, paint, glass windows, and tile floors are characteristics of affluent homes. Houses typically include a visiting area, bedrooms, and a quintal (a large area with no roof). Furniture is made by hand from wood. Few families have bathrooms, and even fewer have running water. Reasonably well-off families have a kitchen. In rural areas, people often keep farm animals on their roofs. Many families—both wealthy and poor—also have “roof dogs,” which are dogs chained on the roof that watch over the quintal. Houses in Cape Verde are almost never finished. As families save money, they add something: a new room, roof, or window.

Many of the islands combine old, colorful architecture with the new cinderblock structures that have sprouted up to house the burgeoning population. The traditional houses that dot the countryside are stone structures with thatched or tiled roofs. Praia, the capital of Cape Verde, is a rapidly growing urban center. Its growth has been unimpeded by zoning laws or organization, which has allowed it to spread out into nearby land in a haphazard way. Mindelo, the second largest city with a population of 47,000, is located on the northern island of São Vicente and provides a marked contrast as a clean, orderly city with a European feel. A large proportion of the national population lives in precarious housing conditions without access to basic sustainable urban infrastructures.
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New home construction in Mosteiros, on the island of Fogo. Cape Verde plays host to a variety of architectural inspirations, from the African to the colonial to various modern forms. (Raul A. Rosa/iStockPhoto.com)

As a result, there is an ongoing proposal for improving housing problems of Cape Verde especially through the casalata (tin house) project, which exposes the challenges faced by neighborhoods that live under such housing structures. The casalata architectural project hopes to raise awareness about housing shortage and improve the living conditions of families living in substandard conditions. Increased tourism and residential development in Cape Verde in recent years was characterized by abrupt and unsustainable growth, which resulted in low-quality construction and poor urban planning. The high cost of construction and land and a growing rate of unemployment has made purchasing and renting a home almost impossible for most Cape Verdeans. The peripheries of the cities are populated with illegal construction, thus creating new (sub)urban areas without any form of planning. Access to suitable housing and to sustainable urban planning is therefore fundamental to avoid or reduce poverty and social exclusion. The dwellers of these “tin houses” are faced with poor living conditions and limited spaces coupled with a sense of hopelessness and social marginalization among illegal occupants and few available alternatives.

The casalata project plan of action is divided into three stages. The first is to produce a survey of the methods of construction and social organization of the existing urban process in order to identify the positive factors and reuse them as tools in the development of the project for affordable social housing. Secondly, based on the research and data from the first stage, smaller-scale and affordable adjustments to existing houses are suggested in order to provide immediate improvements to the residents’ living conditions. Issues such as thermal comfort, ventilation, and natural lighting of living spaces are addressed and made to be substantially more efficient. Third, a proposal involves an affordable social housing project that incorporates the knowledge gained during stages one and two. This project emphasizes minimizing the environmental impact of the buildings and neighborhoods and also educates the residents by making them aware of their role in maintaining their urban conditions. The shortage of housing in Cape Verde is not a problem that can be easily or quickly resolved, but this proposal hopes to make a positive step in finding a permanent solution.

Based on an extensive study of the average housing conditions in Cape Verde, various recommendations about improving and ensuring sustainable living conditions are worth examining. The main policy measures that should be taken to promote sustainable construction in Cape Verde include investing in education and training; providing information on sustainable construction and energy efficiency in schools; and providing incentive tax credits for the acquisition of active systems such as photovoltaic energy, thermal, and wind microgenerators for domestic consumption. The desirable standards for the construction of buildings include constructing with adequate solar orientation and secure location; considering the wind direction and the possible occurrence of torrential rains; using indigenous and durable materials, as well as the advantage of the sun and wind as renewable and clean energy; building compact units with surfaces of a relatively small sun exposure; avoiding building houses on water lines, dry creeks, and areas vulnerable to flooding; shading of windows facing south and those oriented toward the east and west; using light colors on facades and roofs in order to reflect sunlight and prevent overheating of the building; including a farm yard to provide more openings in the façade; and the ventilation of indoor enclosures.

The study concluded that heat dissipation strategies through natural ventilation and thermal inertia associated with adequate ventilation as well as heat protection strategies through the use of shading devices were deemed to be essential for achieving thermal comfort of buildings in Cape Verde. It is also important that the implementation of buildings takes into account the system of wind and sun exposure. Another essential step in the integration of sustainable design strategies is the choice of indigenous construction materials. Cape Verde has indigenous materials of great economic value that are largely unexplored, such as pozzolana and earth. These resources have potential but require investigation and funding, making it necessary to integrate them in the objectives and priorities set by the authorities responsible for planning and managing the construction and urbanism in the country.

Complementing the choice of local materials, it is necessary to implement the use of renewable sources of energy such as solar. Regarding architectural and constructive typologies practiced in Cape Verde, it is important to pay special attention to vernacular housing typologies, in which the materials have been used for centuries to respond effectively to the needs of thermal comfort and environmental performance of the building. It is hoped that further research would be conducted that will focus on quantifying the advantages and disadvantages of those different typologies, allowing for a better fundamental and conscious decision making when choosing the construction solutions to adopt in Cape Verde.

Literature and Oral Traditions

The culture of Cape Verde reflects its dual Portuguese and African heritage. Stories, proverbs, and improvised poetry and singing are highly valued. Crioulo is the language of poetry, while Portuguese is used for prose. Distinctive Cape Verdean literature began to appear in 1936 with the journal Claridade (Clarity), an antidictatorial publication that opposed European-dominated arts. Baltasar Lopes da Silva’s novel Chiquinho is widely considered the country’s best piece of literature.

Stage plays are very popular in Cape Verde. The plays, which are usually written by the actors themselves, are concerned with everyday topics that interest the people of Cape Verde. A theater festival takes place in the summer in Mindelo. Among the literary forms of the Cape Verde Islands, poetry plays a significant role. This may be because the censorship of the Portuguese rulers was very strict and allegoric images represented the only feasible way for expressing the true feelings of the artist. Writers such as Pedro Cardoso and Eugénio Tavares, representatives of nativism, were the fathers of the literary movement on the islands. In the 1940s, the intellectual group Caboverdianidade associated with Jorge Barbosa, Baltasar Lopez da Silva, and Manuel Lopes with the Claridade magazine attracted attention. This can probably be called the origin of classic Cape Verde literature. The 1950s saw the development of the Africanidade movement, which was distinguished by a much more direct political discourse that led to the punishment and torture of some of its members, including Ovídio Martins. Amílcar Cabral also supported the intellectual contents of this movement.

Cape Verdean oral and literary tradition may be divided into five periods: the preliterary moment or oral tradition, the generation of ambiguity, the Claridade movement, the post–World War II literary journals, the Nova Largada movement, and the postindependence or contemporary era. Notable in the preliterary moment are the following tales: The Nho Lobo and Sancho Stories and Tempora Sta Ben: Un Storia di Nho Lobu. The generation of ambiguity references the early Cape Verdean writers, which include Antônio Januário Leite, Guilherme Ernesto, Custódio Duarte, José Lopes, Pedro Cardoso, and Eugênio Tavares. Notable among the claridosos, who were concerned with the search for identity, are Baltasar Lopes da Silva (Osvaldo Alcântara), Jorge Barbosa, Manuel Lopes, António Aurélio Gonçalves, Jaime Figueiredo, and João Lopes. The literary works produced by this group include Ambiente, Caderno de um Ilhéu, Arquipélago, Chiquinho, Chuva Braba, and Flagelados do Vente Leste.

A number of journals marked the post–World War II era, among which are Certeza, Seló, Suplemento Cultural, and Boletim dos Alunos do Liceu Gil Eanes. Added to this new generation of writers are those who are considered the Nova Largada (new departure) including Ovídio Martins, António Nunes, and Onésimo Silveira—all of whom are concerned with issues of bringing awareness to Cape Verdean literature. A more contemporary group of postindependence writers address issues beyond emigration and engage in mystification and mythification of Cape Verdean reality on a global scale. These latter writers include Armênio Viera, Jorge Carlos Fonseca, Vera Duarte, Corsino Fortes, T. T. Tiofe, Oswaldo Osório, Teixeira de Sousa, Orlanda Amarilis, Tomé Varela da Silva, Kaoberdiano Dambara, Luís Romano, Manuel Veiga, Nuno Miranda, João Varela, Eurícles Rodrigues, Germano Almeida, Alírio Kinoru, Camilo Graça, José Luís Hopffer Almada, and Pedro Gregório Lopes.

Media

Cape Verde has several television and radio stations, and it also receives some foreign television broadcasts. Most Cape Verdeans have access to telephone service. Television and radio stations offer programming in both Portuguese and Crioulo. Print media such as A Semana, Terra Nova, and Voz di Povo—all issued in Portuguese—are published. Freedom of the press, guaranteed by the constitution, is generally honored. The Cape Verdean Institute of Books and Records is a publishing house that specializes in works on Cape Verdean history and culture. Portuguese and foreign-language books have a small but established market.

Cape Verdean media is primarily controlled by the government. In 2013, the country had 171,700 landline telephones with an additional 153,300 cellular phones in use throughout the country. In 2014, there were seven radio stations; six independent and one state owned. There were also three television stations; one state owned and two foreign owned. In 2012, there were about 200,000 radios and 25,000 television sets nationwide. Broadcasts are in Portuguese language and Creole. There were approximately 40,400 Internet subscribers nationwide in 2013. Daily newspapers include Horizonte and Novo Jornal, which is government-run and has a circulation of 7,500. Both dailies are published twice weekly. Weekly periodicals include A Semana, Expresso das Ilhas, O Cidadão, Artiletra, and Terra Nova. The constitution of Cape Verde provides for free expression, and the government is said to uphold this right generally. Government authorization is not needed to establish newspapers, other printed publications, or electronic media.

In the era of globalization, culture and creativity are becoming indispensable for the strategic transformation of social networks into sustainable development. The case of Cape Verde is not different. In the drive to catalyze the country’s creative dynamic, the government has adopted various measures to support small communities in an endeavor to generate employment and boost livelihoods. To stimulate creative entrepreneurial spirit within communities across the archipelago, it is vital that incentive packages such as improved access to finance especially for small businesses be facilitated and encouraged. According to Cape Verde’s minister of culture Mário Lúcio Sousa, an initiative called “culture bank,” a microcredit facility, was launched in 2012 to support the development of local businesses and foster a spirit of entrepreneurship among artists. As a service-oriented economy, Cape Verde continues to face significant economic and social challenges, yet its creative and cultural resources are a vibrant development engine for growth. It is hoped that the creative balance between cultural production through tourism, local trade networks, and entrepreneurial spirit will give Cape Verde the desirable competitive edge in future global commercial markets toward sustainable economic development and improved social welfare.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Bangui

Major Cities: Bangui, Bandoro, Bossangoa, Bozoum, Bouar, Berbérati

Languages: French (official), Sangho (official)

Population: 4.6 million

Government type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Baya (33 percent); Banda (27 percent); Mandjia (13 percent); Sara (10 percent); Mboum (7 percent); Biaka (4 percent); other (2 percent)

Religions: Christianity (50 percent); Islam (15 percent); African Traditional Religions (35 percent)



Introduction

Geography

The territory of the Central African Republic (CAR) is almost precisely what was once the French colony of Ubangui-Chari. It is slightly smaller than the state of Texas, and it shares its borders with the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), the Republic of Congo, Cameroon, Chad, Sudan, and South Sudan. A land-locked country, the CAR is mostly a fairly flat plateau with predominantly savanna land, but there are forests toward the south. There are no large bodies of water, but the Ubangi, Chari, Sangha, Mboumu, and Uele rivers are lifelines that transport people, goods, and ideas around the country. The climate varies quite a bit; it is tropical with hot, dry winters and hot, wet summers. The north is hotter and drier and the south enjoys greater precipitation with heavy rains in the summer. The land itself is rich with natural resources: gold, diamonds, uranium, timber, and wildlife abound, but are rarely put to use for the good of its citizens. Two of the country’s main factors in the lack of development are that a mere 3.1 percent of the land is arable and its landlocked position. Geography, climate, and the exploitation of resources throughout its colonial and postcolonial histories have had a profound impact on the country and its peoples.

People and Ethnicity

Central Africans build their identities on a number of factors such as the nation, regionalism, and family, but ethnicity can be the most problematic method, especially when ethnicity becomes politicized. There are seven major ethnic groups in the country: the Gbaya (33 percent), the Banda (27 percent), the Manza (Mandja, Mandjia) (13 percent) the Sara (10 percent), the Mboum (7 percent), the Yakoma (4 percent), and the Biaka (Baaka, M’Baka, Aka) (4 percent). There are many smaller groups, such as the Zandé who are also in South Sudan and the DRC. Some groups are discussed in tandem, for example the Gbaya-Manza, because of their physical proximity as well as linguistic and cultural similarities. All groups have further divisions into subgroups. Our understanding, especially our historical understanding, of different ethnic groups has been hampered by imprecise research and great variations in orthography. Presently ethnic identity has taken a backseat to religious identity, but awareness of one’s own ethnicity and that of others is an inescapable aspect of the Central African Republic.

Ethnic groups have contact with others as well as internal variations, thus there is fluidity in ethnic identity construction and maintenance. Members of ethnic groups share a common language, heritage, and culture, and these elements spawn the practices and rituals that shape identity and draw people together for reasons both sacred and profane. Far from static, languages, cultures, and customs changed over time in response to both internal and external factors. These shifts can be caused by a number of factors, including lineage, location, economic lifestyle, intermarriage, and assimilation. Ethnic groups can be further divided into subgroups. Contemporary understandings of the workings of ethnicity in the CAR posits that issues have arisen between groups from the way French colonialism interacted with different ethnic groups, for example the favoring of riverain peoples such as the Yakoma, and that military uprisings have exacerbated what had previously been less strained relationships. Ethnic identity has assisted people in times of political tensions when people have sought refuge with others of their group who live across national borders. Central Africans say that enmity between ethnic groups increased in the era of independence because of the military and its importance in the maintenance of national power.

Languages

One of the important unifying factors for ethnic groups is language, and there are localized variations. In all there are 68 living languages in the country. Many people speak more than one language; French, Lingala, Kiswahili, and Arabic have been added to the mix of numerous indigenous languages, the most important of which is Sango.

Sango is a tonal language and the lingua franca of the Central African Republic. Linguists debate the origin of Sango—some believe that the language evolved from the Dendi language, others claim that it is a simplified version of Ngbandi, and still others claim that the language was born in the late precolonial or early colonial period when the French first arrived and brought men from other parts of the empire in the conquest of what became the colony of Oubangui-Chari. The colonizers deemed the French language to be too sophisticated for the indigenous population and championed the use of Sango by Africans. Sango joined French as an official national language in 1991, and current estimates place the number of Sango speakers in the country at over 90 percent. Classified as a member of the Oubanguian language family, Sango dominates in urban areas, and certain groups are more likely to use Sango, especially market women and youth as well those with less formal education. Some young people in urban areas speak only Sango and have never learned the indigenous languages of their parents; this is especially true when the parents come from different ethnic groups.

In the Central African Republic there are many indigenous languages, and some cross borders into other countries. They are classified into four language families: Nilo-Saharan, Adamawan, Bantu, and Oubanguian. Those of the Nilo-Saharan family are found in the northern part of the country, along the border with Chad and Sudan. The few Adamawan tongues are in the northwest corner, and those in the Bantu family are concentrated along the southwestern border with Cameroon and Congo. The language family with the most members is the Oubanguian, which includes Sango. Each ethnic group has its own language, and these languages have variations or dialects, especially for the larger and more dispersed groups; for example, there are nine distinct Banda vernaculars. Bodo, originating in the eastern tip of the country, had only 15 speakers scattered throughout the country in 1996. None of these speakers live in the area where the language originated and not more than three were in the same village.

French came with imperialism, and it maintains its importance because it is the medium of communication for the national government and education, and it is the way to communicate with non-nationals. French is a language of privilege; those who speak it usually have more access to formal education. Speaking French well is a marker of social class or employment in a white-collar job. Most people do not have more than an informal knowledge of French, and it often gets mixed with indigenous languages. Like ethnicity, language in the CAR is not static.

Many Central Africans are polyglots because of school, contact with other ethnic groups, trade, travel, religion, or area of residence. Most of this language acquisition is informal, especially for African languages. Music from the Democratic Republic of Congo has taught Central Africans Lingala, Kiswahili is a language of trade in Central and East Africa, and Islam brought Arabic.

Religion

Religious life is important to the people of the Central African Republic and became a major factor during the political unrest of 2013 and 2014. Half of the population is Christian, and this group is equally divided between Protestants and Catholics; 35 percent hold traditional beliefs, and 15 percent are Muslim. Religion is a dynamic force in the CAR, both as ever-changing practices and as catalysts for change in other areas of life.

The traditional religions were born in times when people struggled to understand the world and their role in it. The persistence of the old religions after the introduction of two major world religions attests to the relevancy that they still hold as well as the adaptability of them all. People who convert do so because of true religious inspiration as well as for more secular reasons. Combined with a centrally held worldview, these religions explained how the world came to be, how it functions, and how people should comport themselves for optimal group and individual success. The ancient religions vary by ethnic group, but most have similar structures: there is a creator god who then distances himself from his earthly creations and numerous lesser deities who fulfill certain specific functions. The deities are assisted by spirits and ancestors to ensure the survival and hopefully the prosperity of all.

The spirits are generally benevolent, but sometimes they are known to be mischievous or even malevolent. A common way for people to encounter spirits is when they are asleep. Sleep is known to be a liminal state, a state of half-death when a person’s soul leaves the body and travels the countryside. The spirits of ancestors, manes, are involved in initiation ceremonies, and their physical manifestations dance aggressively in elaborate costumes. Water spirits are known for capsizing canoes and for sneaking inside to have sex with sleeping women who are alone in their homes. Spirits’ and ancestors’ actions are centered on the enforcement of social norms.

Ancestors, family members who have passed away, are important intermediaries with forces understood to influence people’s lives. Ancestors live in a world of their own, but they are in close contact with their living relatives. People appeal to the deities and ancestors for specific outcomes such as abundant crop yields or reproductive fecundity. When the prayers are not answered, people ask themselves if they did not sufficiently venerate the recipient of their pleas. People venerate their ancestors by making sacrifices to them, sometimes the head of the family makes the offering, and sometimes individuals do it on their own. The offerings are things that the ancestors enjoyed in life such as choice pieces of meat, alcohol, and tobacco.

Witchcraft is often discussed as a part of religious traditions because the two are historically linked in the Western tradition, but it is better considered as a part of a worldview. This is a phenomenon that is used to explain what Westerners understand as accidents such as why a particular person was crushed by a falling granary while sitting in its shade (Evans-Pritchard 1935: 418–19). It also explains why people transgress social norms by spending a lot of time alone or how one person is able to accumulate a great deal of wealth. Witchcraft and witchcraft accusations are about social code enforcement and control as opposed to spectral happenings. Witchcraft in the CAR must not be confused with the Christian notion of witchcraft.
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A wooden ancestor figure from the National Museum in Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo. Statues like these played an essential role in ancestor veneration for peoples throughout central Africa, including the Central African Republic. (akg-images/Andre Held/Newscom)

Christianity and Islam, both later arrivals in the CAR, are active proselytizers, and have had major impacts on society. Islam arrived with slave traders who came from the north to raid in the territory, and Catholicism arrived with the French. Following this pattern, the north has more Muslims and the south has more Christians. Catholics’ numerical superiority diminishes as more Evangelical Protestant groups proliferate. Churches and mosques could be found side-by-side until the 2013 coup d’état resulted in Muslim supporters of the rebel leader preying on the Christian population and these people countering with their own violence, either in self-defense or offensively. The idea that Muslims and Christians fight because of their religions needs to be complicated by considering political allegiances, xenophobia, wealth distribution, development, and core/periphery power issues.


“Religious” Violence

Since independence, the political situation in the CAR has been unstable, and since the 1990s it has been quite tense. In 2004, a rebellion against the government started in the north at the instigation of marginalized, unemployed Muslim men who came to form the group Sekela. Sekela’s soldiers ravaged the country, with civilians bearing the brunt of the violence. The situation has since degenerated into a civil war with the sides identified as “Muslim” and “Christian.” It is less a war about religion than one about resources and political power. Religion provides a horizontal identity that can ignore class issues while providing a lexical architecture that all members can deploy. Previously peacefully coexisting mixed communities have imploded under the pressure. The violence has continued despite the insertion of African Union and French troops as well as UN peacekeepers. Because of the turmoil in the CAR, elements of Uganda’s Lord’s Resistance Army began to use remote areas of the country to continue its rebellion. Fearing the “anti-balaka,” many Muslims have fled north to Chad. The situation has become a regional problem.



Social Customs

Maintaining social customs is a way to hold onto the values of the past and to stem the tide of rapid change. Social customs bind together the people who practice them, linking them to the places where they are performed, and connecting them to the wider body of ideas that created the practices. Customs, like the cultures that produce them, are not static; although change is inevitable, it is bemoaned by those who have the most to gain by stasis and promoted by those who have the least stake in the safeguarding of tradition. As life in the CAR undergoes rapid change, people look to traditions as a way to interpret the past, understand the present, and envision the future.

Central Africans’ concepts of the cycle of life differ very much from Western ideas. As the adage goes, parents take care of children while they are cutting their teeth, and later the children take care of their parents when they are losing theirs. Life is supposed to get better as one ages; a simplified way of thinking about this is that the young (children and adults) work so that the grandparents can enjoy their hard-earned rest. The elderly are revered for their life experiences and their wisdom. Despite the veneration of age that typifies society, recent social and economic changes have negatively affected the status of the elders.

Central Africans perform rituals for processes of transformation such as birth, initiation, marriages, and death. Births are joyous occasions when new lives are welcomed into the community. The woman who is giving birth is attended by the women in her husband’s family. The mother-in-law is the most important of these assistants, and her presence symbolizes the place of the newborn in the lineage of its father.

Initiation makes girls and boys into women and men and all of those who are of age, but not yet initiated, undergo the training together. By gender, the initiates are educated in the intricacies of their ethnic groups, their gender roles, and are then considered able to function as full-fledged adults and ready for marriage. The process puts initiates through trials (such as wilderness training for boys), reflecting the difficulties in life that must be overcome. Circumcision and female genital cutting are prominent in these transformations from childhood to adulthood and are often the culminating practices of the period of indoctrination. These ceremonies create new bonds of affinity that bring those of the same age-group together, united by undergoing the same experiences together.

Death is a normal part of life in the Central African Republic; it is one of the most important life transformations for the individual and the group. For people who follow traditional religions, physical death is understood as part of a cycle that does not mean that life is over, but that it is in a different phase, moving from the world of the living to the world of the ancestors. Death is mourned and the deceased’s life is celebrated. The transition from life to death is marked by funerals and periods of mourning. Offerings are made to the deceased at the time of interment. Items that she or he enjoyed in life may be left as well. This is both a paying of respect to the deceased and supplying of needed accouterments for the journey into the next stage of life.

In these communal societies, birth, initiation, marriage, and death are all very important transformative processes governed by social rules, but more pedestrian activities have the same aspects of social bond enforcement and regulation attached to them. Food preparation is women’s work and is often done in common, from the soaking of the manioc to getting a light from a friend’s fire to start one’s own. People are careful to be sure that their actions reflect their participation in and understanding of social norms. For example, a woman must be deferential to the family of her husband, and her mother-in-law has a great deal to say about what goes on in her son’s household. Even if she would prefer to have a friend assist at the birth of her child, she welcomes her mother-in-law with open arms and obeisance, as will her future daughters-in-law. It is the norm that mothers-in-law tell the couple when they may resume having sexual relations after the birth of a baby. Many of the decisions that the West thinks of as highly personal are not so in the Central African Republic.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Lifestyle in the CAR is heavily dependent on location and socioeconomic status. In the cities, men and sometimes women are more likely to be formally employed and have work schedules that look familiar to Westerners. Many city dwellers of more substantial means have domestic help that perform the work of the household, and even families with more marginal existences have some extra help in the home. But Central Africans are predominately subsistence agriculturalists. Men do the heavy work such as removing trees and stumps, and women do the rest: sowing, weeding, tending, and reaping (sometimes with male assistance) the crops. Between agricultural labor, cooking, cleaning, fetching water, and tending the children, women are busy from dawn to nighttime. Men have much more time to do what they want in the rural areas.

Leisure time is something of a foreign concept for Central Africans, especially for women. Central Africans work very hard, and when it comes to “free time,” people make the most of what little they have. The Central Africans’ ability to do these other activities is as dependent on money as it is on unoccupied time. Music, dance, and storytelling are some of the major diversions in the CAR.

Storytelling is very popular in the villages where people do not have access to movie theaters and often not to electricity either. People gather in the evenings around a fire in multigenerational groups to hear stories that inspire pride, fear, devotion, and other emotions as they teach people about their pasts and cultures. Storytelling is easier during the dry season when everyone can sit outside and listen. People come and go during the evening as they please, and people go to bed when the stories are done. In the rainy season, the audiences are more limited because the recounting of tales takes place indoors. There are numerous stories held in the communal repertoire of a family, camp, or village, and the same story is never told twice on the same evening.

Often, the stories are as well known to the audience as they are to the teller. It is common for someone to be murmuring the story along with the official storyteller, as he or she tries to commit the tale to memory. If the storyteller hesitates, a member of the audience will give a prompt to help the raconteur. If the storyteller truly falters, someone else will spontaneously jump in and pick up the story and complete it. This can happen to any storyteller, young or old, female or male. The bonds of community and social norms are reinforced through storytelling by bringing people across families, genders, and generations together in a way that disseminates culture and knowledge in an egalitarian way.

Artistic performances of various sorts are popular. Some are related to cultural happenings in the community while others are about art for art’s sake. The newly initiated return to their communities and perform songs and dances amid the other celebratory happenings. Local cultural events have diminished in the rural areas as talented performers make their way to Bangui to reap the rewards of performing before large audiences and to make money. There are about five theaters and three large cultural centers, including the French and American cultural centers. One of the most attractive features of the centers is the staging of plays by youth. Both live theater and film are popular among the educated public. Bangui has a few movie theaters that show French-language films and movies dubbed into French. There is a nascent indigenous film industry in the CAR. Its development is hindered by a lack of funds and equipment, not a deficiency in creative talent. The CAR’s first feature-length film, The Silence of the Forest, was adapted from the novel of the same name authored by Central African Étienne Goyémidé.

Central Africans also enjoy activities that are easier to access and perhaps less costly. Most Central Africans who are not Muslim enjoy alcoholic beverages ranging from the traditionally produced distilled products to beer brewed in Bangui for national distribution. Beer halls are outdoors, and people congregate to listen to music and drink; presently, some people drink to get drunk. Drunkenness was not tolerated in traditional society, where intoxicating drinks were ritually produced and consumed. Dancing is also very popular, and people in urban areas have access to numerous clubs that offer recorded and live music. It is not uncommon for the festivities to go into the wee hours of the morning.

Employment

The life of the typical Central African is one of hard work and struggle, no matter if the person lives in the countryside, town, or city. Formal employment is the exception rather than the rule in the CAR. Most women in urban areas do not have steady jobs, and they have to piece together a living from various sources. Women rule the markets where they sell their wares in friendly competition, calling out to shoppers to come see their goods.

Rural life is based on agriculture. Agricultural production falls into two categories: that for household consumption done by women, and cash cropping done by men. The major cash crops are cotton, tobacco, and coffee. Women produce the staples of manioc (cassava), maize, bananas, and yams along with the other foods that people consume. During the harvest, men will work in their wives’ fields, and women return the favor when the husbands’ crops are ready to be reaped. People often work in arduous conditions in order to feed their families and to earn extra cash. Mining and logging are also substantial contributors to the national and family economies.

Bangui is a place of chronic underemployment. Educated Central Africans should be able to find good jobs; these jobs, however, have not materialized, encouraging the best and the brightest to find employment elsewhere, often in France or elsewhere abroad. Industry is limited, and there is a small artisanal base. The light industries in Bangui include textile manufacturing, agricultural-product processing, a cooking oil factory, a soap factory, a sugar refinery, a sawmill, a cotton gin, a palm oil processing plant, a cigarette factory, a brewery, and a diamond-cutting facility. Most people are involved in some sort of agriculture and any of the multitudinous informal economic activities. The 2011 GDP per capita was US$809.60 (http://www.indexmundi.com/facts/central-african-republic/gdp-per-capita).

Employment in the CAR is gendered. Women are predominantly in the informal sector due to a lack of formal education and the burden of household responsibilities. Some women do work in local and national government as well as local and international nongovernmental organizations. Education, especially primary and secondary, is a field into which both women and men enter. Men hold jobs from the highest levels of government to working in the informal market, but they have also been hit hard by unemployment. The small industrial base in the country affects the kinds of jobs available to men who do not have a formal education, and men often find themselves doing jobs that they would not have anticipated. Especially men who are new arrivals in Bangui find themselves working as laborers, chauffeurs, night watchmen, and gardeners. Notions about what work is appropriate for women and men are challenged in Bangui. Sometimes men perform work that they would not dream of doing in the villages. For example, working as a domestic servant or houseboy is not uncommon in Bangui, but it would be out of the question for a man in a rural area to wash clothes.
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A man sells palm oil at a market Uango, east of Bangui, Central African Republic. Once prized by Westerners as a machine lubricant, palm oil continues to play an important role in tropical African economies as a food source and export product. (Legnan Koula/EPA/Newscom)

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Family is the key building block of individual and social identity. Because of the centrality of family, marriage is a key moment in the life of a Central African, the event that allows the person to begin to fulfill his or her ultimate purpose in life: the creation of a new family. Kinship groups are large, complex, and fluid; some marriages are polygynous, others are monogamous. Marriage and family are not only expectations from society, but they are social security for people throughout their lives. The larger lineage is a refuge for all, but the immediate family is the first safety net. Gender roles in relationships are clearly defined. Every couple wants to have both boys and girls as offspring, seeing the combination of both sexes as pleasing and harmonious.

Gender affects many aspects of the lives of Central Africans, and there are very clear ideas about what personal qualities men and women should have and what their roles in society are. For Central Africans, men and women have complementary roles; both are essential, even if men have more power and authority than women. People understand this as the natural and preordained order of things.

The CAR is a male-dominated society, and its people place women in positions that are subordinate to men. This is not to say that women do not exercise power, but they do so in less public ways. Women direct the activities of their households and influence the decisions that their husbands make on all levels, even if they must cater to the whims of their mates. Women are supposed to obey and be faithful to their husbands, raise the children, farm, and do housework, and follow the rules of their husbands, fathers, and other men. Although national law stipulates that married women have the right to work outside the home, husbands who want their wives to stay at home often ignore this law. Women are subject to domestic violence, rape, forced prostitution, and other sorts of violence, as are women everywhere. Women’s organizations work to better women’s rights and give them a voice in government.

In the CAR families are extended, and family members are intimately connected through various means: blood, adoption, fraternal and sororal relationships, marriage, and more. Because families live in compounds with at least two generations, aunts, uncles, and cousins have daily contact with each other. Elder males have great control over their kin: they are in charge of familial resources and make the decisions that impact the group as a whole. While elders have great impact on the families’ activities, ancestors do as well.

Ancestors are, in a sense, a part of the extended family. Those who have died become ancestors and continue to influence the lives of their families on earth from their parallel world. It is important that family members remember the names of their ancestors and pay homage to them. People may ask, for example, for the ancestors to bestow an abundant harvest or great fecundity on a woman. Neglected ancestors can be mischievous and cause their living relatives minor to major misfortune.

The mother is central to the household and the family. In polygynous families, all of the wives act as mothers to all the children, and the offspring are treated as brothers and sisters. A child must obey its biological mother’s co-wives as the child would obey her. In the CAR’s patrilineal societies, the family of the father lays claim to the infant at birth, yet children almost always feel closer to their mothers than their fathers.

Marriage is the union of two families, not just two individuals, and the custom of bride-wealth exchange demonstrates this concept. Bride-wealth is the exchange of goods, visits, and labor between the families of the engaged. The family of the man makes a more sizable material contribution to the woman’s family than vice versa, but both families give and receive. This allows the families to display the resources at their disposal, to render service to the families through the labor of those who will marry, and the opportunity for each family to learn about the other family and its representative who will join theirs.

Bride-wealth is what makes a woman a wife and not a concubine; it provides legitimacy in the eyes of society and in the view of the law. Also, cooking for her husband makes a woman a wife and not a concubine. The expansion of the cash economy has altered bride-wealth as gifts are changing from goods to cash. Cash has been a way for those who do not have access to commodities to present bride-wealth. Money also allows a young man who earns a salary to marry without the consent of the family because he does not have to go to an elder to procure bride-wealth.

Traditional marriages are more concerned with rites before and after the marriage takes place; the marriage per se tends to be subordinate to the negotiations and rituals of exchange, if it exists at all. Because most ethnic groups are patrilineal and patrilocal, a woman leaves her parents’ home and moves to the place where her husband’s family lives. When women marry, they are long-term guests in the families. Wives are still members of the lineage of their birth and can turn to their families for help when they need it.

Life in the capital city has affected marriage forms and procedures. Many people in Bangui have civil weddings at city hall. Banguiois are also more likely to marry outside their ethnic groups. In Bangui, there are fewer people who are involved in polygynous marriages, especially among younger people. Polygyny is more difficult when all the marriage partners are in such constant and close proximity to each other.

Polygyny is practiced in all regions of the CAR, both in urban and rural areas. A man is supposed to get the consent of his wife or wives before marrying another, and the situation of the previous wives and their children is not be diminished by the taking of another wife. In rural areas, there is enough space for each wife to have her own house, kitchen, and so forth. Polygyny allows men to continue having sanctioned sexual relations while some wives cannot due to the very young ages of their children, the rapid proliferation of the family, and an increase in the amount of land that can be cultivated. The situation is best for the first wife who has power over the subsequent wives; she may take advantage of her situation to become more active in marketing activities.

When the situation between a married man and woman becomes untenable, divorce may be the remedy. Divorce poses obstacles because the couple has to be extricated from the bonds that were developed before the marriage that tie them and their families together, bride-wealth, and children. People in patrilineal systems believe that children belong to the father, as the mother is but a temporary and a non-blood-related member of the family. Divorce can result in the mother losing her children.

Cuisine

Food preparation in the CAR takes a lot of time and its importance reaches beyond nutrition: there are cultural expressions as well. All aspects of food are in the realm of women, and girls apprentice at their mothers’ sides. They do not use cookbooks, but train through observation, and trial and (it is hoped little) error. The lack of numerous types of food means that Central Africans have to be very creative to have variety in their diets. The staple starches are the most important part of the meal for people who do physical labor all day. Vegetables and the many ways that they are prepared provide the diversity in meals. Proteins in the form of meat and fish are less abundant, and creativity once again comes into play as Central Africans find and prepare alternative sources of protein. Food preparation is considered to be one of the essential skills of women.

Food concerns sociability. Women often work together to transform agricultural products into food. Central Africans like to prepare extra food in case guests should visit at mealtime; even if these potential guests do not arrive, the food will not go to waste. Food even helps to define social institutions; it is important in the first days of marriage, and ritual consumption is meant to seal the alliance and assure the woman’s fecundity.


Food and Gender

Food preparation and consumption, like many other aspects of life in the CAR, is gendered. Domestic animals are considered more feminine than wild ones, partially due to the frequency with which one sees the former and by the gamier taste of the latter. Because women are not supposed to eat certain types of food, males prepare “food for men.” These dishes are cooked in special pots that women do not use, lest they “contaminate” the cooking pots and expose women to taboo foods. Food taboos are specific to ethnic and other socially constructed groups, as well as specific situations such as pregnancy or mourning. In addition, men and women do not eat together; men and older boys eat as a group while women and young children form another. Although women and men eat separately, these groups are often seated in close proximity to each other.



The Central African diet is heavy on starches, and these staples foods vary according to region. Millet and sorghum, indigenous to Africa, can survive in harsh environments with limited water. Plantain, yam, and rice grow in the wetter southern regions. Yams (ignames) are indigenous, although some new varieties arrived with Europeans in the middle of the 19th century. Yams are more flavorful than other tropical tubers. They grow in areas where the rainfall is high; the soil does not have to be well drained, they can survive the occasional flood, and they thrive in shade. All the tubers and bananas can be beaten into similar forms and consistency, yet it is manioc that takes center stage in the culinary life of the CAR.

Manioc, or cassava, is very important to the Central African diet, and its product, fufu, is something of a national staple food. Manioc arrived with Portuguese explorers and made its way from the coast to the interior of the continent. It grows so easily that a stalk planted in the ground will later grow tubers. It has replaced millet and sorghum in importance because it produces in less nutrient-rich soil, requires less labor, and is fairly productive. Manioc is also less nutritious than yams or bananas, and it naturally absorbs cyanide from the soil in which it grows, but the processing of it makes the cassava toxin-free through the soaking of the tubers. Women soak, crush, and then beat the manioc into crumbs, setting it out to dry and then beating it into flour, gozo. It is later cooked with water to make the ubiquitous boule (a gelatinous mass) of cassava that is the most popularly consumed starchy part of the meal.

The sauces (often called soups) that are served with the starches provide variety in the Central African diet. Cassava leaves and other greens are often the base of the sauces, but other vegetables such as okra, beans, peanuts, and other legumes are used as well. These sauces are further varied by the addition of sesame paste, tomato paste, bullion cubes, garlic, onions, and hot pepper (piment). Oils from palm kernels, sesame, and peanuts add fats to the sauces; fats are otherwise fairly scarce in the Central African diet. The sauces are usually cooked for a long time, as are the meats used in them. The sauces have chicken, beef, or fish—more as condiments than the main items of substance because these can be expensive to procure. Meat in the CAR has been bred neither for flavor nor tenderness, thus the long cooking time in fragrant sauces. There are also many varieties of game meats including monkey, warthog, antelope, and crocodile with some claiming that wild meat has more flavor than domesticated meat.

Meat or fish is sometimes grilled for consumption on its own, and some items are deep fried, notably fish and plantains. Grilling and frying are two methods of cooking alternative sources of protein: insects and larvae. Some types of insects, especially termites, are highly prized as food and abundantly available. These are typically roasted. Smaller larvae are often boiled, with salt and piment added to the mixture, and are consumed immediately or after they are dried. Some prefer to cook larvae in leaf packages in fires, and large larva can be grilled. Additionally, crickets, cicadas, and grasshoppers (with wings removed and usually the heads as well) are all eaten in the CAR. Insects are easy to prepare and eat.

Dress

Central Africans have assimilated certain aspects of Western clothing styles and textiles, while retaining traditional lengths, styles, and color combinations. Clothing made from imported European cloth is often in the category of “traditional” dress because it is constructed into African styles. Indigenous clothing has changed to produce a vibrant fusion of hues, textures, and styles. Clothes shopping is not done off the rack: people have their clothing made to order by a tailor.

Pagnes are the basis for traditional dress. A pagne is about 175 centimeters (5.74 feet) long and 120 centimeters (3.94 feet) wide; it is the name for both the length of cloth and the cloth itself as it is worn. Traditional dress for men included wrappers, pagnes that are securely folded around the waist. Women also wore pagnes wrapped around the waist or sometimes around the chest. Some women wrap pagnes around their waists and wear tops with them. In the countryside, women are sometimes bare-breasted. Wearing a pagne without a top is not considered scandalous or disrespectful in any way, as breasts are not as sexualized in traditional African society. The clothing of the denizens of the rainforest is quite different and minimalist. Because they live in the hot and humid rainforest and spend their days in hunting and gathering activities, their clothing must be functional and appropriate. This also reflects the nonmaterialistic nature of and egalitarianism in their culture.

The grand boubou is one of the items that men who want to become businessmen claim as an inspiration to join their desired profession. This is a three-piece set with loose ankle-length pants, a long-sleeved shirt, and a large overshirt that could measure as much as five pagnes of cloth; rich, imported damask is preferred for its gravitas. Often the cloth is embellished with detailed embroidery around the neck, wrists, and in the front where the grand boubou has a large pocket. A small hat, embroidered and of the same material, completes the outfit.

Including pagnes and other traditional outfits, most women wear the equivalent of dresses and skirts. Pants are worn by Westernized women. The equivalent to the grand boubou for women is the kaba, an ample garment worn by grandes dames. The kaba has a skirt instead of pants with a voluminous matching top. There are also more fitted, luxurious outfits made for women with tops and skirts. Both types are crowned by a head-tie in matching cloth. These styles signify a high social status. In Bangui, a woman who wears a kaba is called “Mama Kouloutou.” Everyday clothing for women consists of a pagne and a top of a different material.

[image: Falola]

A group of women walk to market in the Central African Republic. Women have long played a key role in the markets of the Central African Republic—not just as porters, but also as sellers, administrators, and independent business owners. (Ton Koene/dpa/Corbis)

The fancy foreign wax cloth and the locally produced cotton fabric are specifically made to accord with African aesthetic ideals. Ideas about combinations of colors and patterns are quite dissimilar from those in the West. Deep red, bright orange, olive green, dark blue, kelly green, and canary yellow may grace the same piece of cloth. The patterns are complex, with angled and soft shapes used together. Animals sometimes appear on locally printed cloth, and there can be a variety of shapes with the animals as well.

Western clothes have certainly made an impact on the ways that Central Africans dress, and the impact is most profound for the urban elite when they are in the workplace. It is not unusual to find men who work in offices in coats and ties or the African version of the leisure suit. This suit has long pants, a matching short-sleeved shirt with a collar, and is made from imported material that has traditional African patterns. Women may also wear Western-style clothing, eschewing miniskirts for ones of a more culturally acceptable length. The foreign impact on clothing is not limited to the urban elite. People who live in rural and urban areas wear clothing that comes from the West, mostly clothes that were donated to charity that people purchase in local markets.

Despite the elaborate hairdos that many women sport, a head-tie often covers their creations. Head-ties are practical and attractive. Sometimes women will tie their hair with a simple pagne or piece of cloth, usually in an emergency, but it is often part of an outfit, especially traditional styles and the kaba. In this case, the cloth is of the same material as the rest of the outfit. The head-tie should not be confused with a bandana, it is made from a much bigger piece of cloth and its tying is more elaborate.

Central Africans do not subscribe to the notion of casual chic or dressing down the way Americans do. For example, a Central African would not wear flip-flops or a T-shirt to a meeting because that would be interpreted as a sign of disrespect on the part of the one who was casually dressed. Also, although most Central Africans may not have the money to buy fancy outfits, personal appearance is still very important. Someone’s clothes may be patched, but they will be scrupulously clean and impeccably pressed. To dress well is to demonstrate respect for oneself and others.

Sports and Games

Most sports and games in the CAR are spontaneous either in their creation or timing. Central African children’s parents often do not have the disposable income to buy toys for their children, and even if they did, manufactured toys are not readily available in many areas. Games and toys are created by those who want to play. Children will collect discarded items such as pieces of wire and tin cans to create toys. Games are very likely to be spontaneous and involve little to no equipment. Children do not have the kind of free time in the Central African Republic that they do in the West, and they spend much of their time with their parents learning to do the things that grown men and women do such as cooking and making baskets.

Sports are popular leisure-time activities, and people do so both as spectators and active participants. Soccer, called football, is widely played and watched. There is a national stadium in Bangui where teams such as Tempête Mocaf play. Football is a good sport for people without a lot of means because very little equipment is involved and many times people play without official balls. Basketball is also gaining in popularity. For those who can afford these activities, there is tennis, horseback riding, and golf. The clubs where these activities are offered have dues that are equivalent to approximately one-third of a typical person’s yearly income, making it virtually impossible for the average Central African, even one with a good job, to enjoy such amenities.

The country sent its first delegation to the summer Olympics in Mexico City in 1968. The CAR’s delegations, never large, have gotten smaller in recent years. Athletes primarily have competed in track-and-field events, although a few have vied in boxing and taekwondo. The CAR still searches for its first Olympic medals.

The Central African Football Federation controls the national football team, Les Fauves. Historically the team has not enjoyed great success in international or even continental competition. Recently, however, the team has had some triumphs as it earned an unexpected African Cup of Nations 2012 qualifying win against Algeria and it had its first World Cup qualifying match victory against Botswana in 2012. Both victories were gained on the home field and resulted in the declaration of spontaneous national holidays.

Festivals and Holidays

Holidays are eagerly anticipated because they are days of celebration and potentially days of rest. Many holidays in the CAR are connected to religious festivals. Indigenous religions do not have holidays per se, so the presence of traditional faiths is not felt on the official calendar. Because of its colonial past, the country observes Christian holidays: Easter Monday, Whit Sunday (Pentecost), Feast of the Assumption, All Saints’ Day, and Christmas are official holidays. The Muslim holidays of Korité (Eid al-Fitr) and Tabaski (Eid al-Adha), are not, however, official holidays.

Muslim and Christian holidays are celebrated the same way in the CAR as they are by their coreligionists elsewhere, although Christians in the CAR are more likely to observe these holidays by attending church services. People also dress more formally than their Western counterparts for church services in general, and holidays are no exception to this rule. Muslims also make it a priority to look their best on the Islamic holidays of Korité that marks the end of Ramadan, and Tabaski, the Feast of the Sacrifice of Abraham. They celebrate these holidays the way other Muslims do, in prayer and by spending the day with family and friends. Food is an important aspect of these holy days, especially Korité, which signals the end of a long period of fasting, and Tabaski for which families have rams slaughtered in remembrance of God’s substitution of a ram for the son of Abraham. Holidays that fall on a Saturday may either be observed on the Friday that precedes it or the following Monday. Individuals or businesses may choose to observe a Muslim holiday that falls on a Friday on that day or the following Saturday. The dates for Muslim holidays are determined by using the Umm al-Qura calendar of Saudi Arabia.

A number of national holidays do not have a religious origin. New Year’s Day is the first official holiday of the calendar year, and Mother’s Day, although not official, has become a holiday of considerable importance in urban centers, used by women to exact gifts and privileges. Some holidays are tied to events of the postcolonial state. For example, Boganda Day is celebrated on March 29, to commemorate the death of the CAR’s first leader; May 15 is the first anniversary of the government, and Republic Day is the first of December. Other holidays include Labor Day, celebrated with many other countries on May 1, Prayer Day on June 30, and a National Holiday on November 11. Celebrations for events on the official calendar are elaborate and celebrated on the national and local levels. For example, on Republic Day, there are military parades and national figures give speeches to large crowds. When the official events are over, people who work in offices can enjoy some leisure time, but most return to their normal routines.

There are also sporadic or spontaneous holidays. A visit from a foreign dignitary is a major national event. In much the same way that an important national holiday might be celebrated, there will be new and dedicated special cloth produced at the factory in Bangui, and people will get a day off from work. There are also spontaneous holidays for events such as a victory by the national football team. This is a double victory, not only does the home team win, but everybody gets a sanctioned reprieve from work as well. These spontaneous holidays are most enjoyed by the few people who are salaried employees. For people who farm, the unplanned holiday is a day like as any other, and for those who are paid by the day or by the hour, it is a day of lost wages.

Music and Dance

In the Central African Republic, music and social life are inextricably linked; all aspects of life inspire musicians and lyricists. Music is very integrated into everyday life and it is used for special happenings such as war and for hunting rituals. A cappella singing accompanies many quotidian activities such as washing clothes and beating cassava; the songs give a rhythm to the work and make hard labor less of drudgery. Vital to special occasions, music accompanies the rituals of social and physical transformation. Singing and dancing are activities in which all can participate, thus helping to strengthen the bonds of the community while they distract and entertain.

Traditional music in the Central African Republic expresses the joys and sorrows of daily life, as well as being reserved for more notable events such as birth, initiation, war, and death. Traditional musical instruments mostly fall into the categories of the stringed, wind, and percussive instruments, including idiophones. Many of these instruments are intensely personal. Musicians craft their instruments with creative autonomy, allowing for variations in shape, size, and decoration. Instruments are personalized and anthropomorphized to reflect the predilections of the player.

Idiophones form an important group of the CAR’s musical instruments. The sanza and the xylophone are tuned idiophones. The sanza is a hand-piano made from wood, and it has lamellae, metal or bamboo strips of various lengths that produce different tones. Sanza making is not at all specialized; anyone who wants to play the sanza makes their own. This xylophone is an instrument whose use crosses ethnic groups; one variation of it is known as the balafon. The xylophone is made of graduated wooden keys that rest atop a resonating chamber that the player strikes with mallets.

Drums are another major category of musical instrument in the CAR. Some drums are quite simple, for example the wooden slit drum that is made from a hollowed-out log with an opening in the wood that creates two lips. The two sides of the aperture are of different thicknesses and thus produce different tones. Another type of drum is the slap-pot, an earthenware container with a hole pierced in the bottom. Other drums are membranophones: one or two skins are stretched tightly over a resonator, almost always a hollowed-out tree trunk in the CAR, and attached with wooden pegs.

Wind instruments abound. Horns add melody to music and provide rhythm as well. The horns of animals such as antelope are made into musical instruments, but not all horns come from animals; some are carved from wood. Transverse horns, often referred to as trumpets, are simply horns that are played in a horizontal position. Other horns are top-blown, and Central Africans play flutes as well. Whistles help to round out the aerophone category.

The harps of Central Africa are known not only for the music they produce, but also for their individual beauty. The harp has a sociocultural dimension and a prominent place in social satire. Because harp players often perform at rituals, they are important people in their communities. Those who play the harp are also poets whose words accompany the tunes they play. The instrument is held on the musician’s lap, so that the harpist uses two hands at one time and thus can play polyrhythms. Harps can be quite anthropomorphized: the body of the harp can resemble that of a human, legs are sometimes added to the bottom, and faces are common features. Some even have eyebrows and pierced ears. These harps have curved handles and they are attached in various ways to the sound box. The strings are made from vegetable matter and the number of strings varies from 5 to 10 depending on the ethnic group. There is also variation in the sizes of harps, as they are made both for adults and children. The music of the harp can be sacred or profane; one of the most socially relevant uses is by musicians who employ their songs to critique people who transgress against social norms or simply people in positions of power.

The music of different ethnic groups from the forest, such as the Biaka and the Mbati, are quite different and gaining more recognition. One of the hallmarks of Biaka music is the very complex counterpunctive polyphony based on four consecutive voices that leaves the listener with the impression of the sound of perpetual motion. Simultaneous melodic lines, rhythmic interlocking, wide intervals, and yodeling are also features of Biaka music that are further sustained by drums. The music of the Biaka and Mbati in particular has become a local and exportable commodity, even in their own country, as the music, dance, and the people who create them are exotic curiosities.

Everybody dances in the CAR. Babies are introduced to rhythmic movement when they are tied to their mothers’ backs as they work in the fields. Because music, and especially singing, is a natural part of everyday life, the opportunities to dance are readily available. For ritual purposes, more specialized dances are performed. Also, people go out specifically to listen to music and dance; some say that going to dance clubs in Bangui is the best part of life in that city. In urban areas, dances, like the music that accompanies them, are very much inspired by traditional forms, and these are constantly being adapted as new influences arrive.

Dance is not at all static, yet certain styles are also particular to specific groups and sometimes for specific purposes. For example, the dances of the Mbati have a hip-swiveling and rib-rotating action, those of the Biaka are based on square-hipped chugging and buttock bobbing. The Biaka have a number of dances performed to ensure successful hunting. The mabo, specific to net hunting, features group dancing with intervals of rest that later sees the introduction of a solo dancer. This male dancer wears raffia leaves fashioned into a cone-shaped costume that cascades over his body and he dons an costume mask. The Bangombe, a Biaka subgroup, have a men’s society, the jenge performs a dance featuring a masked monster of the same name. Jenge is known to be the ancestor of one of the oldest members of the camp as well as the bearer of good fortune to hunters.

In a country with a limited press and production of literature, music is one of the most important media that Central Africans use to express themselves in a way that is accessible to outsiders. New influences on the current music of the country are many, but traditional music continues to shape the forms that are currently being produced in the countryside as well as the urban areas. Music from the Americas, especially Cuban music, is very important. The music of descendants of slaves in the Western Hemisphere has African roots, and this African-influenced music makes its way back to the CAR to influence its musicians. In the late 1970s, a Central African style of electrified band music influenced by diasporic sounds developed, and it has taken off from there.

The themes of contemporary songs reflect modern society; they portray aspects of life that address the conflict between tradition and modernity, family, rivalry between and for men and women, difficulties in romantic relationships, as well as explorations of philosophical issues such as fate and the origin of evil. Many of the songs are longer than their Western counterparts. It is not unusual for a song to last for more than 10 minutes with long instrumental sections. Contemporary music in the CAR uses age-old themes and tunes combined with new instrumentation and sounds introduced by others to create new musical forms. Zokéla (meaning noise, heat, acclamation, or ambiance in the Mbati language) music addresses themes common to the countryside, such as the benefits and downsides to the life of the peasants who work the land. It is inspired by the 10-string harp of the Lobaye and enriched by the polyphonic rhythms of the neighboring pygmies. Modern instruments are used to create the traditional low sounds of the drums and the higher-pitched ting of a stick tapping a bottle. At its core, two guitars play enmeshed and repeating motifs that span multiple octaves and give zokéla its undulating feeling. In zokéla music, the traditional meets the modern and Africa meets the West. The KM5 neighborhood has been the center of the music scene in Bangui. The quarter pulses with live performances at night in its many “bar-dancings.” These are places where people can go to listen to music, dance the night away, and perhaps shed their worries for a while.

Visual Art

Visual arts in the Central African Republic have been changing since the earliest rock paintings in red ochre, white, and black that depicted people, animals, and shapes. Because of the climate and environment, most ancient or simply older applications of color on surfaces have not survived. Painting in the Central African Republic is not limited to canvas; other surfaces are used as well. Houses are frequently painted in eye-catching and pleasing ways. The production of artisanal creations, age-old and still relevant, is going strong.

Houses are not of a single solid hue perhaps accented with trim or shutters; rather the outside walls of the house are used as tableaux. As these homes lack window frames and coverings, the embellishments are found on the buildings themselves. For example, the rectangular thatched-roof houses of the Gbaya are decorated on the exterior. Typically, the top two-thirds of the exterior wall is painted in white, and there is a second section that begins below that. The lower part is painted in blue or brown, or sometimes both. On top of these solid colors are figures of flora and fauna painted in an abstract manner that recalls the ancient images painted on rocks.

Jérome Ramedane is the CAR’s most famous painter. He got his start as an artist by painting on houses. The scenes of rural life and the countryside that he depicted demonstrate his great feeling and empathy for rural people and their lives as well as their physical environments. He drew on his experiences in the vast savanna in creating his images. Ramedane also produced paintings of people, especially political figures.

Because the CAR does not have many commercially produced items for sale in stores, the work of local artisans is still of great importance. To learn their craft, artisans go through a period of apprenticeship. Artisans have a degree of freedom, as they work for themselves in time-honored and necessary jobs. Other people produce these goods within the home economy, not as a profession, but out of necessity. The gendered division of labor also exists in the making of these products. For example, in each ethnic group, basket making is done either by men or by women, and pottery is made by the other gender.

Pottery, especially Gbaya pottery, is considered to be some of the highest-quality indigenous artisanal product in Africa. Among the Gbaya, it is women who make pottery. The clay pots are not made on a wheel; instead the shape is formed by hand. The pot is then polished with a smooth stone or with a piece of calabash. Decorations are added with implements, perhaps an iron ring for a pattern or a stick to add a freehand decoration. Gbaya women do not bake their pots in an oven. Instead, these vessels sit inverted in an open space where they are surrounded by piles of dried wood, and a fire is started. The fire burns intensely and quickly. If the woman wants to add a dark hue to her pottery, she will add some leaves to the burning wood, or she may tint the pot with black graphite paint. Pottery is used to make earthenware dishes and storage containers for foodstuffs.

Gbaya women make the pottery and the men do the weaving. Weaving is not limited to baskets, but includes the mats used for the walls of homes, storage rooms, and yard fencing. There are close to 20 types of baskets that the Gbaya create, and each one has a specific use. The exceptions to the male-made baskets are the ones that are dedicated to manioc; the women make all the baskets that are used in conjunction with this food.

Men always do metalworking. Iron smelting is arduous work, and the entire process takes about four days. When the iron has been separated from its impurities, it is ready for the blacksmith to transform it into implements and adornments. Iron produces many of the goods of everyday life, such as marmites, but it is also important for the pleasure and symbolism that its products bring as well. Musical instruments, objects of authority and status, items of a religious nature, and adornments are all made from metals, including copper and bronze.

Textiles are enormously important in their function and their fashion. Cloth that is made from the bark of trees, beaten until soft and supple, is very hard to find today. Cloth woven from raffia is also rare, but locally grown cotton is still woven by some. Weaving in the CAR is done on horizontal looms, much the same way as it is done in West Africa. The hand woven materials have become less common, more expensive, and harder to obtain. To some, hand woven cloth is a sign of luxury; to others, it is a sign of poverty.

The abundance of trees, especially in the more southern part of the country, means that woodworking is widespread. Ivory was a popular medium for carving until the 1989 Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora ban on taking the material out of the country effectively killed this art form. Most ivory carvers turned to wood instead. Numerous tropical hardwoods are highly prized locally and sought after on the international market as well.

The sacred and the profane are both produced in wood. Wood is transformed into the tools of quotidian life: mortars, pestles, cooking implements, bowls, shelves, and the like. The works in wood with which most people are familiar are masks, and wood was also the material of choice in the carving of animals, ancestor figures, and other objects of art. Instruments of augury, for example friction oracle boards, are the accouterments of Zandé males, and these simple boards are exquisitely made by the men who use them. In some cases, carved pieces that are of ritual or personal significance make their way into the hands of collectors and tourists, and replicas of significant pieces are created for sale as well.

Currently, a good amount of the artisanal production in the visual arts is made for the small tourist market, or it is aimed at the elite. The Centre Artisanal in Bangui, popular with visitors to the city, centralizes the products of numerous artists; the crafts at the center are of local and regional origin, and there are all types of wooden objects, especially masks, animal statues, and gold jewelry. These items are usually produced for sale rather than being cultural items that are later sold. One of the most popular types of art produced in the CAR, certainly for foreign buyers, is pictures made of butterfly wings. In the fall of each year, the skies are filled with butterflies at the end of their life cycles. They die and fall to the ground, and people gather the wings to use in their stunning creations. Like other Central African artists, people who make butterfly pictures are inspired by and produce pictures of nature, people, animals, and rural life.

An interesting new development in artisanal production is the use of salvaged materials to create art and other useful objects. In these cases, necessity can be the mother of invention. The rubber from tires that are no longer safe for use on vehicles are used to make sandals, and the spokes from defunct bicycle wheels are turned into skewers used to grill brochettes. The ingenuity of Central Africans not only saves scant resources, but it helps to protect, at least to some degree, the fragile urban environment.

Architecture and Housing

Central Africans create architecture that responds to their need for shelter and reflects their ideas about what is visually pleasing while taking into account the resources available for construction and other practical considerations. Because of the different geographic spaces that Central Africans inhabit and their different building materials and climates, there is a variety of housing styles and village patterns. Village schemata often echo the cosmology and always the aesthetic principles of the people who live in them. Imperialism affected the ways that houses and villages were built, and the postcolonial era has seen the resurgence of some precolonial patterns. The West’s impact remains, but it is negotiated with age-old principles.

The ways that villages were laid out were logical to the people who planned them, but they appeared disordered to outsiders. The French encouraged people to build their homes in villages that lined the new roads. Officials deemed the vernacular to be inefficient and sometimes immoral. Victorian sensibilities were offended by parents and children sleeping in the same room, and colonial officials advocated for and enforced the change from building round houses to rectangular houses that had separate bedrooms for parents and children.

Today people who are settled in villages in the savanna have reverted to building round houses from sun-dried mud bricks. Those who are settled in forest areas build rectangular houses with walls constructed from bark panels, broad leaves, or woven reed, and straw mats, as well as earth-based materials. One of hunter/gatherers’ most important needs is physical mobility; thus women construct their homes from the materials that surround them by using sticks and leaves from the rain forest. Because all these dwellings are made of highly impermanent materials, the need for up keep is constant, yet properly maintained houses that are not constructed from leaves can last for generations.

Sedentary forest dwellers traditionally live in rectangular houses. It is common now to have an inner wall that stretches along the length of the house to split the public room from the bedrooms, which are at the back of the house. In this type of house, there are two doors and no windows because they are considered to be dangerous. Ventilation comes from the doors and through the walls made from a variety of materials: bark panels, woven reeds and straw, broad leaves, or mud bricks. A more modern version of this type of home is one made from concrete. The trade-off for cooler interior temperatures was the need to repair and rebuild more often. Houses become successively smaller as one moves toward the forest. Thatching is the norm for roofing in both the savanna and the forest. Those who can afford them often prefer metal roofs.

Many of the rooms that are inside a modern Western house are physically separated from the main house in the CAR. For example, kitchens and bathrooms are outdoors. Bathing areas are constructed in ways that allow people to maintain modesty, and still farther away from the house are the latrines. The toilet area may simply be a corner in the concession, or it may be more elaborate with walls made from planks, mud bricks, mats, or palm fronds. People who have the resources have individual latrines; others may share them among the extended family or with neighbors.

Polygynous households are arranged in such a way that their space represents and enhances their functioning. The husband’s house is for him alone, and it is in the physical center of the family’s space. Each wife and her children live in their own house; all their houses are arranged around that of the husband. The co-wives need to have separation from the others, and each has her own quarters that consist of a house and other buildings, including a kitchen and usually a latrine and food storage unit. Kitchen gardens provide food and visual separation for the women’s homes. In rural areas, the polygynous household often has abundant space, but having multiple wives can create special problems in densely settled areas.

The French created the urban centers of the Central African Republic, so it is not surprising that one of the most visible marks on the cities’ landscape is colonial architecture. This most evident in the capital. Bangui had a well-worn feeling before the conflict that began in 2013, but it has been even more run down since then. Many of the better-constructed houses are made from concrete and have zinc roofs as well as indoor plumbing and kitchens.

Kodros are liminal spaces on the edges of Bangui. They are simultaneously spontaneous and reactionary spaces as they are unplanned and recall village housing. The houses are usually made from unbaked mud bricks, rectangular, and have thatched roofs. People who live in the kodros tend to be of the same ethnic group and are more recent arrivals to the city. As newcomers they are likely to not be formally employed, but rather eking out a living in the informal market. The kodro is a neighborhood where the past meets the present.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Before the French arrived there were no codified written languages in what is now the CAR. The French incorrectly understood that the people had no history or literature. This was far from the truth as orality was the method of dissemination of knowledge and culture. Historical events were committed to memory and told over and over again. Critics of oral history claim that because it is not written, it is open to change, but all history truly is open to change through interpretation. Central Africans saved and disseminated literature orally as well.

Much of the folklore addresses issues in everyday life. Deceit, shame, rejection, pride, mistrust, relations with spouses, rewards and punishments for people’s behavior, love, loyalty, and seeking the help and guidance of spirits frequently appear. The lessons or morals are sharp and clear. Morals, taboos, proper attitudes, and the rules of the ethnic group are transmitted through stories. Stories answer questions about proper behavior, a reference text of sorts for the unsure. These do not always have happy conclusions; sometimes the ending explains why a specific unhappiness continues to exist in the world or the reason that certain animals remain enemies.

Traditions are important ways to comprehend how people understand themselves, their groups, and their world. For example, traditions tell of how certain ethnic groups were formed as or how people migrated from one place to another. Oral histories that can be quite useful as king lists provide chronologies, and important events such as droughts and wars are committed to memory.

Oral literature not only entertains, it also educates. Stories teach their listeners about the ethnic group’s religion and worldview. The Banda people have a story that explains why men do certain types of work and why women do others. Although the exact mechanism by which this happens is unclear, the story explains the gendered division of labor and it makes it clear that this situation was ordained by higher powers, and that humans need to accept the world as it has been constructed. There are stories that explain why, for example, there is a hierarchy in the animal world, how the natural elements work with and against each other, and how humans fit into the picture. People want to have explanations about why things are the way they are, from the most profound, such as the reason that the stars shine at night, to the most mundane, such as the cause of certain animals not getting along. There are elements of the fantastic in many of the stories and tales. One example of this is the ease with which different types of creatures come into contact and are able to communicate with one another. Animals and humans are in intimate contact as they eat together, marry, and take care of each other. Sometimes the relationships are more difficult, with an animal taking on the role of the trickster, such as in the story about why dogs and monkeys do not get along. This tale features a trickster dog that convinced a monkey to lie on its back while the dog stole palm oil. The monkey received the pestle blows that the irate cook intended for the dog. In such tales, Central Africans are able to analyze and find balance in different forms and sources of knowledge.

Among the Biaka, many of the tales concern the actions of animals and the responses of Komba, the creator god who shares the foibles of humans yet judges and punishes human behavior. In these tales, humans and animals often mock and humiliate Komba, but he is always vindicated in the end. In one tale, Komba has a son-in-law steal fruit from a cherished tree. When Komba finds out about the theft, he punishes his son-in-law by turning him into the kind of worm that eats the fruit that he had stolen. Biaka stories are often recounted in a chanting way, and tellers add rhythmic accents to illustrate the sounds of the story.

Repetition is just one mnemonic device for long and complex stories. The cadenced, songlike quality that many storytellers employ helps to make the repetition more integral to the narrative, akin to a refrain in a song. The marriage of narrative, rhythm, and tune are engaging and entertaining, but it is also a mnemonic device that allows the story to be remembered by the raconteurs.

One of the best-known poets is Aristide Mblanendji Ndakala who wrote Poems for Liberation. Oral poetry had a long tradition in the CAR, so it is not surprising that some of the first formal written works were in this field. Writing for the theater also lends itself more naturally to the transition from oral traditions and their dramatic presentations. In their written form, plays are easier to adapt because of the stage directions that are integral to the play as it is written that provide the kind of nuances that oral presentations have. Something is lost when an oral tradition is codified, even when it is done in the original language.

The choice of written language is political. Many Central African languages are not widely understood, and even though Sango is a national language, some think that it is an imperial language because of its far-reaching range and the fact that it is a language of trade and of the capital city. By opting for French, more people have access to the written word, especially outside the country; but it is also the language of the colonizer. In selecting an indigenous language, one can better represent the people in the work by using the vocabulary of the culture that created the piece. On the level of language and what it reveals about culture, some words and phrases are impossible to translate and maintain the same meaning. Changing the vernacular from, for example, Gbaya to Sango, although “authentic” insofar as it is a Central African language, is not authentic because a Gbaya tale is being told in a non-Gbaya language. Something always gets lost in translation, and French is the language that most choose.

The CAR is coming onto more radar screens in the area of literature, and Central African writers are receiving recognition for their efforts. The challenges that writers face are multiplied when it comes to women. Women are less likely to be formally educated and have many demands placed on their time by parents, husbands, and children. Professional writing is a very male vocation in the CAR.

Many Central Africans produce the written word in a variety of forms. Pierre Makombo was one of the first with Funeral Chants for an African Hero, published in 1962. In 1972, he published Princess Mandapu, which incorporated history, poetics, drama, and sociopolitical criticism. Faustin-Albert Ipeko-Etomane published a series of short stories in The Lake of Sorcerers, whose title was an homage to the great Central African oral tradition. Gérald Félix Tchicaya started writing poetry and gravitated toward the theater. In 1978, his play The Glorious Destiny of Marshall Nniku was produced, a comedy with a sinister tone detailing the reign of a contemporary tyrant that was certainly inspired by the Bokassa years.

Pierre Sammy-Mackfoy is a remarkably dexterous writer who produces history, pedagogical works, and fiction. In The Blue Butterfly and the Daughter of the Devil (1989), the conflict between the traditional and the modern takes center stage. Using the character Mongou, Sammy-Mackfoy explores the daily struggle that many Central Africans face in trying to reconcile the past with the present. He published Mongou, Son of Bandia in 1967, which was followed by The Odyssey of Mongou in 1983 and The Illusions of Mongou in 2002. Next, he turned his pen to history, writing From the Oubangui to La Rochelle: Or the Route of an Infantry Battalion, June 18, 1940 to June 18, 1945, a history of French colonial troops from the Oubagui-Chari in World War II, published in 2003.

One of the best-known writers outside of his country is Étienne Goyémidé. His The Last Survivor of the Caravan is the first work by a Central African to address the issue of slaving in the country. Set in Banda country near the end of the slave raiding period, it witnesses the migration of the Banda toward the Oubangui River and away from the human traffickers. The text combines oral literature, legends, tales, and song to tell the story of a chief who finally kills the head of the slavers and who dies in battle himself. Goyémidé’s The Silence of the Forest is about a man who chooses to give up his privileged life and live with the forest dwellers. This work enjoyed success as a novel and was adapted into a film after his death.

Media

In a country where televisions are few and far between and many people do not have electricity, the radio, usually battery operated, is the most used vehicle for information. The state-run station is Radio Centrafrique, also known as Radio Bangui. Radio Centrafrique was created in December 1958. Presently, the national station was working with equipment that was almost 60 years old. Only on the FM dial, Radio Bangui could only transmit in the capital city, until France began to relay the transmission so that it could be heard on shortwave as far away as Europe. The station had hoped to expand its broadcast hours and raise funds for a new transmitter. Donor countries such as Japan have pledged money to the country, earmarked for the station’s rehabilitation, but the conflict of 2013 and 2014 has put these plans on hold.

Radio Centrafrique broadcasts music, news, and announcements in both French and Sango. One very popular show is “Special Communications” in which part of each morning and afternoon is dedicated to allowing city dwellers to relay messages to family and friends in the villages. Because it is a state-owned station, most of its broadcasts concern the activities of the administration. For the rural areas, there is Radio Rural, which is directed by the Minister of Communication. The station began in 1985 as a way to get information to people in more remote areas. Even though the language is not understood by everyone in the countryside, almost all of its transmissions are in Sango.

Many Central Africans get their news from nongovernment radio sources, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and Radio France Internationale. There are also transnational organizations such as Africa Number One, based in Libreville, Gabon, and the Catholic Church runs Radio Notre Dame and Radio Evangeline, which have programs about national news, human rights education, Church information, and legal counsel. A new community-based station in Bangui is N’Deke Luka. N’Deke Luka means “bird of luck” in both Sango and Lingala, a language widely spoken in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and thanks to popular music, a good number of people understand it in the CAR.

Television is much less widely enjoyed than radio, and the government runs the only station. Bokassa started Télévision Centrafricaine, or TVCA, which began broadcasting in February 1974. About 40 percent of the programming is indigenous and 60 percent foreign, most of which comes from France. News of the government, its personalities, and its activities dominates television programming. Even though it is legal, there are no private television stations.

The freedom of the press in the CAR is curtailed at best; combined with the expense and low literacy rates, newspapers are in a precarious situation. Papers that are purchased tend to be shared and read by multiple people. The information contained in the papers is disseminated widely, including to those who are not literate. The government runs Centrafrique Presse, which reflects the views of the ruling party, as does the Agence Centrafricaine de Presse. There are more than 10 private newspapers in the CAR, although some appear only on a sporadic basis. Although the Echo de Centrafrique has close ties to the ruling party and reflects its views, the other private papers have offered stinging critiques of the government, its actions (or lack thereof), and its officials. Private papers that have a more certain publication schedule include Le Citoyen, Le Novateur, L’Hirondelle, Be Africa Sango, and Le Démocrate. Central African journalists have been persecuted by the government and accused of using the press to settle personal and political scores. With the conflict of 2013 and 2014, all dreams for a more open press have been deferred.
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Quick Facts

Capital: N’Djamena, located in the southwest region

Major Cities: Faya in the north, Abéché in the east, Sarh and Doba in the south

Population: 10,975,648

Languages: French and Arabic (official languages); Sara (main local language in Southern Chad); approximately 120 other languages and dialects, which belong to two African language groups: Nilo-Saharan and Afro-Asiatic, including Kanuri, Musey, Masana, Karanda, Gulay, Marfa, Mundang, Sango (a popular pidgin and vehicular trade language), Ngambay, and Marba

Government Type: Republic; 1996, first free democratic election; head of state: President Idriss Deby Itno (since 1990 military coup d’état, reelected in 2011 in spite of boycott by main opposition party); head of government and prime minister: Kalzeubé Pahimi Deubet (appointed November 21, 2013)

Ethnic Groups: Muslims (Fulbe, Toubou, Kotoko, Kanembou, Arabs, Hadjerai, Baguirmi, Zaghawa, Boulala and Maba); non-Muslims (Goulaye, Sara, Maye, Moundang, Ngambaye, Massa and Moussei); nonindigenous groups

Religions: Islam (51 percent); Christianity (35 percent); Animism (7 percent); other (7 percent)



Introduction

Historically, beginning in the 11th century to the early 1900s, Chad was controlled by several Islamic kingdoms. Since independence its history has been characterized by ongoing tensions and guerrilla warfare between Arab-Muslim communities in the north and non-Muslim black populations in the south. About 51 percent of the population is Muslim, about 35 percent is Christian, and 14 percent follows Traditional religions of the region. Experts believe that humans migrated into the region of Chad in the seventh millennium BCE. Many empires and kingdoms struggled for supremacy as they rose and collapsed in the vicinity of Chad in the Sahel toward the end of the first millennium BCE. The trans-Saharan trade was thriving then and was a motivating factor in these struggles. Every single one of these empires and kingdoms had one goal on their mind: the control of trade routes across the Sahara Desert.

When the French arrived in 1910 and conquered the area around 1920, Chad became part of its French Equatorial Africa colony. The French Equatorial Federation, made up of four main territories, Chad, Middle Congo (now the Republic of Congo), Gabon, and Ubangi-Shari (now the Central African Republic), was then established. In 1960 these four territories gained their independence. Chad therefore remained under French colonial rule for 60 years—a period of exploitation during which France apparently failed to create a meaningful national unity.

Like most countries in Africa Chad became independent in 1960 thanks to Francois Tombalbaye’s determination and guidance. Muslims in the north were unhappy and resented his policies, and in 1965 a civil war erupted. The rebels conquered N’Djamena in 1979. The Muslim rebel commanders disagreed on many issues but the infighting ended when Hissene Habre outmaneuvered and defeated his rivals and strong-armed the rest of his cabinet members and citizens of Chad. In 1990 as the wind of political change swept through Africa, Idriss Deby overthrew Hissene Habre to become the country’s fourth (military) president. Other political parties exist, but the Patriotic Salvation Movement of President Deby and his party dominate politically and control the country. Presidential elections were held in 2006 and 2011 under President Derby. Parliamentary elections were conducted in 2002 and 2011.

Since independence in 1960, Chad has faced several challenges ranging from political unrest and military coups d’état to famine and refugee crises. For example, the crisis in the Central African Republic and Sudan’s Darfur have severely impacted Chad and destabilized the country as hundreds of thousands of refugees cross her porous borders and live in the country, which adds to the problem of scarce resources. The World Bank and United Nations rank Chad as one of the poorest and most corrupt countries of the world.


François Tombalbaye (1918–1975)

The first president of Chad, François Tombalbaye, also called N’Garta Tombalbaye from 1973 until his death, was a teacher in the 1940s and a trade union activist, elected to territorial legislature in 1952. He was born on June 15, 1918, in southern Chad, and died or was assassinated on April 13, 1975, in N’Djamena, Chad. He went to school in Brazzaville, the then capital of French Equatorial Africa, today capital of the Republic of the Congo; that was because Chad had become part of a territoires d’outre-mer (overseas territory) of the French Republic in 1946. Before his death N’Garta served two presidential terms: April 23, 1962–August 30, 1973 and August 30, 1973–April 13, 1975. The constitutional law of 1957 allowed Chad some autonomy, with a territorial government formed under Gabriel Lisette, a West Indian who was leader of the Parti Progressiste Tchadienne (PPT, Chadian Progressive Party). The PPT, a local affiliate of the inter-territorial Rassemblement Démocratique Africain (RDA, African Democratic Rally), had been cofounded by Tombalbaye, and he was appointed as a member of the General Council for French Equatorial Africa. On November 28, 1958, Chad was declared an autonomous republic within the French Community, and complete independence was achieved on August 11, 1960, and Tombalbaye replaced Lisette as PPT leader becoming prime minister in 1959 at a time of tensions between the north and the south, as well as Libyan political meddling in Chadian affairs. In 1960, Chad achieved independence, and Tombalbaye became its first president.



Chad is part of the franc zone of Africa, an economic, monetary, and cultural area made up of very diverse countries created as a result of developments and changes in the former French colonial empire. After attaining their independence, most of the newly created African states decided to remain within a homogenous group characterized by a new institutional framework and a common exchange rate mechanism. The franc zone is made up of France and 15 African states: Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Equatorial Guinea and Gabon in Central Africa; the Comoros off of East Africa; and Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea Bissau, Mali, Niger, Senegal and Togo in West Africa. The currency has been the CFA franc since independence, and it has been tied to the French franc. Since France is now part of the European Union and has adopted the euro, the CFA franc is also now tied to the euro.

Critics of the franc zone see it not as the “rare example of close institutionalized cooperation between countries from two continents that share a common language and history” (Banque de France 2010: 1) as is often proclaimed, but as a classic example of continuing colonial policies of exploitation of African nations through their central bank activities. The franc zone countries all struggle in vain to support growth and reduce poverty.

Economically things are looking positive for Chad. The economy has started shifting as oil revenues are coming in. There is hope for a brighter future for Chad as the economy experiences positive growth and employment prospects have also started improving. Agriculture accounts for approximately 80 percent of the labor force, including herding, small-scale subsistence farming, and fishing. Chad like many other developing nations has a vast, vibrant informal sector and a small formal sector. Chad’s GDP comes from three sources: agriculture, industry, and services; in 2010, the GDP was estimated at approximately US$8.6 billion Chad’s development is highly dependent on foreign assistance. Its main donors are France, the multilateral lending agencies, and the European Union. Cattle, cotton, petroleum, and gum arabic constitute Chad’s major exports; other exports include wood, pearls, precious stones, metals, and coins.

U.S.-based Exxon Mobil and Chevron, and the Malaysian PETRONAS Company, making up a consortium of three oil companies, has extracted oil since 2000 from southern Chad wells and sends it to market to the Gulf of Guinea via a pipeline from Chad through Cameroon. More than US$7 billion has been invested by the consortium in the Chad-Cameroon petroleum pipeline project, which had support originally from the World Bank (loans to Chad and Cameroon) to facilitate project participation. The Chadian government in return agreed to a set of unique mechanisms for World Bank, government, private sector, and civil society collaboration to guarantee that future oil revenues would benefit local populations and result in poverty reduction. This has led to enormous profits for both oil companies and the government of Chad, which has embarked on major construction projects, such as hospitals, schools, fly over roads, office buildings, and the like. Yet, the majority of the population lives in poverty. Most children under five years old are malnourished, infant mortality rates are very high, and adult literacy rates barely reached 34 percent in 2012.

In spite of the fact that Chad recently struck oil, it is still one of the poorest countries in Africa, with bleak social statistics regarding the living standards of many of its citizens, as well as malnutrition among infants. Ninety-nine children die at birth out of every 1,000 infants born. Life expectancy is 47 years for men and 49 years for women, and only 25 percent of Chadian population over 15 years old is literate. The government of Chad needs to redouble its efforts in health, education, and other sectors. Long distances to hospitals and inadequate and bad infrastructure have all contributed to the slow development of a national market and a nationwide, shared food economy. Local communities outside the cities are subsistence farmers who are mostly self-sufficient in food production. Food production on a commercial scale is concentrated in the southern region where the climate and vegetation are conducive to agricultural activities. The economy is mostly agrarian, with the workforce occupied as follows: livestock herding 40 percent, agriculture (including cotton farming) 40 percent, and the remaining 20 percent in manufacturing, services, and the military. The economy is mostly subsistence cultivation of sorghum, millet, groundnuts, vegetables, and fruits, and raising livestock. Agriculture generates about 40 percent of the gross domestic product, and about 20 percent from the livestock economy (herding cattle, goats, sheep, and camels).

The last three decades saw a failure to come up with a good and long-term development plan, because of political rivalries, tensions among government officials and Chad’s leaders, violent conflict, an almost nonexistent infrastructure, and the lack of a national government. The country has great potential, thanks to the possibility of the development of cattle herding on the large central grass plains; as well as mineral deposits, commercial farming, and oil production. Before Chad struck oil in the mid-1990s, depending on foreign aid from France was the norm, and France usually supplied about 30 percent of Chad’s national budget. This pattern has changed as the country is beginning to benefit from its oil production and sales.

Regarding land tenure, in the north among pastoralists most of the land is communal, although the state owns all land in Chad and has final word on its use. Access to land was traditionally established when a person began conducting agricultural activities, thereby starting the development process. Land claims and disputes are settled according to customary law and local traditions; as well as allocating access to productive resources, such as fishing spots, grazing pasture, water holes, and date groves. In the south where cotton is produced, a few entrepreneurs working with government officials concentrated land in their hands. Property law in Chad remains underdeveloped, and the judicial system is ineffective because it does not apply everywhere due to a lack of courts and manpower. Around old kingdoms and sultanates, most landed property is still owned by old aristocratic families. In urban centers a private property market is thriving. Big men, traders and well-positioned government workers have acquired substantial pieces of property for themselves over the years. This is a troubling trend that could lead to famine and displacement of people from rural areas.

Economically Chad has an intriguing experience to tell. Its natural resources are significant enough to generate wealth; however, the country’s never-ending internal strife with its neighbor Libya and unstable governments have left the country among the poorest of the world. For example, 2013 saw the head of government and prime minister change three times: Emmanuel Djelassem Nadingar resigned January 2013, Djimrangar Dadnadji was appointed January 2013 and served until November 2013, and Kalzeubé Pahimi Deubet was appointed on November 21, 2013. Such rapid changes are detrimental and are hardly the best way to undertake meaningful development in the country.

Geography

Chad is located in the Central Africa region toward the north and shares borders with six nations: to the east North Sudan and South Sudan, Niger and Nigeria to the west, the Republic of Central Africa to the southeast and south, to the north Libya, and to the southwest, Cameroon. The country got its name from the great Lake Chad (originally called Kuri) by the 16th-century author and imam Ibn Fortu. Until the mid-1990s, Chad was considered a resource-poor country; however, that is not the case today because of the discovery and drilling of oil. N’Djamena, the capital, is located on the border with Cameroon. With a surface area of 496,000 square miles (1,284,640 square kilometers), Chad is approximately the size of New Mexico, Texas, and Arizona combined. Chad is far from the bodies of water that surround the African continent (i.e., the Atlantic Ocean, Indian Ocean, Red Sea, and Mediterranean Sea) and is therefore landlocked. Most of the area in the north is desert, semidesert, or savanna. Further south, one finds bountiful forests and areas fit for agriculture.

Beginning from the northern region to the south there are three distinct vegetation types and climatic zones: the dry, hot Saharan zone, where livestock is raised alongside minor cultivation, and trading; the zone of the Sahel, where there is increased rainfall, livestock raising, and cultivation of cereal; and the semitropical zone of the south where an abundance of rainfall up to 48 inches (120 centimeters) per year, enables farming on a grand scale, cash-crop production, economic exchange, trade, and arts and crafts. Chad often suffers from drought and thus food shortage and famine constitute one of its major challenges. Climatic conditions are challenged by the Sahara desert in the north, which is mostly dry, ranging from 10 to 122°F (-12.22 to 50°C); warmer temperatures with increasing humidity, rainfall, and a six-month dry season predominate in the South.

The physical features of Chad, which is more or less a vast plain, include in the central region, the Guéra Massif; in the eastern region, the Ouaddaï or Ennedi Massif; and in the north, in the the Sahara desert, where the majestic Tibesti mountain range stands tall. Here, with more rainfall, extensive cultivation is possible. Lake Chad, located at an altitude of approximately 790 feet (240 meters) in the southwest region and sharing boundaries with Nigeria, Cameroon, and Niger, has seen its water mass and volume shrink. It was once considered one of the world’s largest lakes, almost as large as the Caspian Sea, but Lake Chad has been more drastically affected by climate change than almost any other place on the African continent or in the world. In 35 years Lake Chad has shrunk to 5 percent of its former size, as the region’s seasonal monsoons have changed course and farmers have used more water for irrigation. Chad’s major rivers, the Logone and Chari, are located in the southwest region and both empty their waters into Lake Chad. They are used extensively to fish and are navigable for most of the year in the wet season only.

People and Ethnicity

Chad is a big country made up of several ethnic groups and national cultural diversity from the population’s ethnoregional and religious affiliations. Most of these cultures trace their origins back to the precolonial era of competing indigenous kingdoms, empires, or sultanates. It has about 200 ethnic groups. The difficulty in establishing some of the boundaries cannot be overstated. These groups are divided along religious affiliations as well as geographical location. Some of these groups are Muslims who make up 51 percent of the country’s population, others are Christians comprising 35 percent, and animists and other religions that make up the remaining 14 percent. The largest ethnic group are the Sara in the south, approximately 32 percent of the total population and including the Ngambaye, Mbaye, and Goulaye. Most of the Moundang, Moussei, and Massa are Christian or animist. The Arabs in the north and center comprise 22 percent of the total population and include the Gorane (Toubou, Daza, Kreda), Zaghawa, Kanembou, Ouaddai, Baguirmi, Hadjerai, Fulbe, Kotoko, Hausa, Boulala, and Maba; most of them are Muslim. The last major ethnic group is the the Tubu, Maba, and the Mbum. Due to colonial boundaries some of these ethnic groups are also found in neighboring Niger, Sudan, Cameroon, and Nigeria, having been separated mostly by the colonial and postcolonial boundaries. There is also a growing nonindigenous group living in Chad as well, comprising some 150,000 people. Of this number about 1,000 are French citizens.
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Ab Touyour is a sheer-sided mountain rising 2,949 feet high near the city of Bitkine in Guéra, Chad. This peak is part of the de Guéra Massif mountain range in the center of the country. (Nigel Pavitt/JAI/Corbis)


Lake Chad

Lake Chad is located at an altitude of approximately 790 feet (240 meters) in the southwest region and shares boundaries with Nigeria, Cameroon, and Niger. It was originally called Kuri by the sixteenth-century author imam Ibn Fortu, and the name of the country derived from Lake Chad. It was once considered one of the world’s largest lakes, almost as large as the Caspian Sea, but Lake Chad has been more drastically affected by climate change than almost any other place on the African continent or in the world. In barely 35 years Lake Chad’s water mass has shrunk to 5 percent of its former size, due to the changed course of seasonal monsoons and farmers’ use of more water for irrigation. The Logone and Chari rivers, the two major rivers located in Chad’s southwest region, both empty their waters into Lake Chad. Chad is also one of several potential sites for the cradle of humankind in Africa—following the discovery of a 7-million-year-old humanlike skull, now known as the Toumaï (Hope of Life) skull.



Rural-urban dichotomy is very obvious with many Chadians still living in rural areas. The few heavily populated urban centers are N’Djamena, the capital city (approximately 800,000 inhabitants, most of them now Arabs or Arabic-speaking); Sarh (120,000); Moundou (110,000); and Bongor, Abéché, and Doba. Life expectancy is about 48 years, and the annual population growth rate is 2.5 percent. Fifteen percent of Chadian territory in the south holds 90 percent of the population. Chad traditionally has various low-prestige occupational castes such as hunters, tanners, potters, and blacksmiths. In the north live slave descendants like the Kadjidi near Lake Chad and the Kamadja, who are self-contained communities that do not intermarry with their Tubu masters, as well as the Yalna, a similar group in the Salamat region. Several sociocultural changes including education and the mobilizing effect of armed movements have partially blurred the lines between class divisions and rendered moot traditional prejudices.

The Islamic (Arabic-speaking) population, made up of pastoralist and semidesert peoples, inhabit northern Chad, while Christians inhabit the southern region and are involved in mixed farming, artwork, and trade. The regions each comprise approximately 50 percent of the population. Since independence, the Chadian political landscape has been characterized by deep regional and ethnic divisions, a history of violence and struggle for power between politicians, attempted military coups, armed conflicts, and years of prolonged and destructive civil war fueled by the meddling of Libya. Chad saw a reduction of the armed conflicts from 1993 when the process of democratization was put in place.

Languages

The official languages of Chad are French and Arabic. The main national local language in southern Chad is Sara. The country also has approximately 120 other languages and dialects, including Kanuri, Musey, Masana, Karanda, Gulay, Marfa, Mundang, Sango, Ngambay, and Marba. All of these 120 different national languages belong to two African language groups: the Nilo-Saharan and the Afro-Asiatic.

Regions of Chad and administrative divisions shift and change as the need arises. From independence in 1960 until 1999, Chad had 14 prefectures or divisions. In 1999, 28 departments replaced these prefectures. The country was reorganized again in 2002 to produce 18 regions. On February 19, 2008, another 5 regions were created, increasing the number to 23, with 61 divisions and many subdivisions.

Religion

The principal religions practiced in Chad are Islam and Christianity, with some animists and other traditional religious beliefs. Muslims make up 51 percent, Christians 35 percent, animists 7 percent, and other religions 7 percent of the population. Thus, slightly more than half of the population are Muslims who follow Islam. The Christians constitute mostly the educated elites who are mostly found in the south. The 14 percent who adhere to different traditional religions also live mainly in the south.


French Influence and Colonization

Chad has been overly influenced by France, like most former French colonies. When the French arrived in 1910 and conquered the area around 1920, Chad became part of its French Equatorial Africa colony. The French Equatorial Federation, made up of four main territories—Chad, Middle Congo (now the Republic of Congo), Gabon, and Ubangi-Shari (now the Central African Republic)—was then established. In 1960 these four territories gained their independence. Chad therefore remained under French colonial rule for 60 years—a period of exploitation during which the French apparently failed to create a meaningful national unity—leaving behind a long list of grievances and unanswered questions for Chadians to deal with. That is what Francois Tombalbaye inherited from French rule when Chad became independent in 1960. French influence and presence in Chad can still be felt to this day.



Indigenous beliefs and cults are important and are practiced in conjunction with one’s religious allegiance to Islam or Christianity. Central ideas include use of oracles and divination, ancestor veneration, belief in spirits, and ideas of fertility and cosmic harmony. Unlike Central and Southern Africa, the debate over “witchcraft” is nonexistent in Chad.

Muslims follow the Five Pillars of Islam and abide by the teachings of the Koran. Thus, the Fulbe, Toubou, Kotoko, Kanembou, Arabs, Hadjerai, Baguirmi, Zaghawa, Boulala, and Maba, as good Muslims, must do the following: make a declaration of faith that Allah is the only God and Muhammad is his prophet; pray five times a day facing the east; give alms to the poor; make a pilgrimage to Mecca; and do a month-long fast in preparation for the Feast of the Ram. For Muslims, Islam is not just a religion; it is a way of life.

Although Southern people have always associated Islam with slave raiding and violence, religious relations between Christians and Muslims have always been marked by mutual tolerance and cooperation. In fact, religious tensions never contributed significantly to Chad’s civil wars, compared to the desire and drive of specific military leaders. Various Islamic brotherhoods exist in Chad, bringing diversity to an otherwise umbrella religion. Islamic Sufi orders like the Tijjaniya and Sanusiyya are stronger in northern and central Chad. In the past there was no strong basis for Islamic fundamentalism in Chad. Since 2009 this has changed with the influence of groups such as Boko Haram (from neighboring Nigeria) and others from Sudan and Libya.

Christians live by the teachings of Jesus Christ, the Ten Commandments, and the Holy Bible. Most of these Christians are Roman Catholics; others are Protestants. Of the Protestants, most are members of the Baptist, Jehovah’s Witness, and Pentecostal churches. For Christians, the birth, life, and death of Jesus Christ are most important, and Christmas Day, Good Friday, and Easter Sunday are the most important days to attend church service. Some of these days are observed as public holidays and have become transformed into leisure time for most Chadians to relax, praise the Lord, and visit family and friends.

Muslims in Chad have a spiritual leader, the Imam of N’Djamena, while the 550,000 Catholics have their own spiritual leader, the Catholic archbishop also residing in N’Djamena. Further south, ritual leaders and practitioners manage traditional religions. Christian and Islamic missionary groups perform activities in Chad, with conversion high on the list especially among youth and the unemployed. However, many frown at the use of pressure or force. The public role of Christianity as well as that of Islam is more visible compared to that of Traditional religions. Important initiation and healing rituals exist among ethnic groups that define their cultural tradition and personal identity, besides the core rites and ceremonies in Islam and Christianity, based on strong local character. The lack of specific holy places for Islam and Christianity (e.g., graves of saints or pilgrimage centers) that attract a nationwide or cross-border audience has not stopped the increase in the number of mosques and churches for the growing number of followers and worshippers.

The six other countries that border Chad have enabled religious participation and collaboration between Chad and some of these countries. Cameroon to the southwest for example has a huge number of refugees from Chad. The combined Council of Churches is helping Chad not only through prayers but by providing volunteer services.

Chadians are multilingual, and this ability provides a certain advantage in an increasingly globalized context of movements of people and ideas. Chad’s official languages (French and Arabic) are well known and spoken around the world. The use of French links Chad to the Francophone world, allowing Christians to travel to France and other French-speaking countries for evangelical missions and training. The use and knowledge of Arabic links Chad and Chadians to the Arab world and the Middle East, connected since the ninth century through Islam, where religious and economic benefits continue to be the incentives for renewing one’s faith through pilgrimage to Mecca and for crossing boundaries.

Social Customs

Rites of Passage

Generally throughout Chad, social customs, indigenous beliefs, and cults are important, usually in conjunction with one’s allegiance to the Christian or Islamic faith. Among animists and others, ancestor veneration, belief in certain spirits, use of oracles and divination, and ideas of fertility and cosmic harmony are central. Religious leaders such as imams and archbishops have a lot of power over the followers. The Imam of N’Djamena is the spiritual leader of Chad’s Muslims. The Catholic archbishop, also residing in the capital, heads the country’s 550,000 Catholic believers. Ritual leaders and practitioners in the south take care of traditional religions.

Men and women are socialized differently from a young age. In the rural areas young girls are socialized and raised to be good wives and caretakers of the home, while young boys are socialized to become husbands, herders, and farmers. In the cities where education continues to be a motivational force for Chadians, boys and girls have access to free primary education, although many young people in the north reluctantly attend school. They usually marry early, and, prior to marriage, both boys and girls participate in some rites of passage that prepare and enable them to transition to adulthood. Some rites of passage, cultural norms, and customary practices in contemporary Africa have consistently perpetuated a considerable bias against women and persistently serve to subjugate them to men. Therefore, in Chad, for example, most peoples’ culture condones such practices as female genital mutilation, demeaning widowhood practices, son preference, and all kinds of violence against women.

Both Christians and Muslims believe in life after death, heaven or hell, and the possibility of resurrection. The notion of an afterlife is also entrenched in Traditional religions as evidenced by the beliefs in ancestors and the presence of the dead in dreams and in spirit form. Further research needs to be undertaken to unearth the diversity and complexity of southern indigenous religions.

Women’s subordination is very common and cuts across educational, economic, or social status of the Chadian women. Whether they are rich or poor, rural or urban, Christian or Muslim, educated or uneducated, all women face biases and marginalization in Chad.

Social Etiquette

The separation of space and activities is common throughout the country especially among Muslims, and the majority of women are stay-at-home mothers performing domestic duties such as cooking, cleaning, petty trading, and the like. Generally, the separation can be observed during prayers or meal times as men pray and eat with other men, while women eat and pray with other women only; they seldom interact with the opposite sex.

There is more latitude among outsiders and foreign women, and quite often they are treated as “honorary men” with allowable excesses and given certain privileges that Chadian women cannot have. Foreign women who are professionals working in the north (and even occasionally in the south) sometimes cover their heads, wear long sleeves and skirts, and limit the use of trousers, as a sign of respect.

It is important to look someone straight in the eye, and this is very important for outsiders, especially Westerners, although in Chad such eye contact between people is uncommon since it is not perceived as a sign of respect. As a rule of thumb, too much direct eye contact among Chadians is not good nor is it a sign of respect, for it may be perceived as rude, especially between the young and old, or possibly a threat to the other person.

Drinking and smoking cigarettes are frowned upon and considered bad behavior by both Christian and Muslim conservatives. In the north, where most inhabitants are Muslims, smoking and drinking are sometimes acceptable for men but never for women as a rule. In the south, among Christians and other non-Muslim groups this is a personal choice mitigated by circumstances such as access, availability, and affordability of these items.

Greetings

Generally greetings are nonphysical (a verbal call out or a nod of acknowledgment) or physical (a handshake, a hug, or among educated elites a kiss on the check as with the French). After all, Chad is part of the African Francophone community that looks up to France and has adopted and incorporated French ways and etiquette.

A handshake when men meet is the most common form of greeting between them. If they enter a room where a number of people are present, it is very meaningful and important to shake all hands in the room immediately in order not to offend anyone or be perceived as impolite. Additionally, there seems to be a fixed method when greeting a group. The handshake begins from the eldest to youngest, and greetings are expressed to men before women.

Between women, a verbal greeting usually is the norm, depending on the region. At times, especially during very happy social occasions, hugs are acceptable. Between Chadian men and women, no handshakes are allowed in social situations. Generally, the norm is verbal greeting or a nod of acknowledgment of one’s presence. The right hand must be used when greeting (unless the person is known to be left-handed).

Taboos

Among some ethnic groups, pushing one’s hand forward with all fingers stretched out with an open palm is an insult. Throughout the country, shaking hands with the left hand is not only perceived as rude, it is the greatest form of disrespect in the cities as well as in the villages and rural areas. Chad generally has a very conservative culture; as such, public misconduct such as rowdiness, drunkenness, or smoking is unacceptable, even from foreigners. Shorts should not be worn in public and are seen as part of the private, at-home dress code only. This is slowly changing due to influence from neighboring states and foreigners.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Lifestyle and leisure in Chad is determined by several factors, such as class, gender, education, ethnicity, location (city, countryside, or village), religion, neighbors, and international borders. In the north where most inhabitants are Muslims, smoking and drinking are sometimes acceptable for men but not for women as a rule. In the south, among Christians and other non-Muslim groups, this is a personal choice based on access and availability of drinks or cigarettes.

The difference between urban centers and rural areas is very obvious. In big cities like N’Djamena, some modern amenities are available, albeit in poor conditions. Few schools, especially postsecondary, universities, institutions of higher learning, and hospitals exist. In fact, there is only one university in the entire country (University of N’Djamena) for a population of over 10 million people.

The international boundaries shared with six other countries have enabled Chad to benefit from these countries, sometimes negatively, other times positively. These countries—Cameroon to the southwest, to the east North Sudan and South Sudan, to the west Niger and Nigeria, the Central African Republic to the southeast and south, and Libya to the north—have all contributed to the lifestyles and leisure patterns in Chad. When there is political unrest and civil war in any of these countries, Chad shares in the instability as refugees by the thousands fleeing from war, uncertain future, and certain death cross borders into Chad.

The multilingual status of Chad and its citizens provides a certain advantage in an increasingly globalized context. Chad’s official languages, French and Arabic, are well known and spoken around the world. The use of French links Chad to the Francophone world, while the use and knowledge of Arabic links Chad and Chadians to the Arab world and the Middle East, which are already connected through Islam. The movement of people and ideas across boundaries from these countries to Chad and vice versa has triggered changes lately. Many refugees in Chad come from Sudan and the Central African Republic.

To a foreigner, the culture of “dating” does not really exist because young people marry early. However, as in most countries in Africa, young people have many opportunities and occasions to meet and date at church, school, dance festivals, marriage celebrations, death celebrations, and the markets, and during chores such as traveling to and from the farm or fetching water. Among foreigners living in Chad, dating generally follows specific traditional or cultural norms. Men may ask women out, but women generally do not ask men out. Friendships across ethnic groups and class are acceptable in Chad as long as social and cultural norms are respected. On rare occasions, smoking and drinking alcohol are accepted among educated classes as a sign of liberation and modernity. Dancing to modern Western music may be acceptable for men, but not for women usually, especially not in the Muslim north. The same applies to drinking.

Chad is also part of the Central African Zone (CEMAC) and, as such, participates in games and sports, and discussions relating to economic cooperation, national security, and political stability. As a member of the franc zone (an economic, monetary, and cultural area that is made up of very diverse states and territories of the former French colonial empire), Chad also has full benefits and responsibilities of CEMAC countries.

Like the other 15 African states the make up the franc zone, Chad has struggled since independence to carry out any meaningful development to support growth and reduce poverty. Even with support from the Banque de France, living conditions have not changed for the majority of the people in Chad. As a result, many people in Chad live on less than a $1 a day and are below the poverty line.

Employment

Of the over 10 million people who inhabit Chad, 48 percent are males while 54 percent are females. Children under 18 years of age make up 25 percent of the total population of Chad. More than 80 percent of adults are struggling cultivators of cotton and pastoralists and herders of cattle and other livestock. Since independence in 1960, others have been employed as civil servants and government workers, traders, landlords, and landowners; a few are employed in the oil, mining, and service sectors. Earning a salary and retaining a paid job can be difficult due to interruptions, political mismanagement, and the lack of infrastructure that supports a well-trained and skilled labor force. Although gainful employment is linked to education, until recently higher education has been neglected and impacted by civil strife and warfare. Few Chadians have the required skills needed for a growing economy. With adult literacy at 34 percent, most people work in the informal sector while only a few work in the formal sector. Since the 1970s, belonging to a successful armed movement has guaranteed social advancement and upward mobility or employment for some, since in those circumstances they had access to and often controlled the resources of the state.

Chad historically was at the intersections of important long-distance trade routes such as the trans-Sahara caravan route to Libya, Egypt, and the Mediterranean coast to the north, and the Red Sea and Indian Ocean to the east. At that time, many people became traders and merchants in addition to being cultivators and pastoralists. Goods traded across the desert included gold, cattle, ivory, weaponry, slaves and textiles. Borneo and Kanem, kingdoms of the Middle Ages, partly emerged thanks to their establishing control over part of this trade line. During the colonial period under French rule, most of Chad’s trade was diverted into Cameroon through the south.

Employment is also linked to the economy. When the economy is not thriving, the likelihood of gainful employment, or any kind of employment, is diminished. This has been the case in Chad. In the 20th century, Chad’s trade position steadily declined, the only major trade items being cotton and livestock. Food imports are very limited, except in times of drought. Raw cotton generates over 65 percent of export revenues, while livestock exports account for another 20 percent of revenue. Other exports are dates, rice, natron, meat, and gum arabic.

Employment prospects have started improving with the recent economic growth. There is hope for a brighter future for Chad as revenues from the oil sector have boosted the economy and enabled major infrastructural projects and improvements by government. Unemployment rates remain high, however.

Industry Sectors Employment

Eighty percent of the country’s labor force works in the agricultural sector with most farming occurring at subsistence level: farming, herding, and fishing. Cotton and livestock are the two most important products that earn significant foreign revenue for Chad. Harsh environmental conditions as well as the lack of infrastructure have hindered the effective development of the agricultural sector. The oil sector has the potential to change the future of Chad. For now employment in this sector is very low among Chadians due to low skills and lack of proper higher education. The Doba Oil Basin is the center of oil-sector construction, and production estimates of up to 250,000 barrels a day have been set. This should result in annual government revenues of between US$80 million and US$100 million. The Chad-Cameroon pipeline construction took a lot of energy and planning, and it cost US$3.5 billion. This pipeline was completed in July 2003, and Chad’s first petroleum exports departed for the international market in October 2003, via Cameroon. This project employed many people (locals and expatriates) in Chad and Cameroon. Chadians were mostly employed as laborers. According to the 2012 BP Statistical Energy Survey, Chad had proved oil reserves of 1.5 billion barrels at the end of 2011, equivalent to 36.1 years of current production and 0.09 percent of the world’s reserves. Chad produced an average of 1,136,000 barrels of crude oil per day in 2011, 0.14 percent of the world and a change of −6.7 percent compared to 2010. An oil refinery is in the works to produce refined products and has the potential for further employment, if qualified.

In 2001, 14 percent of Chad’s GDP was in manufacturing and processing. The country’s primary industries include cotton ginning, textiles, and sugar refining. The processing of agricultural products is a sector that has recently experienced growth and should be emphasized and encouraged through proper branding: “Made in Chad.” Chadians would be better served if government and related agencies and donors invested in locally manufactured goods and local consumption products as well, instead of a few main exports.

[image: Falola]

Bringing in the cotton harvest by zebu cart. Zebu, a cattle breed particularly suited to hot climates, are utilized in the Chadian Sahel as pack animals, dairy stock, and sources of meat. (Hemis/Alamy)

The mining sector in Chad remains largely undeveloped although preliminary studies by the UN Development Program and the Chadian Ministry of Mines suggest a second look at this sector given that there is great potential. Highly prospective areas for gold, bauxite, uranium, silver, and alluvial diamonds have been identified. Industry is regulated by the 1995 Mining Code, which also provides incentives for foreign investors. In the southwest region of Chad, greenstone belts have been identified in the Mayo Kebbi belts (including the Lere, Mourbame, and Pala areas). Gold has also been found in the Quaddai region (including the Am Ouchar, Ade, Ardelik, and Goz Beida areas). These regions have been likened to the gold-bearing Birimian rocks of West Africa.

Alluvial gold is mined in Chad, producing about 4,000 ounces (113.40 kilograms) in 1999 along the Mayo N’Dala River, where a substantial alluvial deposit exists that is estimated to hold several tons of gold. AFKO, a South Korean company, has opened Chad’s first gold mine located at Pala, approximately 300 kilometers (186.41 miles) south of N’Djamena. It is also near Doba’s major oilfield development, areas currently being undertaken by Exxon, PETRONAS, and Chevron. At the present moment, it is hard to tell what the mine’s output will be in the future. The extremely arid nature of the Sahara region renders conventional mining of stream sediment difficult.

Alluvial diamonds have been reported from the Guera, Quaddai, Biltine, and Baibokoum areas. Bauxite reserves have been identified at Koro, located northeast of Moundou in the south of Chad, with reserves estimated at 7 million tons grading at 57 percent aluminum oxide. Additional commodities with mining potential include silver (at Ofoni), wolframite (at the Yedri Massif in Tibesti), uranium (at Mayo Kebbi and Tibesti), and titanium at the Guera Massif. In terms of employment, therefore, the potential is very high.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Gender roles in Chadian society vary widely depending on region, educational and economic background, religion, and class. Women and men are socialized differently. Thirty-nine percent of women live in polygamy, which is legally permissible. Domestic violence is common despite it being against the law. While prohibited, female genital mutilation is practiced widely, with 45 percent of women in the country undergoing the procedure. Certain ethnic groups have higher rates, such as Arabs, Hadjarai, and Ouaddaians. The family’s socializing role and the ethnic and cultural group later in life, through mutual help, initiation, embracing and completing religious and ritual duties, and social support, is crucial for all Chadians and community cohesion. Women living in the north, the predominantly Muslim part of the country, tend to be marginalized more or less in the same manner as in areas of the Arab or Muslim world, most of which are religiously conservative. In the south of Chad, where Christianity dominates, women generally have a higher status as well as access to education. However, women are still considered second-class citizens in more ways than one.

The separation of space and activities is common throughout the country, especially among Muslims. Generally, the separation can be observed during prayers or meal times as men pray and eat with other men, while women eat and pray with other women only; thus, there is limited interaction between genders in public. There is more latitude among outsiders and foreign women. Quite often they are treated as “honorary men” with allowable excesses and given certain privileges that Chadian women cannot have. Foreign women who are professionals working in the north (and even occasionally in the south) sometimes cover their heads as a sign of respect, wear long sleeves and skirts, and limit the use of trousers.

Gender equality is a concept that Chadians across ethnic and religious lines are struggling with. However, the Republic of Chad is one of the countries in Africa that promotes gender equality and has passed laws that fully recognize it. In 1995, it also ratified international conventions such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and others concerning women’s and children’s rights. In spite of these laws, gender equality is an elusive pursuit in Chad. As in other parts of Africa, women in Chad have made great strides and progress when compared to a decade ago. Many more women have access to education, productive resources such as land on which to farm, and health care. However, wherever one chooses to look, gender equality has yet to happen. During the 2011 elections, the percentage of females in parliament rose from 7 percent in 2007 to 18 percent in 2011 (28 out of 155 members of parliament).

In 2014, the Chadian government had nine women ministers, including the very important Minister of the Economy, Planning, and International Cooperation. This is something that other countries in the region are yet to do, given that this ministry has always been headed by men. This progress leaves more to be desired, especially since in reality progress is often resisted and blocked by traditional practices, which always favor men. Chadians are struggling to accept this equality principle. Gender inequality remains strong, especially in health care, education, property access, inheritance, and pay. Women are mostly active in farming, livestock raising, and fisheries but have limited access to natural resources and fertile land despite every citizen’s recognized legal right to land.

Regarding gender-based violence (GBV), recent studies have shown that globally one tenth of the female population (1 out of 10) has experienced some form of GBV, often at the hands of someone she knows. She has been roughly handled, beaten, coerced into sex, or abused mentally and physically by her husband, a friend, a brother, or another male member of the family. Such violence against women not only violates but also impairs women’s human rights and fundamental freedoms. GBV reinforces inequalities between women and men and compromises the health, security, dignity, and independence of the victims. Despite the constitutional guarantee of equality and the fact that women constitute almost half of the population of Chad, the numerical strength of Chadian women has not affected their second-class status in society. Many factors have contributed to the low position of women in Chad. Some of these factors are linked to the patriarchal system and the gender insensitivity of not only men but also the entire Chadian society. Others are a product of the religious composition of society with traditional norms and beliefs that do not favor women’s rights and autonomy. Additionally, some experts blame women’s inability to fight back, especially those who accept the second-class status through the socialization process.


Women in Chadian Government

Since 1982 the government of Chad has managed to include women in government and leadership positions, beginning with Fatime Kimto, Yonatou Rongar, and Ruth Yaneko Romba serving as ministers of diverse ministries such as the Ministry of Social Affairs and Women; Environment and Water; Youth and Sport; Communication; Micro-Finance; and Cultural and Artistic Development, to name only a few. Achta Tone Gossingar served as secretary of state for Public Health; Miriam Mahamat Nour served in various capacities including secretary of state for Planning and Cooperation, secretary of state for Finance, and minister of Planning. The following nine women ministers served in the Chadian government in 2014:

•Banaiwa Djibergui Rosine Aman

•Amina Mahmat

•Chamchal Houda Abakar Kadada

•Banata Tchalet Sow

•Hawa Acyl

•Kassire Isabelle Housna

•Djimasbeye Ndade Mandagua

•Mbaion djiberki Rosine

•Amina Kodjiyana



It is not a surprise that women’s subordination knows no boundaries. It is not dependent on the educational, economic, or social status of Chadian women. All women face the same problems and suffer the same fate: an uneducated and poor woman in a rural area or a refugee suffers as much subordination as an educated and rich woman in the city. Cultural norms and customary practices in contemporary societies have consistently perpetuated a considerable bias against women and persistently serve to subjugate them to men. Therefore, in Chad, for example, peoples’ cultures endorse such practices as female genital mutilation, early marriages for the female child, preference for the male child, payment of dowry on a bride, and the horrible treatment of barren and infertile women.

Violence against women, especially GBV, is not a new phenomenon in Chad. It has origins in medieval kingdoms when these and sultanates struggled to expand their territories and take control over resources and trade, as well as take war captives. According to the 1995 UN Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, “Violence against women both violates and impairs or nullifies the enjoyment by women of their human rights and fundamental freedoms…. In all societies, to a greater or lesser degree, women and girls are subjected to physical, sexual and psychological abuse that cuts across lines of income, class and culture.”

Violence against women is thus a manifestation of historically unequal power relations between women and men. This has led to domination over and discrimination against women by men and the prevention of growth potential and the full advance of women. Violence against women is one of the most pervasive of human rights violations, denying women and girl’s equality, security, dignity, self-worth, and their right to enjoy fundamental freedoms.

Men are the majority in government, the military, and public sphere. Political life (including insurgency) is almost exclusively the domain of men. The commercial-scale pastoral economy and commercial farming are dominated by men as well. Women do the main work in the rural subsistence economy across the country, handling family responsibilities and household tasks, including child care. They also care for small livestock, maintain family gardens, and are involved in the small-scale trade of agricultural surpluses. There is also an emerging small group of female traders in the urban centers. Women are not, however, significantly organized in public associations. A few wealthy Muslim women have earned the title Al Hadja (Adja in its short and popular form) for going on pilgrimage to Mecca.

Notions about religious roles and public duties have led to men’s higher status compared to that of women, although this is not necessarily linked to ideas of inherent inferiority. Differences exist across the country regarding the status and roles of men and women when it comes to social and religious duties. In practice, women are economically active and freely move about in most spheres of life, although Islamic groups of the north are more conservative than the southerners and city dwellers. No Islamic evidence or argument exists limiting the social role of women or forcing them to wear the veil. The new 1996 constitution grants many more rights to women, but implementing those rights in practice is the greater challenge.

Marriage rites and rights vary from one group to the other and from one religion to the other. For Christians in the south and the few educated elites, monogamy (one man with one woman) is the norm. Polygyny (marriage to more than one wife) is acceptable in the south among the Sara and in the north among Muslims. Payment of bride-wealth is also common in Chad. It is rare to find nuclear families living by themselves, except for a few city dwellers. Extended family with cousins, uncles, and other relatives, or joint family of married brothers constitute the basic social unit for most Chadians. Chad is mostly patrilineal with its systems of inheritance modified by French-inspired modern law as well as by sharia (Islamic law) among Muslims.

Child rearing is the most important duty of women. Mothers and other female relatives take care of young children till they turn six or seven years old, at which time the fathers get more involved. This is especially true in rural areas and in the north, which is predominantly Muslim. Women bear the brunt of taking care of the family, cooking, cleaning, putting up mud walls for traditional homes, and fetching water and firewood. The struggle against endemic diseases and malnutrition in children under five years old continues to be a challenge for Chadian mothers and the government, as all children under five are underweight. The poor health situation is mostly due to shortage of qualified doctors, both in big hospitals in N’Djamena and in the rural areas and provinces. The poor health situation is also a result of an inadequate and uneven distribution of medical staff throughout the country. In 2012, Chad’s health workers numbered 7,534: 89 percent of them in the public sector, 6 percent in religious and private institutions, 3 percent in nongovernmental organizations, and 2 percent in the army. The difficulty of accessing any of them is compounded by the poor transportation network and bad roads, which leaves helpless mothers holding on tightly to their dehydrated, dying babies while riding a donkey or horse to a clinic. From birth until their twenties children depend on their families for support. Incidence of HIV/AIDS was 3.3 percent in 2013, while it was 4.9 percent in sub-Saharan Africa. Free HIV testing and antiretroviral drugs are available to patients. Forty-seven percent of the total population of Chad lives below the poverty line, and persistent famine affects 44 percent of the population, most of them women.

[image: Falola]

A Peul woman and her daughter ride on the back of a cow loaded with their possessions. In most Chadian households, the responsibility for child rearing and maintenance of the household falls mainly upon women. (Nigel Pavitt/JAI/Corbis)

Efforts are being made to build human capacity and to reduce poverty through education. Primary school enrollments were high in 2012 and ought to be increased by the 2013–2015 national development plan once some major challenges are met: reduction of high rates of illiteracy, the imbalance between town and country, and the discrepancy between genders, currently 86 percent for women and 69 percent for men. Rural development is essential to fight poverty, worse in rural areas where 82 percent of the population lives. Rural poverty is aggravated by the survival of traditional practices that prevent women from working and deprive them of other rights, especially access to natural resources and good fertile land. Gender sensitivity and awareness, increasing education, and improving economic circumstances have the potential for better development prospects for the country.

Cuisine

The cuisine of Chad is a reflection of the great diversity in society in terms of who eats what, how the food is prepared, where the food is available, and under what circumstances. Certain cooking traditions, practices, foods, and dishes are associated with the country. Chadians use a variety of grains, meats, vegetables, and fruits; the most commonly consumed grains are millet, sorghum, and rice as staples. Commonly eaten vegetables include okra, cassava leaves, and an assortment of fruits. Meat, sheep, fish, goat, chicken and beef are all available. The main meal for the day is typically consumed in the evening on a large communal plate, with men and women eating in separate areas. Typically, this meal is served on a mat on the floor with people sitting and eating from the plate, often with their fingers.

The north-south divide and the ethnoreligious diversity that characterize Chad are also evident in its cuisine. Northern cuisine is largely composed of fish, which is abundant in northern Chad, and includes carp, tilapia, eel, and perch. Southern Chadians do not consume a lot of dairy products from livestock nor are they overly dependent upon fish as a source of protein. They are blessed with fertile land and have more options in using fruits and spices compared to people in northern Chad, including nomadic Arabs who rely upon dairy products and meats as staple foods for daily consumption.

The traditional cuisine centers on the main staple food, millet, and sorghum used to make la boule, which is similar to fufu, the West African name for thick dough made of millet, sorghum, rice, yam, or plantain, shaped like balls. It is eaten with different sauces. The special dish alysh (a doughy starch similar to fufu, most often made from millet and served with stew) is popular in the north. Further south, biya (a similar entrée) is a favorite dish and regular part of the cuisine. Fish from Lake Chad, the Logone, and Chari rivers is also popular and is typically smoked in different forms. The sweet drink carcaje (sometimes spelled karkanji) is popular and prepared from hibiscus leaves. In the south, most people drink millet beer. The snack of choice is roasted peanuts.

Ethnic diversity in the production and consumption of food is an obvious trend in Chad. The idea of a national food culture is nonexistent. One dish that has come close to attaining the title of national cuisine because it is commonly eaten everywhere in Chad is la boule, a porridge or dough made of sorghum or millet flour, that is served with different sauces and dried fish, meat, onions, tomatoes, and various spices. In Chad, eating habits or trends follow a natural order: there is fish in the diet in regions where fishing is possible, and more eating of milk products in regions where herding of animals is key. In the south, the cuisine reflects an assortment of forest products: tubers, spices, and tropical fruits like mangoes, guavas, papayas, pineapples, and bananas. Other staple foods besides millet and sorghum include rice, maize, manioc, sesame, various beans, and potatoes.

What is known as modern cuisine is primarily for the wealthy city dwellers, educated elites, and government officials, some of whom live a life of luxury. For the growing expatriate populations, especially the French, a domesticated French cuisine is available in one or two restaurants and at major hotels in N’Djamena. French bread (baguette) is popular and available at local boulangeries (bakeries), alongside cakes and desserts. Bread is eaten with cheese and assorted salad dishes with lettuce, cucumbers, avocado, and sliced carrots, garnished with croutons. Rice, spaghetti, and other European imports are consumed also. Green or red tea and coffee are equally important favorite liquids.

The jus de fruit (fruit juice) locally made with local tropical fruits is a refreshing fruit punch. A lot of Chadians have started small businesses throughout Chad based on this fruit juice recipe and sales. During breaks and relaxation moments people gather at “milk bars” to enjoy these refreshing drinks with friends and catch up on current events.

La bouillie (breakfast cereal) is the most important meal of the day according to nutritionists. This breakfast is a hot cereal recipe, requiring a little rice or other grain, milk, sugar and flour. It can be simple or sophisticated depending on how one chooses to embellish it according to personal means. Other food items and sauces that make up the Chadian cuisine are beignets soufflés (fluffy fried donuts), which are a delight among young and old people; daraba (okra) soup; peanut butter sauce, especially in southern Chad; jarret de boeuf (three legs of beef cut up with vegetable soup); roasted chicken African style with hot pepper; and broiled fish in villages along the Chari River.

Dress

Dress in Chad is used to protect the body, and often the changing climatic conditions are taken into consideration. Traditional dress is cotton, two-piece boubous and pants sewn to fit loosely in order to accommodate the hot weather. Sometimes the art of layering dresses is displayed according to seasons. Very often these dresses are embroidered around the neckline, sleeves, and ankles. Dress is also a marker of social class, status, gender, religious affiliation, and educational level for men, women, and children. Muslims like the Fulbe, Toubou, Kotoko, Kanembou, Arabs, Hadjerai, Baguirmi, Zaghawa, Boulala, and Maba always wear boubous and headwraps or turbans. Dressmakers and tailors are often found among these groups.
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A man wearing a boubou at a corn mill in Chad. Popular throughout West Africa, the boubou is a wide-sleeved, flowing robe, extending below the knees. (Horizons WWP/Alamy)

In urban cities like Abéché, Sarh, or N’Djamena, for professional and businessmen it is appropriate to wear suits and ties. Darker colors are the norm. Business casual attire, which could include a nice African print shirt with black or khaki pants, is also acceptable in most situations. Non-Muslims like the Goulaye, Sara, Maye, Moundang, Ngambaye, Massa, and Moussei especially like to dress in suits (men) or skirt suits (women). Children dress casually except on special occasions and at schools that have uniforms.

Professional women dress conservatively. Generally, they wear African-print complet (skirt suit or wrapper and matching blouse). Sometimes others wear Western suits, and these are acceptable and appropriate dress. Chadian women hardly ever wear pantsuits, short dresses or skirts, or sleeveless outfits. Married Muslim women in both cities and villages do have to cover their heads.

In rural areas and the villages, dress is more relaxed and people wear mostly boubous. Both men and women dress in more casual and simple clothes. Usually, the fabrics used by women are colorful and bright. In the desert in the north, where dusty sand and windstorms often blow, the headwrap or turban is used to protect the face.

As a member of the franc zone, Chadians have the luxury of buying various items of clothing and dress styles from France and the other 15 African states that are also members. Dressmaking is one of the big businesses in the zone, and wealthy Chadians have access as clients.

Sports and Games

There are two national sports teams in Chad: the National Football Team and the National Rugby Union. Chadian athletes have also participated in the Summer Olympics between 1964 and 1972 and between 1984 and 2004. Civil wars and other disruptions have hindered growth and development in sports. Le football (soccer) is the main sport, as in most African countries. The national team has a devoted following, and many Chadian players have played for French teams. Wrestling, in traditional forms, boxing, martial arts, track and field, and basketball are also popular. Chad is a member of regional and international sports association and participates in the intercollegiate university games organized by universities of the Central Africa region.

The Football Association (soccer) is governed by an international body, the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA). FIFA is responsible for the organization of football’s major international tournaments, notably the World Cup every four years. Chad did not qualify to attend the 2014 World Cup in Brazil. FIFA’s membership is composed of 209 national associations from all over the world that represent all continents. Its headquarters are in Zurich, Switzerland. The Chadian Football Federation is affiliated with one of the 209 national associations. Additionally, Chad is a member of the Confederation Africaine de Football, known in English as the Confederation of African Football, and it is a member of the African Cup of Nations. Children play soccer anywhere: in the compounds, on school fields, in the backyards, on side roads, often using locally made materials. They love football.

Chad’s national football team, nicknamed Sao, represents Chad in international football tournaments. The team is controlled by the Chadian Football Federation, the governing body for football in the country, and has been managed by Emmanuel Trégoat. The team has never qualified for the African Cup finals or the World Cup. Nevertheless, football players are treated like celebrities in Chad. Some of the most important soccer players of Chad are Nambatingue Tokomon, Abdoulay Karateka, and Ndoram Japhet.

Home games and matches are played at the Idriss Mahamat Ouya Stadium, also known as Stade National or Stade Omnisports (National Stadium), a multiuse stadium in N’Djamena. The stadium has a capacity of 30,000. It is named after the former Chadian high jumper, Mahamat Idriss (1942–1987). Idriss was born Koundja Ouya on July 17, 1942, in Fort-Lamy in the then French Equatorial Africa. He is the most famous athlete that Chad has ever produced. He was the best high jumper and track and field runner. Prior to Chadian independence on August 11, 1960, he competed for France, winning the French national championships in 1960 and 1961. He also finished 12th at the 1960 Olympic Games while representing France. He finished ninth for Chad at the 1964 Olympic Games. In the annual world rankings for track and field, Idriss placed ninth in 1961, 10th in 1964, and eighth in 1966. His personal best jump was 2.17 meters (7.11 feet), achieved in April 1966 in Fort-Lamy. This is still the Chadian record, although it has been equaled by Paul Ngadjadoum in 1993 and Mathias Ngadjadoum in1996. Idriss died October 3, 1987.

Festivals and Holidays

National holidays, popularly known as “public holidays,” are days that the public comes together to celebrate an event or person. Whether the holiday is political, religious, or secular, the celebration always ends with a party that may include fun activities, parades, food, drinks, and merrymaking. Because of the diversity of religions and ethnicities, national political holidays and both Christian and Muslim holidays are observed in Chad: New Year’s Day on January 1, Easter Monday, Labor Day on May 1, Independence Day on August 11, All Saints Day on November 1, Republic Day on November 28, Freedom and Democracy Day on December 1, and Christmas Day on December 25. The Prophet’s birthday, End of Ramadan, and the Feast of the Sacrifice are also celebrated by Muslims. Some of these holidays are opportunities to visit museums, such as the National Museum in N’Djamena, where Chadian weapons, musical instruments, and masks are housed. The Museum of Abéché has an impressive ethnographical collection. The Kotoko Museum features a collection of architectural pieces, pottery, and instruments from Sao and Kotoko, and the Museum of Fort-Lamy, which is the country’s best historical and public affairs museum, includes an exhibit that features its fight for independence.

Given that there are about 1,000 French citizens living in Chad, French holidays are observed by this group of Frenchmen and women, and sometimes close Chadian friends and collaborators are invited to lunch or dinner parties in their homes as part of the celebrations. Festivals are organized along ethnic lines and religious affiliations. They are all accompanied by traditional or modern music, singing and dancing, as well as horseback riding or boating competitions in the Lake Chad and River Chari region.

National sports events by the two national sports teams in Chad, the National Football Team and the National Rugby Union, provide additional reasons to celebrate. Chadian athletes have also participated in the Summer Olympics between 1964 and 1972 and between 1984 and 2004; each time they returned home to the sounds and celebrations by eager, faithful fans. Civil wars and other disruptions have hindered the growth and development of sports. Le football (soccer) is the most popular sport in Chad. The national team has a devoted following, and every time they play competitively and win, fans celebrate in an after-game sports festival.

Music and Dance

Music in Chad releases tension and nourishes the soul. Major instruments of traditional music in Chad are the drum (tam-tam), lute, harp, African maracas, and balafon (a large xylophone with wood bars that are tapped). A traditional flute similar to the ocarina is a common instrument also. Instruments such as the kinde (a bow harp) and the kakaki (a tin horn) are used to play music. Other stringed instruments are also used. Some ethnic groups have their own instruments that they prefer to use; the Sara, for example, use and prefer whistles and harps, while the Kanembu use flute like instruments and drums. Thus, different types of musical instruments exist in Chad, popularly played in millet-beer bars, churches, and traditional dance nights in the villages. Musical performances and dances are gender specific like most activities in the country.


Military Coups

Chad has been plagued by military coups since independence in 1960. Civil war broke out between the Muslim north and Christian/animist south due to the heavy-handed nature of Tombalbaye’s rule, which had become more brutal over the years. As a result in 1975 General Felix Malloum took power in a military coup that killed Tombalbaye. Malloum himself was also ousted and replaced by Goukouni Oueddei after another coup in 1979. These were followed by two other coups led by Hissène Habré in 1982 and Idriss Déby in 1990. Under Déby the first multiparty, democratic elections since independence took place, and reaffirmed Déby in 1996, bringing some measure of stability to the hitherto troubled nation. He was reelected to office in 2011 and is still in power.



Popular music groups in Chad include Chari Jazz, one of the first notable music groups, which formed in 1964 shortly after independence. Chari Jazz started the country’s musical scene. Other groups include the African Melody and the International Challal mix musical tradition. Some critics have blamed coups, disruptive civil wars, as well as poverty for the lack of a musical boom in Chad. Chadians historically have not been known to like modern music. Since 1995, however, this has changed due to the growth of democracy and the distribution of African and Western CDs and audio cassettes in N’Djamena and other major cities throughout the country. Due to the lack of regulation in the music industry, piracy is a problem in Chad as it is in many African countries.

Men and women have separate music and dance performance groups, which reflects their different socialization since youth. Chadians usually marry early; prior to marriage, both boys and girls participate in some rites of passage and rituals in anticipation of adult bliss and responsibilities. In the rural areas, women have music and songs that teach young girls to be good wives and home caregivers, while young boys have their own songs and dance performances that help them become husbands, good herders, and farmers. Music, especially traditional music, is important during rites of passage, marriage celebrations, birth celebrations, and death celebrations.

In the cities and in southern Chad, where education continues to be a motivational force in the lives of Chadians, boys and girls learn different songs and dances. The music is modern and Christian, depending on the school. Mission schools have access to free Christian music, which is taught to students from primary to high school as part of the education received by students. Sundays are the best days to enjoy live Christian music and songs; one only needs to attend church service at one of the Catholic, Protestant, Baptist, or Pentecostal Evangelical churches.

Visual Art

The visual art of Chad includes painting, pottery, sculpture, and cinema. Like the country itself, visual art is a reflection of not only the history but also the distinctions and divisions that are so visible and tell the story of a people determined to succeed against all odds. Most art today is driven by the tourist demands and grows out of the need to make money, and to stimulate the local economy.

In Abéché cross-stitching has become popular, with patterns of animals familiar to all Chadians. This particular artwork is unusual due to the special tightness of the stitches placed on these pictures. All profit from the sales goes to the workers who are unmarried or widowed women, struggling to provide for their families. Weavers use straw to make baskets, fans, mats, and other useful items. To decorate them, the artisan uses dyes made from the bark of trees, flowers, and roots of local plants. Green and violet are the two most common colors on woven art in Chad.

Pottery

Potters make clay pots, cups, and other useful items. These clay pots used as local fridges can keep water cool in the hottest weather. Potters use their hands and fingers to form the wet clay into desired shape since there is no wheel to use, adding needed material gradually. To fire the pots after they are glazed, the potter gently places them in a circle, along with kindling wood and straw. Then the kindling and straw are set ablaze and allowed to burn. At its hottest, the potter covers the fire and pottery with sand. This is left overnight to complete the process, at which time the potter is ready to bring the finished products out and to the market for sale.

Paintings

Besides pottery and basket making, local artists create stationery, paintings, and greeting cards. There are no well-known or prominent Chadian oil painters. Paintings, traditionally created using whitewash, indigo, and locally made dyes, are more popular on clay pots and fabrics where artists showcase their artistic skills and intricate designs and styles. The creative use of old x-ray paper to make stencils for stationery has become a favorite among locals and tourists alike. During festivals and other celebrations, face painting as decorative art is common.

Mural painting on the exterior of homes is common in rural areas and typically found on the walls of traditional homes and village walls. The most famous mural paintings are those of the Mousgoum people of northern Cameroon and Chad. The Mousgoum people’s teleuk, a domed, beehive-shaped residential structure, represents the most important traditional form of visual artwork. Women create these murals because painting the outsides of homes is considered part of women’s duties. In Mousgoum country, the task of building homes generally reverted to men, while women covered or cemented them with mud and other materials and then decorated them. These traditional practices contributed to women’s status as artists.

Film Industry in Chad

Civil war and political unrest have hindered the development of the Chadian film industry but have not completely destroyed it. Chadian films produced since 1999 have received world acclaim, thanks to the determination of a few Chadian filmmakers. There is only one movie theater in the entire country, where foreign films can be watched weeks, sometimes months, after their debut in Europe or the United States. Notable producers and directors include Mahamat Saleh Haroun and Issa Serge Coelo. A notable production company is the Chadian Goï Goï Productions. Some actors to watch are Youssouf Djaoro, Ahidjo Mahamet Moussa, Zara Haroun, and Hamza Moctar Aguid.

Chad’s pioneer director-filmmaker is Mahamat Saleh Haroun. In 1999, he produced the first Chadian film, Bye Bye Africa. The film won three international awards: 1999 Amiens International Film Festival’s Special Mention in the category Best Feature Film; 1999 Venice Film Festival’s CinemAvvenire Award in the category of Best First Film and Special Mention for the Luigi De Laurentiis Award; and 2000 Kerala International Film Festival’s FIPRESCI Prize (tied with Deveeri). His later films received positive publicity and were praised for bringing life in Chad to the wider world.

Daresalam (Let There Be Peace) is a 2000 dramatic film by the Chadian director. It is one of the few recent African films that have focused on the internecine conflicts that have ravaged the African continent since independence. While set in a fictional African country called Daresalam (and not in Tanzania’s capital city, Dar-es-Salam), it reflects the civil war that ravaged Chad during the 1960s and 1970s.

Haroun’s Abouna (Our Father) is a 2002 film about a young man’s search for his father. The father left his family and abandoned his son without explanation. The film was screened at Cannes and won the following awards: 2002 Hong Kong International Film Firebird Award–Special Mention; 2002 Kerala International Film Festival FIPRESCI Prize and Golden Crow Pheasant; 2003 Panafrican Film and Television Festival of Ouagadougou Baobab Seed Award for Best Cinematography; INALCO Award; and UNICEF Award for Childhood.

In 2006, Haroun produced Daratt (French Saison Sèche, Dry Season), one of seven films from non-Western cultures commissioned by Peter Sellars’ New Crowned Hope Festival. The festival commemorated the 250th birthday of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Inspiration for the themes of revenge and reconciliation were taken from Mozart’s La Clemenza di Tito. Daratt won the Grand Special Jury Prize at the 63rd Venice Film Festival as well as eight other prizes at Venice and the Panafrican Film and Television Festival of Ouagadougou.

DP75: Tartina City is a 2007 dramatic film by Haroun, his second feature film. The film won the Innovation Award at the 31st Montreal World Film Festival. Although the country in which the action is set remains unnamed, the context clearly is that of Chadian history in the 1980s and 1990s. The film’s title is taken from tartina, a mixture of bread and sheep’s bowels served to the prisoners.

A Screaming Man (Un homme qui crie) is a 2010 French-Chadian drama film by Haroun starring Youssouf Djaoro and Diouc Koma. It revolves around the 2010 civil war in Chad and tells the story of a man who sends his son to war in order to regain his position at an upscale hotel. Themes of fatherhood and the culture of war are explored. Principal photography took place on location in N’Djamena and Abéché. The film won the Jury Prize at the 2010 Cannes Film Festival.

Grigris is a 2013 French-Chadian drama film directed by Haroun that stars Soulémane Démé, Mariam Monory, Cyril Guei, and Marius Yelolo. It is about a 25-year-old man with a paralyzed leg who dreams of becoming a dancer; he begins working for a gang of petrol smugglers. The film was produced by French Pili Films with coproduction support from Chadian Goï Goï Productions. It also received support from Canal+, Cine+, TV5Monde, Canal Horizons, and the CNC. Filming started on October 29, 2012. The film was nominated for the Palme d’Or at the 2013 Cannes Film Festival and won the Vulcan Award. The film was also selected as the Chadian entry for the Best Foreign Language at the 86th Academy Awards, but it was not nominated. The film also screened at the 36th Denver Film.

Le Pelerin de Camp Nou (Captain Majid) is a 2009 feature film of Chad, written and produced by Abakar Chene Massar, who also starred in it. Bentley Brown, a friend of Massar, helped to edit the film. A low-budget digital movie, its international debut was at the Festival du Film PanAfricain (Panafrican Film Festival) in Cannes in April 2009. It was featured at festivals in Montreal, Toronto, and London in 2009 before screening at the International Film Festival Rotterdam in 2010.

A younger generation of Chadian filmmakers and aspiring directors and actors are benefitting from proximity to Nigeria’s film industry (Nollywood) and Cameroon’s film industry (Camwood). The Chadian film industry will continue to grow with men like Haroun at the helm, leading and encouraging the youth.

Architecture and Housing

The urbanization rate in Chad is low: approximately 82 percent of the population live in rural areas. Most of the people are farmers and pastoralists still living in bands in dispersed small communities and hamlets, cattle camps, villages, and oases. An intricate link exists between the environment that is constructed and other forms of communications. Buildings old and new say much about the relationship of architecture to various ethnicities in Chad. Other times, as in the case of the teleuk, they allow us to question notions of civilized and uncivilized people as well as the dynamics of power and inequality.

The teleuk of the Mousgoum people has been understood differently by various groups: contemporary visitors and tourists, government officials, and, most importantly, today’s Mousgoum people of northern Cameroon and Chad. The teleuk is thus a vehicle for connecting past and present; the Mousgoum imbue it with qualities such as progeniture and protection, exactly like the family.

Using the teleuk as a three-dimensional symbol of Mousgoum culture, in From Cameroon to Paris: Mousgoum Architecture in and out of Africa, Steven Nelson demonstrates how the teleuk’s meaning as a building has the ability to change over time in different places. Inside and outside of Africa, it serves as a showcase of changing Mousgoum culture. Nelson’s work explores the use of architecture by both Western and African peoples in achieving their own ends. Historic Mousgoum architecture for larger family homes combines form and function while serving as a foundation for understanding the great changes in meaning during the 20th century.

European travelers’ encounters with Mousgoum show how, for a brief moment, such encounters forced these travelers—some of them experts like Heinrich Barth who had, according to Nelson, “extensive travel experience and understanding of architecture as being one of the paramount tools for defining cultural advancement”—to question notions of “the primitive” and “the civilized” (2007: 82). Nelson also quotes André Gide about his observations of Mousgoum teleuks: “A beauty so perfect, so accomplished, that it is almost natural” (2007: 82).

The teleuk demonstrates the ways in which wall murals, objects, and structures address the importance of Mousgoum agency, women’s creativity, and ingenuity. Indigenous values, Western perceptions, tourism, and religious conversion come together to create synthetic narratives that have been projected onto the teleuk by Mousgoum people, Westerners, and Cameroonian government officials alike.

N’Djamena’s central mosque is a towering architectural building. A social and religious center, the central mosque can be seen from many parts of the city. In addition to the mosque itself, the complex has a library, lecture hall, and two schools, although the ability to speak Chadian Arabic is necessary to benefit from these facilities. The spiritual leader of Muslims in Chad, the imam of N’Djamena, encourages them to go to the mosque for prayers. Every Friday, they can be seen flocking to the mosques for prayers. The Catholic cathedral in N’Djamena is an impressive architectural structure with its high ceilings and painted windows. The Catholic archbishop, as spiritual leader of about 550,000 Catholic believers, also guides and encourages them in Christian ways. On Sundays, these Christians and those affiliated with other Christian groups dress up in their Sunday best and go to church.

Old structures portray beautiful architectural works. Capitals of old sultanates and kingdoms—for example, Njimi, capital of the Kanem Kingdom; Wara, capital of the Ouaddaï sultanate; and Niere, capital of the Tama sultanate—have reduced in size only. Few historical structures remain, and some palaces and mosques. Chad is home to some of Africa’s most important archaeological sites, especially in the region of Borkou-Ennedi-Tibesti. Building styles vary greatly according to their use of space, work patterns, and materials within various ethnic groups and climatic conditions.

In rural areas and villages, the traditional mud or clay house styles are maintained, even as the use of corrugated iron in construction and concrete buildings has increased rapidly. In the less populated north, due to its vast desert plains, there are huge distances between grazing lands and human settlements. Many nomadic groups live in tents and shelterlike structures. Sedentary farmers in the south live in villages that are highly populated. Abéché, with its clay buildings, monuments, and small winding streets is perhaps the most characteristic town of Chad.

N’Djamena is a new city, founded by the French in the 1900 as Fort-Lamy. After independence from the French, it suffered extensive damage in the 1980–1982 war triggered by Hissen Habré. Nonstop immigration and the influx of different waves of refugees since the civil war period caused the city to grow rapidly without proper planning and corresponding expansion of services and infrastructure.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Political instability and repression by the mostly military regimes have negatively impacted Chad’s literature. The fear of imprisonment—or worse—that African writers face on a daily basis is more apparent in Chad where literature has suffered and is produced under stressful conditions. Most authors find themselves exiled and have had to write from elsewhere, though they draw inspiration from the country’s multiple problems. The most popular theme for these authors is that of oppression.

Some of the better-known authors include Baba Moustapha, Antoine Bangui, Joseph Brahim Seid, and Koulsy Lamko. The country’s sole literary critic, Ahmat Taboya, published a literary anthology in 2002 to further international recognition of Chadian writers. The Muslim population, particularly in the northern and eastern parts of the nation, have access to Islamic and Arabic writings. The Christians, mostly found in the south, are generally the formally educated group of Chadians.

Oral traditions, the history and elements of a culture that are transmitted orally from one generation to the other, are an integral part of African societies. Thus, all religious beliefs, folklore, and stories transmitted using this method are distinguished from the written method of Western societies. For Chadians, like most Africans, great emphasis and importance are placed on oral tradition because it is the primary means of conveying culture. This is especially true in southern Chad, where Arabic was not spoken.

Prior to European colonization and the introduction of written language, oral traditions were the only means of transmitting information. Oral traditions include music, songs, dance, and drumming. Praise singers, known as griots, are valuable in the community; they sing praises to kings, queens, and other important people in society. Information about family histories and lineage information are still transmitted orally. Often in the evenings when children gather around after dinner, a “storyteller” entertains them with a story of bravery, moral rectitude, or crime and punishment. Various ethnic groups in Chad have these stories as well as unwritten rules and regulations that govern society and teach the moral code to young people.


Chadian Museums

There are four notable museums in Chad. The first one, the National Museum in N’Djamena, is now better managed and well organized. It has masks, Chadian weapons, and musical instruments. The second, Fort Lamy, houses the country’s best historical and public affairs museum, including an exhibit that features its courageous fight for independence. The third, the Museum of Abeche, features an ethnographical collection. Last but not least, the Kotoko Museum houses a collection of architectural pieces, pottery, and instruments depicting history from Sao and Kotoko. Visitors to Chad can indulge in diverse research at these museums and find something of interest.



Media

Telecommunications

The postal, telephone, and telegraph services are owned and operated by the government. One ministry is in charge of these operations, the Ministry of Post and Telecommunications. In 2011, there were 51,200 landlines, or fixed phones in homes; usually, only the wealthier members of society can afford to have them. In 2012, that number dropped to an estimated 29,900 landline phones in use nationwide, which ranks Chad 176th in the world for landlines. An estimated 4.2 million Chadians use cellular and mobile phones, ranking it 112th in the world for cell phone use. The supply of electricity in Chad, as in most countries of Africa, is very bad, and effective transmission is limited to N’Djamena and urban areas. It is easier to own and use a mobile phone in the country because of constant power outages that affect homes.

Telephones are scarce, although the situation is improving. Most religious centers, schools, and government offices have phones. A general assessment of the telephone system shows that it is an inadequate system of radio-telephone communication stations with high costs that make it very difficult for the average person in Chad to access the system.

The big post centrale (Main Post Office) is located in N’Djamena; smaller post offices are located in all regional headquarters of the 23 regions of Chad: Barh el Gazel, Batha, Borkou, Chari-Baguirmi, Ennedi-Est, Ennedi-Ouest, Guera, Hadjer-Lamis, Kanem, Lac, Logone Occidental, Logone Oriental, Mandoul, Mayo-Kebbi Est, Mayo-Kebbi Ouest, Moyen-Chari, Ouaddai, Salamat, Sila, Tandjile, Tibesti, Ville de N’Djamena (City of N’Djamena), and Wadi Fira. Other post offices are located in major urban centers, big cities, and some villages in the rural areas.

The country’s Internet Code is .td. Limited Internet access and mobile coverage is also available in cities. As of 2012, there were six Internet hosts in Chad, ranking it 229th in the world. The number of Internet users rose to 168,100 in 2011, ranking it 145th in the world.

State-controlled television and radio transmissions are operated under one state-owned TV station and one state-owned radio network, Radiodiffusion Nationale Tchadienne (RNT), which operates national and regional stations. As the prominent broadcasting stations, they reach the largest number of citizens in the country, mostly in the urban centers and also in the rural areas. There are about 11 private radio stations, and most of these stations rebroadcast programs from international broadcasters. The RNT radio broadcast is available in French and Arabic, the official languages, as well as Sara and sometimes Sango, the creole trade language.

While the constitution provides for freedom of speech and the press, the government has restricted this right in practice. Arbitrary arrests, murders, “disappearances,” and other harassment of journalists and political opponents are frequently reported. There are a few organizations monitoring freedom of press and human rights in the Republic of Chad, including the National Union of Chadian Journalists, Transparency International, and Human Rights Watch International. In 2005, Transparency International listed Chad as the world’s most corrupt country. Chadian government is making efforts to address this problem.

Radio and TV journalists in the Republic of Chad are still censored and subjected to the practice of monitoring. Sometimes journalists are forced to write positive articles on certain subjects. There is really no independence of the press as it remains under control by the state. Journalism is a risky business in Chad if one does not toe the line.

Major newspapers are only nominally privately owned. Journalists must be members of the state-controlled union to practice their profession. Like the radio broadcasts, the majority of print press publications are in French and Arabic, with some in Sara or Sango. Despite their ambitions of national news coverage, it is difficult for these publications to attain broad coverage, both due to challenges in gathering information and in physically distributing the publications. Many journalists are therefore tied to a city or a region, essentially N’Djamena and other major cities, such as Sarh, Faya-Largeau, or Abéché. Some daily newspapers are published in the country, and the majority are progovernment. Foreign newspapers are available at city kiosks or newspaper stands, especially in the capital.

Communication and Infrastructure

For a landlocked country such as Chad, the infrastructure leaves much to be desired. There is no railway system in the country, and the few available roads are unpaved and often impassable, especially during the rainy season from July to August when they turn to mud and become slippery. Transportation, therefore, is currently very difficult. As of 2011, Chad has only about 40,000 kilometers (24,855 miles) of paved highways. The rest of the roads are dirt and unpaved roads. Chad has one waterway: the Chari and Logone rivers. These rivers are navigable only in the wet season when there is a high rainfall. Chad also has no ports and harbors.

As of 2011, there are 56 airports, but only 6 of them are functional. The country’s main airport is located in N’Djamena. Travelers and tourists can enjoy scheduled passenger service at airports in N’Djamena, Abéché in the Ouaddai region, Dildo in the Logone Oriental region, Moundou in the Logone Occidental region, Bol in the Lac region, and Faya-Largeau in the Borkou region. All these airports distinguish themselves from the others in that they have asphalt, macadam, or concrete surfaces. Other airports in the country have laterite, grass, clay, brick, rolled sand, or dirt surfaces. Toumai Air Chad is the flagship national carrier. It operates domestic services within Chad as well as scheduled international services to other African nations. Due to the poor state of roads, it is easier to travel by air within Chad. For business travel, direct flights to Chad are available twice a week from Paris, Bombay, Thailand, Congo, Cameroon, Ethiopia, and the Central African Republic. Travel specialists advise flying when travelling domestically since it is the most reliable form of transport.

Bus services are available, but the poor condition of roads in the rainy season can make travel by buses dangerous. Additionally, there have been reports of instances of banditry along the long and winding roads. It is best for tourists and other visitors to travel in groups, preferably during the day.

All visitors must have a valid visa (for entry and stay) and proof of a yellow fever vaccination. Travel in the country is regulated by the government as a result of political violence. Visitors might require an official travel authorization, as well as escorts, especially if they want to travel in the northern and western regions of Chad.

Chad is landlocked, and its status makes the route to the sea through the Benue River in Cameroon invaluable and most crucial to the economic development and survival of its citizens. International donors have provided funds to help solve these infrastructure problems, and the country has embarked on multiple internal projects and improvements.

Looking Forward

The discovery of oil and drilling has led to a boom. However, while oil revenues are on the rise, oil has not yet delivered on promises of economic development and poverty alleviation. While Chad has escaped the kind of environmental catastrophes witnessed in the Niger Delta and the rampant corruption of countries like Angola, the story is still best described as a severe case of missed opportunity. Efforts to establish Chad’s oil industry were originally considered as groundbreaking attempts to break the so-called resource curse. The World Bank stepped in to offer loans for construction costs—conditional on Chad signing into law a system that would ensure 80 percent of the revenue was spent on “priority” social sectors. Thus, Law 001 required that most oil revenues be spent on matters such as health and education, with some money put aside for future generations. From the beginning, funds were diverted away from the priority sectors. Within three years of the launch of the industry, the Chadian government rewrote Law 001 to allow President Idriss Deby to buy weapons worth at least US$600 million, which were used to crush several rebellions in 2005–2009. This major departure led the World Bank to completely pull away from Chad in 2008.

People in Chad are split as to how the country is handling its goals on social development. Persistent problems still abound. The country’s mortality rate for children under five years of age remains stubbornly high at 169 per 1,000 live births, ranking it the fifth worst country in the world, and adult literacy stands at only 34 percent. The majority of population has no access to electricity, and barely 51 percent have access to improved water sources. It ranks 184 out of 187 countries on the UN Human Development Index, a ranking that reflects almost no change in position since data were first recorded in 2000.

The marked difference between the rich and the poor in N’Djamena is glaring, and some wonder whether the construction of two multilane flyovers in this small city and new buildings for almost every ministry are appropriate priorities. Doctors and teachers complain about the lack of sufficiently trained professionals to run all the new hospitals and schools that have been built. In the oil-producing areas, villagers live in extremely basic conditions, farming small, nonirrigated plots with hoes in the shadow of the electricity pylons that run for miles to deliver power to the oil facilities.

Since 2000, the consortium of three oil companies—U.S.-based Exxon Mobil and Chevron and the Malaysian PETRONAS company—has extracted oil from wells in the south of Chad and sent it to market via a pipeline that runs from Chad through Cameroon to the Gulf of Guinea. Investments have been made of more than US$7 billion by the consortium in the Chad-Cameroon petroleum pipeline project. Some of the conditions and terms agreed to by the Chadian government, such as civil society collaboration to guarantee that future oil revenues benefit local populations and result in poverty alleviation, have yet to happen.

Economically, this project has been extremely successful, with huge rewards to both the consortium and the Chadian government well beyond those profits initially predicted. With increasing oil production, Chad is ranked as the sixth-leading African oil exporter to the United States. Huge profits have not helped with poverty alleviation, however. The intended goals of the agreement have not been met, due in part to Chad’s emphasis on defense expenditures rather than on socioeconomic development.

Important primary markets for Chadian nonpetroleum exports include Cameroon, Nigeria, and European countries—France, Germany, and Portugal. Cotton remains an important export even though the national cotton company CotonTchad’s planned privatization has been poorly managed and cotton yields have been declining steadily.

Livestock is the other major export: cattle, sheep, goats, and camels that are driven to market and animal skins that are shipped to markets in neighboring countries, particularly Nigeria. Chad also sells smoked and dried fish to its neighbors and exports gum arabic worth several million dollars to Europe and the United States each year. Other food crops include millet, sorghum, peanuts, rice, sweet potatoes, manioc, cassava, and yams. Chad’s economic performance outside the oil sector continues to depend on fluctuations in rainfall and in prices of its principal export commodities, especially cotton. Public revenue management and corruption continue to plague Chad.

The International Association of Universities (IAU) is the UNESCO-based worldwide association of higher education institutions. The IAU provides technical support and funds to help Chad. As the United Nations Decade on Education for Sustainable Development comes to an end in 2014 and the United Nations Millennial Development Goals are expected to conclude in 2015, the IAU International Conference held in Iquitos, Peru, in 2014 produced the Iquitos Statement on Higher Education for Sustainable Development as part of the 2015 UNESCO Post-2015 Development Agenda. The document acknowledges the resources available in the country, and emphasizes Chad’s need to invest in higher education in order to be able to handle sustainable development. For that to happen Chad also needs dedicated leadership and a stable government.

The World Bank’s Board of Executive Directors meeting in Washington, D.C., on May 22, 2014, approved the amount of US$10.2 million, a zero-interest grant, to support the government of Chad’s effort to promote the meat and dairy sectors through improved infrastructure, as well as strengthening the country’s business environment and competitiveness. Paul Noumba Um, the World Bank country director for Chad, said in a May 22, 2014, World Bank press release: “Agriculture is the country’s top promising non-oil sector for job creation, revenue generation and poverty reduction as it is the second greatest source of export earnings in Chad. The meat and dairy subsectors have considerable potential to become major engines of growth, job creation, and poverty reduction.”

A grant from the International Development Association (IDA) will fund the Value Chain Support project designed to improve business registration, upgrade dairy and meat processing and conservation facilities, and facilitate trade across borders. The IDA grant will also enhance the private sector capacity to supply the domestic market and to compete on regional and international markets. One of the main benefits of the project will be the improvement of health and sanitation standards for meat and dairy products. The meat and dairy value chains’ stakeholders will be able to directly benefit from an improved business environment, since cumbersome business registration issues will be addressed, through the implementation of the project to improve the value chain’s organization and competitiveness.

Additionally, women’s empowerment will be central to value chain’s improvement agenda as women represent the majority of workers in the dairy subsector. As a result, the expectation is that the project will help empower women, and therefore improve the livelihood and standards of living of their families and communities. The project will also build on other ongoing projects that are improving production through research and expansion, such as the IDA-financed Agriculture Production Support Project and other interventions in pastoralism and crop farming. It will also complement the IDA-financed regional interventions in pastoralism, the Regional Pastoralism Support Project, and relevant projects that are part of the Sahel Initiative.

Overall, there is hope for a bright future, and Chad seems poised for economic growth and social development success given the resources in the country. The problem remains the actual implementation. Experts believe that unless corruption, bad governance, mismanagement of oil revenues and resources, political unrest, lack of infrastructure, and gross neglect of poor and vulnerable populations are resolved, poverty reduction, health care system improvement, and improved living standards for all will remain an elusive dream.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Moroni

Major Cities: Mutsamudu, Bambao, Chezani, Mitsamioli, Fomboni, Hoani

Population: 773,000

Languages: Arabic, French, and Comorian (varied dialects)

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Arabs, descendants of Shirazi settlers; African groups: Cafres and Makoa; Malayo-Indonesian peoples: Oimatsaha, Antalotes, and Sakalava; and Creoles, descendants of French settlers

Religions: Islam (Sunni) (98 percent); Christianity (Roman Catholicism) (2 percent)



Introduction

Comorians call their country Masiwa, which translates as “the islands,” or simply use the distinct name of each island. The word “Comoro” is sourced from the Arabic word qumr, which means “the moon.” The Comoros Islands are an archipelago in the Indian Ocean that is situated in between Madagascar and mainland Africa to the southwest of Seychelles. The Comoros archipelago consists of four islands: Grande Comore, Anjouan, Mohéli, and Mayotte. These are known locally as Ngazidja, Nzwani, Mwali, and Mahoré, respectively. In 1975, three of the islands, Mohéli, Anjouan, and Grande Comore, gained independence from France. It is these three islands that, politically, form the Union of Comoros. The fourth island, Moyotte, is a departmental collectivity of France. This entry, as well as the references to “Comoros” or “Comoros Islands,” refer only to the Union of Comoros.

As the southernmost member of the Arab League, the islands are also known in Arabic as Juzur Al Qumur, which means “Islands of the Moon.” The capital city of Comoros is Moroni. It is situated in the center of Grande Comore and serves as the main business district for the nation. The Comoros Islands are quite picturesque and growing as a destination for international tourism. Acknowledged as one of the two largest world producers and exporters of vanilla, Comoros is also a principal manufacturer and exporter of perfume essences extracted from the ylang-ylang tree. The discovery earlier this century of the famous but presumed extinct deep-sea coelacanth in her waters has brought added fame to the island nation. Historically, the end of the 1884–1885 Berlin Conference, at which the continent of Africa was divided among the powers of Europe, signaled the beginning of French colonization on the islands. This direct French political control remained on the islands until 1975.

Geography

The Union of the Comoros is located on the eastern coast of Africa, around the northern end of the Mozambique Channel. The closest countries are Mozambique, Tanzania, the Seychelles, and Madagascar. The Comoros Islands are situated at about 320 kilometers east of northern Mozambique and about 480 kilometers west of Madagascar’s northern tip. The total land area of the three islands is 1,862 square kilometers, distributed from the smallest to the largest land area as 290 square kilometers for Mohéli, 424 square kilometers for Anjouan, and 1,148 square kilometers for Grande Comore. By area, it is the third-smallest African nation. The islands were formed by volcanic activities well over 14.5 million years ago. An active volcano known as Karthala is located at the highest point (about 2,360 meters) in Grande Comore. The islands are situated just about 10 degrees below the equator. They have an oceanic tropical climate with a wet season from October to April and a dry season from May to September. Heavy rainfalls, especially from December, dominate the wet season with up to 390 millimeters (or 15 inches) of rain in a month. Warm and moist ocean air is carried in by northerly winds making the average temperature in the wet season about 25°C (77°F). The temperature in March, the hottest month, is about 30°C (86°F). In the dry season from May to September, cooler and drier southerly winds bring temperatures down to an average of 19°C (66°F). The topography of the region ensures that temperature and monthly rainfall vary across islands as well as intraisland. These variations have led to distinct regions of flora and fauna, some rare and currently protected.
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Mamoudzou, viewed from the sea. Located on the Comoros island of Grande Terre, Mamoudzou is the capital of and largest municipality in the department of Mayotte. (Marion Bull/Alamy)

People and Ethnicity

The inhabitants of Comoros are a blend of various peoples of the Indian Ocean shoreline. Their physical features clearly confirm their mixed African, Pacific Islander, and Arabic heritage. Polynesian and Melanesian settlers are thought to have been the first human inhabitants of Comoros. By the eighth century, Africans began populating the islands. As early as the 11th century, the presence the Muslim Arabs and Islam is reported, and by the 15th century, local chiefdoms had been transformed into sultanates. There was commercial growth during this period of the “battling sultans,” including the slave trade and the advent of numerous raids on Madagascar. Maritime commerce brought contact with peoples from Southern Africa to Southeast Asia, further diversifying the ethnic composition. By the 19th century, Sunni Arabic-speaking Persians from Shiraz, Iran, had dominated the islands. Since the end of the 15th century European influence has also impacted Comorian life, and the colonial occupation has brought about unity and peace. Since the 19th century, diverse populations from all over the world have been attracted to this ethnically diverse but ethnic tension–free African island nation.

Today, there are many distinct ethnic groups dwelling on the islands, including the Cafres, a group of very early African settlers on the islands before the coming of the Shirazi settlers in the 15th century; the Arabs, descendants of Shirazi settlers; the Makoa, another African group that are descendants of slaves brought from East Africa by the Arabs; and the Sakalava, the Oimatsaha, and the Antalotes, three groups of Malayo-Indonesian peoples. The ethnic distinctions have been increasingly blurred by intermarriage among the different groups. The indigenous peoples and Creoles, descendants of French settlers, constitute a small but politically powerful group of small plantation cultivators who are principally Roman Catholics. Furthermore, there is a small population of people living within the town of Tsangadjou on the east coast of Njazidja who are part descendants of Portuguese sailors that landed on the islands starting in the 16th century.

The United Nations estimated in 2012 that the population of Comoros was approximately 773,000. This is an increase from the Comoros’s General Commissariat of Planning’s (GCP) 2008 estimate of 652,200, itself an upsurge from 575,660 in 2003, which is at a compounded annual growth rate of 2.5 percent. With its growing populace, it is the sixth smallest African nation by population even though it has one of the highest population densities on the continent. The average density is greater than 182.5 persons per square kilometer, varying between less than 70 persons per square kilometer in Moheli to over 349 persons per square kilometer in one of the most highly populated islands in the world, Anjouan. Overall, the distribution of the population among the three islands is estimated to be about 51.2 percent on Grand Comore, 42.4 percent on Anjouan, and 6.5 percent on Moheli. In recent decades the population has been increased by the forced evacuation of Comorians from Madagascar and Zanzibar. A number of Comorians still live abroad in many parts of the world, including along the East African coast and in Europe, with a significant number living in France.

Languages

Comoros’s ethnic history and diversity has translated into a multilingual nation. According to Lewis, Simons, and Fennig (2014), there are six living languages spoken in Comoros. These include French, Arabic, Comorian Mwali, Comorian Ndzwani, Comorian Ngazidja, and Malagasy. The official languages of the Union of the Comoros are French, Arabic, and Shikomoro or Comorian (a widely spoken language with Swahili-Arabic roots) along with its varieties spoken on the different islands. In all there are four varieties, and each one is named for the primary island on which it is spoken: Shingazidja is primarily spoken on Grand Comore (Ngazidja), Shinzwani on Anjouan (Nzwani), and Shimwali on Moheli (Mwali). As stated in Article 1 of the 2001 Comorian constitution, French and Arabic are the statutory national languages. French is the language of government and formal education with the exception of Koranic education. French on the island is written primarily in Latin script with the Braille script available. The 1993 census estimates the number of native speakers of French in Comoros at about 1,700. Standard Arabic is the language of Koranic education and its use is widespread across the country; it is written primarily in Arabic script with the Braille script also available. In spite of its widespread use, Arabic is not a reported first language (L1) in Comoros.

In daily life, most people speak one or more varieties of Comorian, the language group indigenous to the islands. It is closely related to the Swahili of the East African coast. Linguistically, Comorian is a Niger-Congo language belonging to the Narrow Bantu Central phylum. Comorian is typical of a Bantu language with a large number of noun classes and an elaborate set of verb tenses and aspects. For centuries, people have used Arabic script to write Comorian, and there is an attempt presently to normalize orthography for writing the varieties of the language in Roman script. The borrowing of words from many other languages has enhanced the rich vocabulary of Comorian. This lexical enhancement has resulted primarily from contact with Arabic and French, spoken officially in Comoros, and secondarily from contact with other world languages such as Persian, Portuguese, Indian, and English due to the historical maritime trading activities of its speakers. Concerns with political unity have hastened emphasis on linguistic commonalities between the varieties of Comorian.

Their linguistic affinities notwithstanding, the three varieties of Comorian are distinctively classified with separate language status according to Article 1 of the island’s 2002 constitution. Each variety of Comorian is the statutory language of provincial identity on the island on which it is spoken. Comorian Ngazidja on Grande Comore is spoken by about 312,000 speakers and has the status of a developing language in vigorous use, with literature in standardized form, though this is not yet widespread or sustainable. It is known alternately as Ngazidja, Ngazija, or Shingazidja. On Moheli, Comorian Mwali is spoken by about 29,000 speakers. It is a dynamic, unstandardized language in vibrant use among all speakers and alternately known as Mwali or Shimwali. Finally, Comorian Ndzwani, spoken primarily on Anjouan, is also a vigorous, unstandardized language in dynamic use by all generations of speakers. It is spoken by about 275,000 speakers and is known alternately as Hinzua, Njuani, or Shindzwani. The sixth living language spoken in Comoros is Malagasy. The language is widely dispersed in Comoros and is spoken only by people that are substantially of Malagasy origin. These speakers number about 1,000 in the whole country. The Austronesian, Malayo-Polynesian language is spoken in Mayotte and Madagascar (where it is the statutory national language spoken by over 7 million people). And similarly to the Comorian varieties, it has also incorporated loanwords from languages such as Swahili, Arabic, English, and French. In all, the language known alternately as Malgache or Plateau Malagasy is spoken by about 8 million people worldwide and is written primarily in Latin script with the Braille script also available.

Religion

Islam is the religion of the majority of people in Comoros and is therefore the dominant religion, even in the fourth island of Mayotte. Koranic schools reinforce its influence as virtually every child, beginning from about five years of age, goes to these schools for between two to three years. Among the things that they acquire are some classical Arabic as well as the rudiments of the Islamic faith. Islam is the state religion, and its institutions help to integrate Comoran society and Arabic culture. The Comorian population is about 98 percent Muslim, with a moderate religious culture within the society that is open to other religions and cultures. The Comorian constitution and other laws and policies protect religious freedom. A small number of the citizens are Catholic and have been strongly influenced by French culture. Western lifestyles and culture are fairly well accepted. The government continues to significantly respect religious freedom, especially for the several hundred non-Sunni residents including Shia Muslims, Sikhs, Hindus, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Roman Catholics, and Protestants. The very few non-Sunni places of worship include Shia mosques, a Hindu temple, and one Christian church on each of the three islands. The best known is the Catholic church in Moroni, for which the surrounding Quartier du Cathedral neighborhood is named. Its parishioners are nearly entirely foreign residents, who worship freely.

Most Comorians are Sunni Muslims following the Shafi’i school. They adhere strictly to religious orthodoxy and conscientiously follow religious observances. During colonization, the French did not attempt to supplant Islamic customs and practices and were careful to respect the precedents of Islamic law as interpreted by the Shafi’i school (one of the four major legal schools in Sunni Islam, named after Muhammad ibn Idris ash-Shafi’i) Hundreds of mosques can be found all over the islands. Beginning from the 15th century until the French occupation, the islands were socially, politically, and culturally dominated by the Shirazi Arab royal clans. The sultans or sharifs, who were the leaders of these clans, all claimed to be descendants of the Prophet Muhammad and were warring against each other until the French occupation. The power of these clans was strongest on Grand Comore where 11 clans were located, while 2 others lived on Anjouan.

Following the wiping out of the local nobles by the Sakalava in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the clans still had vassals on Mayotte and Moheli. The clan system was greatly debilitated by the colonial era’s social and economic disruptions. Notwithstanding this, it is the progeny of the clan nobles that still dominate the educated and property-owning classes in the nation. This is, however, not saying that there aren’t many progenies of nobles that are poverty stricken and who possess very little social or political influence, if any, on Anjouan. The ability to afford the holy pilgrimage to Mecca increases the prestige that is also accorded these nobles. Remarkably, a separate elite group within the Shafi’i school is made up of the imams who lead prayers in the mosques.

The Shafi’i school of legal thought was founded by Muhammad ibn Idris ash-Shafi’i in the ninth century. The school stipulates authority to four sources of jurisprudence, also known as the usul al-fiqh. In hierarchical order, the usul al-fiqh consists of: the Koran, the Sunnah of the Islamic prophet Muhammad, ijmā‘ (“consensus”), and qiyas (“analogy”). The Shafi’i school also refers to the opinions of Muhammad’s companions (primarily Al-Khulafa ar-Rashidun). The school utilizes the Shafi’i’s books ar-Risala fi Usul al-Fiqh and Kitab al-Umm, which emphasize proper istinbaat (derivation of laws) through the rigorous application of legal principles as opposed to speculation or conjecture. Shafi’i is also known as the “The Defender of the Sunnah” for his exhaustive efforts in emphasizing solitary hadiths in a systematic methodology to religious science. In terms of followers, Shafi’i is the second largest school of the Sunni branch of Islam after the Hanafi madhab. Shafi’i stresses reasoning by analogy and is practiced by approximately a third of all Sunni Muslims, or around a quarter of all Muslims worldwide including the Shia.
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Muslim men at Friday prayers near Galawa Beach, Moroni. An estimated 98 percent of the population of the Comoros Islands adheres to Islam. Most of these follow a Sunni interpretation. (Tony Karumba/AFP/Getty Images)

The president nominates the Grand Mufti, who is part of the government and manages issues concerning religion and religious administration. The Grand Mufti’s position is attached to the Ministry of Justice, Public Service, Administrative Reforms, Human Rights, and Islamic Affairs, and he counsels the government on matters of the practice of Islam and Islamic law. The Grand Mufti periodically consults with a group of elders to assess whether principles of Islam are being respected, and he regularly addresses the country on the radio regarding social and religious issues, such as delinquency, alcohol abuse, marriage, divorce, and education. There are also clearly demarcated and entrenched roles and observances such as preachers and muezzin who arrange community prayer at the mosque, leading Friday prayers, and Koranic masters. The countryside is full of Walimu masters, who may be healers, Koranic instructors, and/or astrologists.

Notwithstanding the fact that the dominant religious as well as cultural standard is Sunni Islam, there are still numerous Comorians that have faith in the power of djinn and other earth spirits. In fact, communication with the invisible or spirits is prevalent on the islands, and the underlying beliefs are derived from a mixture of Arab, African, and Malagasy traditions. Cults that venerate forest spirits, however, constitute a religious practice that is less visible. Another prevalent belief among Comorians grew out of Arab astrology: a concept of cosmic balance. Non-Islamic practices include a form of eel worship in Anjouan and a form of spirit possession/healing ceremony practiced primarily by women. Numerous agrarian and local rituals are peculiar to specific locations on the islands. These include collective year-end sacrificial meals, seasonal games, bull-runs and boxing matches, spirit possessions and healing ceremonies, eel-feeding in sacred places, and blood letting in cases of first catches by local fishermen. The government does not require religious groups to be licensed, registered, or officially recognized. The government allows organized religious groups to establish places of worship, train clergy, and assemble for peaceful religious activities. However, proselytizing for any religion except Islam is illegal, and the law provides for deportation of foreigners who do so. The law provides for prosecution of converts from Islam, but penalties are ill defined.

Social Customs

There is a lot of handshaking among Comorian men, but they only proffer verbal salutations to women since it is deemed improper to touch women in public. It is acceptable practice among relatives, both men and women, to kiss on the check in private, and women can also greet other women with kisses. Among Comorians, it is the level of familiarity that often determines the amount of greetings that are exchanged, even where there are several possible greetings. The version of the interchange between social equals in Shingazidja is “Edje” (a familiar “Howdy”) trailed by “Ye yapvo?” (What’s up?). However, in greeting strangers, professionals, or elders, more proper terms are required. In Shingazidja, the term “Bariza” (news?) followed by anything forms a greeting. The common Shingazidja expressions are “Bariza husha?” (Good morning), “Bariza masihu?” (Good evening), and “Bariza hazi?” (How is work?). On Anjouan, however, the familiar greeting that is most widespread is “Djedje?” (How how?) which is followed by “Habari?” (News?). Similar greetings are found on Mohéli too. Beyond these greetings, the traditional Arabic Islamic greetings including “Asalaam alaikum” (Peace be unto you) are also engaged by Comorians. The response is often positive, “Alaikum wa salaam” (Peace be unto you too), which is followed, among many Comorians by the expression, “Alhamdul’illah” (Thanks be to God).

A common practice when calling out to a person is to precede the name of the addressee with Bo as a courtesy (for instance, “Bo Abubakar!” when calling out to a man named Abubakar). There are also varied titles by which Comorians address one another and through which people are held in some esteem. The titles include mzé for an elder that is male, fundi for a teacher or crafts instructor, coco for grandmother, and mwana hangu, which means my child or brother for a younger person or contemporaries. It is considered proper and polite to beckon by opening and closing of the hand with the palm facing down or out and to use the index finger to give directions. It is not uncommon to see hand-holding among members of the same gender, but affectionate touching is discouraged in public. In responding to jovial matters, it is usual to slap each other’s hands and laugh. Meanwhile, polite refusal is expressed by the placement of a hand on the chest as one vocally recognizes the offer being refused.

A child is taught to respectfully greet an elder by cupping and extending both hands while uttering the greeting, “Kwezi.” The elder being greeted would respond by clasping the hands of the child and uttering “Mbona” to the child. This is slightly adjusted on Anjouan where the elder lifts the child’s cupped hands to the child’s forehead before responding. This salutation interaction is perceived, in the culture, as the requesting and bequeathing of blessings. Due to the fact that extended families are quite large, social obligations are many. A person is expected to stay in contact with friends and family members, and being out of touch for more than a few days would be considered boorish. Informal visits are the norm, especially with close friends, and there is considerable enjoyment in receiving guests. It is generally considered an honor for a family to host foreigners.

Even on short visits, women are expected to always go out with a head veil. Visits are conducted later in the afternoon and early evening between 4–6 p.m. The polite behavior when visiting family and friends in another town is to provide advance notice or oulaha to ensure adequate preparation by the host. When a host offers foods and drinks, as most do, it is impolite to refuse the offered refreshments. Long visits are uncommon during the weekday as people visit for about an hour or so, but over the weekend, visits can last most of the day with a meal or more served. It is not required that a visitor bring gifts except if they are coming back from a foreign trip. The respect for elders is paramount among Comorians, and everyone is expected to respect and acknowledge elders, no matter their social status.

The culture of Comoros is deeply rooted within the life of the people, in customs and routine interactions. The most colorful facet of culture is that one will discover a true synthesis of the indigenous culture that has been preserved in its original version along with modern advances. People believe in the strength of the community. Bartering is still prevalent in all strata of the society, and there is system of exchange that is common practice among the people. The culture is nourished and nurtured through the various customs passed on generationally such as young boys getting circumcised around the age of four. While this celebration is marked by prayers and a special meal, boys do not enter into the age-class system until they are between 15 and 20 years of age. Girls in their puberty are constantly scrutinized and observed to ensure chastity, as any unexpected pregnancy will destroy the chances of a grand wedding for the girl. It is common for children, boys and girls, to be nicknamed by their parents “dad” and “mom,” respectively. And expectedly, children help with the farming, fishing, and caring for animals as they begin their training very early for future roles. This is particularly true of girls who are engaged in heavy domestic work in preparation for future nuptials. Marriage marks the transition of the young into adulthood in the society, and polygamy is an acceptable practice.

Within the Comoros society, every child attends a religious school and memorizes the Koran. These classes are often taught by respected educators who are also local parents. On the other hand, French secular education favors urban residents and males, as the public education sector is disordered with incessant strikes by teachers at public schools. Even though public education is disorganized, private schools are better organized with some of them opening their doors for students whenever teachers at public schools go on strike.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Extended families in Comoros are big and close with members living with or near one another, especially within villages where polygamy is commonly practiced. Women stay home except to do chores or for holidays, although some urban women do have outside jobs. Individual needs are subordinate to the family in Comoros. People expect to share in both the successes and failures of family members. Within the larger community, sharing wealth is a way to increase one’s social standing and influence. In naming their children, parents often consult local religious teachers who assist through the use of astronomy to counsel on suitable given names. Children take their father’s given name as their surname, and a person becomes an adult at the point when they take on adult duties such as getting married. When they turn 18, sons can decide to construct a self-contained paillotte (thatched hut) close to the family home. While they are allowed to get refreshments at home and be part of the family activities, the sons must sleep and receive guests in their autonomous abode. Daughters on the other hand must reside at home, caring for their siblings until they get married, and elders live with their adult children when they can no longer live alone. Interestingly, one of the major events in Comorian society are funerals as the extended family, friends, and neighbors come together to honor and bury the departed. As major as the funerals are, the highest expense incurred typically by the families is at the memorial ceremonies held on the fortieth day after the relative’s death.

It is not usual for Comorians to engage in Western-style dating, and being seen together is an indication of romantic involvement for any couple. Discreet socializing is the norm for most of the youth, and it is only the wealthy urban youth that generally socialize at dance clubs. The ultimate visible social “statement” on the islands is the grand marriage. To become a full-fledged member of the group of elders or notables in the community, a man has to give his daughter or niece in a grand marriage. This highly expensive, multiceremony event lasts more than a week. Families save for it for years and can expend their life’s savings hosting the entire village for dances and meals. Guests offer expensive gifts, which are recorded so the recipients can properly reciprocate in the future. A grand marriage that involves much local purchasing benefits the community and so brings greater status to the host. The groom and both families also gain greater status for their roles in the wedding. As soon as a couple are married, it is the responsibility of the bride’s father to construct a home for the new couple. In case of any major or unresolvable disagreements, the husband is expected to move out of the home while the woman retains the house built by her father. The original intent of the grand marriage was to have a memorable celebratory event, but it has now taken on far grander social importance as families deprive themselves of basic needs in order to save for the event. In many instances, grand marriages have caused generational debt for families, even though it is not mandatory. Many couples are choosing to marry without it but, regrettably, it will impossible for their families to join the highest social class in the society without a grand marriage.

Children help their parents collect water and wood; girls often work inside the house while boys work outside. Some of the social challenges facing Comoros include juvenile forced labor and trafficking. Comorian children, including those in Koranic schools, are often forced to labor within the country. This labor takes many forms, such as domestic service, roadside and street vending, baking, agriculture, and criminal activities. Comoros may be particularly vulnerable to transnational trafficking because of inadequate border controls, government corruption, and the presence of criminal networks.

Most family finances and property are handled by the men while the women have control of the household. Agricultural work is also shared among the genders such that men cut down trees and grow cash crops, while women handle the fields used for producing food. Fishing in canoes or imported motorboats is done by men, while the women sell the catch. In actuality, women also fish, but at low tide using pieces of fabric as nets or a local plant with a paralyzing constituent to catch small fish. Generally speaking, therefore, the men engage in farming and fishing to provide sustenance for the family but do little domestic work. An exception to this practice, traditionally, is women of means. This class of women abhor working in the fields but rather like to engage in embroidery or cooking.

Soccer, basketball, and volleyball are popular sports while common recreational activities include diving, hiking, and water sports. Most villages have a video hut with a minimal entrance fee, and it is possible to find television sets in towns with electricity. Often times, the youths in Comoros set up village dances featuring different styles such as pop and reggae. It is also common to find Comorian men, during their free time, taking strolls, visiting with one another, or playing games such as mdraha wa ntso (a board game with seeds), cards, and dominoes. Picnics on the beach with families and friends are a common leisure activity over the weekends.

Employment

Comoros is made up of three islands that have inadequate transportation infrastructure. This fact, combined with a young and rapidly increasing population, few natural resources, and the low educational level of the labor force contributes to a subsistence level of economic activity, high unemployment, and a heavy dependence on foreign grants and technical assistance. Agriculture, including fishing, hunting, and forestry, contributes 50 percent to the gross domestic product (GDP), employs 80 percent of the labor force, and provides most of the exports. Export income is heavily reliant on the three main crops of vanilla, cloves, and ylang-ylang; and Comoros’s export earnings are easily disrupted by disasters such as large-scale fire outbreaks. The country is not self-sufficient in food production, and rice, the main staple, accounts for the bulk of imports. The government lacks a comprehensive strategy to attract foreign investment and is therefore struggling to play its expected roles in many sectors of the economy. The limited economic growth has translated into the Comorian government’s inability to upgrade education and technical training, improve health services, privatize commercial and industrial enterprises, diversify exports, promote tourism, and reduce the high population growth rate. More than anything else, the political problems on the island nation have inhibited growth. It is the remittances from the 200,000 or so Comorians resident abroad that help to supplement the GDP. In December 2012, the IMF and the World Bank’s International Development Association supported US$176 million in debt relief for Comoros, resulting in a 59 percent reduction of its future external debt service over a period of 40 years.

In 2004, the International Fund for Agricultural Development gave an estimate of 200,000 as the number in the Comoros labor force. While there are no updated numbers on the Comorian workforce, the force is mostly indigenous as the number of foreigners is quite insignificant. The majority of the Comorians who go abroad to France to study choose to remain abroad to benefit from better job opportunities. This has brought about a severe lack of skilled labor in the nation.

The minimum employment age, according to the Comorian labor code, is 15 years, and the specified maximum work hours is set at 40 hours per week for public and private corporations. The annual working hours are capped at 2,400 in the agricultural sector. In reality, many employers of labor ignore these rules but instead negotiate for increased work hours with their agreeable employees. Comorian workers make basic salaries ranging from €50 to €80 per month, as well as a mandatory one day off per week plus paid vacations totaling a month every calendar year. There are no separate provisions under the labor law for expatriate and Comorian employees and neither is there a mandatory standard form of contract. Generally, employees have contracts that can be either for a fixed term or an unspecified period. According to the labor law, contracts with unspecified terms can be terminated precipitously by the employer or the employee. The law, however, provides a caveat that proper justification must be provided before employees are left redundant or redundancy compensation must be paid. There is also the provision that all labor contracts terminated unfairly may result in damages to be awarded by the judicial system. This is in contrast to what applies in the private sector where there is no legal requirement for employers to provide for social security or pension contributions.

An employment contract with fixed terms, whether for a Comorian national or resident foreigner, should not be more than two years and can be renewed once for a period of not more than a year. By law, all contracts become unspecified after the employee has been employed with the same employer for three years. In the case of expatriate employees, the cost associated with visa processing and the air travel for the employee (and family) upon employment and on expiration of the contract is the responsibility of the employer. In the situation that the expatriate worker’s income cannot cover the housing and sustenance cost of the employee, the employer is required to provide these as benefits to the employee.

Fishing is a growing employer of labor. Traditionally, fishing was done in dugout canoes with hand lines and nets. Most were paddled, but some were rigged with sails. More recently, some have been propelled by small motors. The potential annual catch is about 3,000 tons per year, with industrialization increasing this to about 6,500 tons per year. An increase in fishing and an expansion of inland markets for local fishermen is a boost for the economy, but industrialization undercuts small fishermen. White collar, nonexecutive employees in the public sector have salaries ranging between €150 and €300 per month. The formation of labor unions independent of the government is allowed in the labor code. The unions formed under this allowance are also unrestricted in joining federations and becoming affiliated with international bodies. The OPACO (Organization Patronale des Comores) is the main employers’ organization in Comoros with the main objective of strengthening relations between its members, safeguarding their interests, and representing them to various government authorities.
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A fisherman displays his prize. As an island country, Comoros relies heavily upon the sea as a source of food, exports, and tourist attractions. (Presse750/Dreamstime.com)

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The status of women in the Comoros Islands is quite complex. Women’s privacy is important under Islamic law and, as such, Comorian women wear privacy veils (shiromani or buibui) and are provided with screened-off sections of the mosques during prayer times. Many women still prefer to eat separately from men except when there is a guest present. Women on Moheli are not strictly secluded because Islamic values are less dominant there. A large proportion of the population is young, with 41.92 percent younger than 15 years, and about 50.19 percent of the population in 2008 were women. The present rate of population increase is estimated to be nearly 3 percent per year with an annual birth rate exceeding 35 births per 1,000 and an annual death rate of less than 8 deaths per 1,000. Accordingly, there were 6.8 births per woman in Comoros. Women constituted just over 40 percent of the workforce in 1990 (about 40.4 percent) and girls are somewhat less likely than boys to attend school. Most Comorians reside with or close to their extended families, which are especially large due to the common practice of polygamy. Family finances and property are managed by men while women control the household. In terms of domestic duties, men do little housework but mostly farm or fish for the family’s subsistence.

In general, women are not submissive in the Comoros Islands but are gratified in their traditional roles that keep them mostly at home, except for some urban women who have jobs outside the home. Even though their right to suffrage is recognized by the constitution, women play limited roles in politics. In contrast, in Mayotte, it was female merchants that ignited the movement for continued association with France, and later, for sustained separation from the Republic of the Comoros. In February 1990, a cabinet-level Ministry of Social and Women’s Affairs was created and a woman, Ahlonkoba Aithnard, was appointed to head it. She lasted one month until March, when the reorganization of the cabinet saw her ministry scrapped. A second-tier Ministry of Population and Women’s Affairs was created in August 1991 and a female official, Situ Mohamed, was appointed to head the ministry. It was only a week later when the second-tier ministry was eliminated in a routine ministerial reshuffling, along with her position. A few months later, the government made another effort to provide for female representation in February 1992 by inviting members of the Women’s Federation, an interest group, to partake in the constitution review. Even though the constitution states that citizens will draw governing principles and rules from Islamic tenets, it refers to citizens’ equal rights and duties regardless of gender. It is clear however, that men are at an advantage when it comes to family law, which allows them the right to polygamy and to unilaterally divorce their wives, among other privileges.

Polygyny, the narrow form of polygamy with matrilocal residence, is the preferred form of marriage in Comoros. First marriages are often arranged by parents and formally initiated with the grand marriage when possible, but subsequent unions involve much simpler ceremonies. The result is that a man will establish two or even more households and alternate residence between them, reflecting the Shirazi elite’s trading origins in which their ancestors kept wives at different trading posts. For men, divorce is easy, although by custom a divorced wife retains the family home. Under Islamic law, there is recognition for only male ownership and inheritance of land, but in Comoros, women control certain land holdings known as magnahouli. The inheritance of these land holdings is also through the female line, a practice that is obviously due to the nation’s matrilineal African tradition. Muslim weddings in Comoros are quite exciting and a great treat for guests, especially with the influence of tropical flowers and rich spices. The exquisite cuisine and flower arrangements, the hospitality of the hosts, the presence of all the close and distant relatives, and the elaborate prelude celebrations all make it truly a memorable time. The wedding festivities continue for nine days, involving the entire extended family. The preference is having the wealth confined within the community as the families exchange gifts ranging from clothing, sweets, fruits, and other general household items.

The wedding ceremony is held in a grand manner in home or hotel. Traditional songs are performed as people rejoice before the nikah and prayers are held. The bride is adorned with an exquisite wedding gown with an outer covering along with a headscarf, and the groom in traditional ankle-length dress and headgear. In addition to traditional garb, many opt for Western dresses and women also wear long-sleeved, two-piece suits with a scarf embellished with embroidery and bright colors. Foods are prepared with spices including rice-based dishes, cassava, plantain, couscous, seafood, and barbecued goat. After the wedding party, the bride leaves for the husband’s home amid pomp and cheer.


Social Problems and Control

The fundamental social unit is the village or city neighborhood. On Grand Comore, the classification of the male population into age and groups gives each person a role in the village hierarchy. Customary oral law (ada na mila) includes sanctions against disrespecting elders, theft, and adultery. A convicted person is banished and cut off from the village’s social life until a fine is paid in money or cattle. Men convicted of incest are dragged across the village in a shaming procession. If a crime has been committed, the criminal’s village may be banished by the regional leaders. Islamic judges called cadis decide cases that involve customary law and Muslim law in matters of personal rights and inheritance. Modern courts try penal cases.



Especially well regarded are those individuals who hold the grand marriage, often after a lifetime of scrimping and saving. This wedding ceremony can cost as much as the equivalent of US$20,000 including an exchange of expensive gifts between the couple’s families and organized banquets for an entire village. Even though the gift giving and dancing have helped perpetuate indigenous arts in silversmithing, goldsmithing, and folk performance arts, there are many disastrous consequences of the waste on an economy already lacking domestic resources. Nonetheless, the efforts to do away with the custom provoked pronounced anger, and it was reestablished in 1978. Although its cost limits the number of families that can provide their sons and daughters a grand marriage, the ritual is still used as a means of distinguishing Comorian society’s future leaders. Only by participating in the ceremony is a Comorian man entitled to participate in his village’s assembly of notables and to wear the mharuma, a sash that entitles him to enter the mosque by a special door. Few, if any, candidates win election to the National Assembly without a grand marriage in their pasts. For these reasons in particular, critics of traditional Comorian society condemn the grand marriage as a means of excluding people of modest resources from participating in politics.


Kin Groups

On Grand Comore, one belongs to one’s mother’s lineage, called the “belly” or “house,” which has its own name. On the other islands, matrilineal transmission is less formalized, but one still lives with one’s maternal family. Patrilineal transmission, which is of Arab origin, exists on Anjouan, and three sharif lineages live in the islands.



Cuisine

Gastronomy is an integral part of the cultural wealth of the Comoros Islands, particularly due to its culinary influences. Indian flavors with the use of a variety of African, Malagasy, and French spices and starchy foods characterize Comorian cuisine. Food taboos on the islands serve as connections and acknowledgment of shared identities. The local cuisine is as delicious as it is healthy. It is based on fresh seafood, locally grown rice, vegetables, and tropical fruits. The staple of the daily diet is rice along with manioc and other root vegetables, plantains, fresh and dried fish, and milk from grated coconuts. Beef and goat served with white rice and curdled milk along with massive cakes are the ceremonial dishes. French cuisine and imported beverages are becoming prevalent. Breakfast is not a very common meal among Comorians, but those who eat breakfast usually have cold leftovers with hot, sweet tea. The afternoon meal includes a sauce-covered starchy food such as cassava or green bananas, and some meat. Dinner, which usually includes a rice dish, is the main meal. Most families eat on a mat on the floor around several shared plates of food. In the rural areas, eating is separated according to gender, particularly whenever there are guests. It is possible to find urban families with affluence eating with Western utensils around a dining table. In almost all cases, a guest invited to share a meal with the entire family is regarded as a very close friend. The washing of hands in a dish of water prior and immediately after a meal is a must, especially since utensils such as spoons are not too commonly used, with many people preferring to eat with the right hand. In large gatherings, buffet-style serving is often the norm with guests standing and partaking from multiple plates or bowls. Notwithstanding the mode of serving the food, it is customary to offer a short blessing before any meal.

There are some metropolitan men who occasionally eat at eateries for lunch, but most Comorians consider eating out embarrassing; it implies a person is poorly fed at home, has no family, or has marital problems. A regular Comorian staple meal is imported rice, often served with a fish or meat sauce. The main source of protein is local fish such as tuna, red snapper, wahoo, or barracuda. Other food items that are commonly served include green bananas, taro, potatoes, breadfruit, and cassava that can be served fried, grilled, or boiled. Comorians enjoy spicing up these food items with putu, a hot pepper sauce that is used to season all types of food. Islam, the dominant national religion, proscribes the consumption of pork; thus, chicken and goat are popular as well as imported beef. There is access to bread and ample fruits for most people. The people consume fruits according to their seasons including bananas, oranges, passion fruit, pineapples, papayas, mangoes, litchis, and others. There is also coconut on the islands, which is used to prepare sauces. Markets in towns sell various vegetables such as tomatoes, cucumbers, green beans, and onions while spices such as cardamom, cloves, saffron, and cinnamon are indigenous to the islands. Different kinds of drinks are consumed with meals on the islands including water, tea, and fruit juice. Restaurants serve food with spiced sauces, rice-based dishes, cassava, plantain, couscous, barbecued goat meat, plentiful seafood, and tropical fruits. Drinking alcohol in public is disrespectful, especially within Muslim circles, though it occurs in nightclubs. Restaurants generally do not serve alcohol unless they cater to foreigners.

Some of the traditional dishes include anchari ya pampa or hambachi (anchar cod); roti ya ya houma pampa or fi (cod tomato sauce); kaimati za madjawayi (doughnuts egg); pilaf chicken or the iah kuhu; ambrevades to coco; ntrovi ya nazi (bananas and tapioca with coco); and mkatre wa sinia. A healthy and delicious dish that takes hours to prepare is the boiled and pounded manioc leaves known as madaba. On Grand Comore, madaba sometimes contains fish, while it does not on Moheli. A traditional porridge dish made with the dried fruit of sago palms is known as gruel. Gruel is a food preparation consisting of some type of cereal—oat, wheat, or rye flour, or rice—boiled in water or milk. It is a thinner version of porridge that may be more often drunk than eaten and need not even be cooked. Historically, gruel, often made from millet, hemp, or barley, or in hard times, of chestnut flour and even the less tannic acorns of some oaks, has been the staple of the human diet, especially the peasantry. The importance of gruel as a form of sustenance is especially noted for invalids and recently weaned children. Gruel consumption has been traditionally associated with poverty. Gruel is a colloquial expression of any watery or liquid food that is of unknown character, for example pea soup; soup is derived from sop, the slice of bread soaked with broth or thin gruel.

Dress

Comoros, by the grace of its location, has played a major role in commerce between the Middle East, Europe, and Africa. The clothing of the Comorian people therefore illustrates the blend of Arab, Portuguese, French, and African cultures. This is against the background of a culturally liberal form of Islam, which provides the framework for their daily existence. Comorians generally pay great attention to their outward appearance and so most are immaculately dressed in public. They take the customary emphasis of cleanliness in Islam quite seriously. The people, especially the elderly, still wear their traditional clothes. The women’s clothes consist of colorful sari-like dresses called shiromani (French, chiromani) and adorn their faces with a paste of ground sandalwood and coral called msinzano (French, msindanu) that is considered a cosmetic and a skin lightener. Women also wear an outfit set known as sahare na soubahyiya. Women cover their heads whenever they step outside the home, and it is rare to see a woman wearing pants, except for within cities. A shiromani (traditional cloth) is habitually worn over dresses (or skirt and blouse) by Anjouan women. They also pull these cloths over their heads, while the women on Grand Comore also use buibui, a black privacy veil.

A former president, Ali Soilih, organized a campaign to “modernize” women and their status by forbidding women to wear buibui. Ziromani (plural of shiromani) were collected and publicly burned. This was stressful to many older women, but the younger women adjusted well. After the president was ousted in a coup and a new government was installed, older women went back to the comfort and privacy of the shiromani and buibui while younger women use the shiromani garment but seldom veil their faces anymore. The men’s traditional clothes are a colorful long skirt, a long white shirt, and kofia, an expensive skullcap that has a high value among the people of the Comoros. Men also wear an outfit set known as dragila or dragla.

It is common to find contemporary urban men wearing Western-style shirts and slacks as well as suits for formal events. The traditional white robe known as kandu or kanzus in Swahili is commonly won by elders and most men attending mosque. His outfit notwithstanding, a man typically puts on an embroidered skullcap known as kofia. Generally, a man is not expected to make a slovenly appearance, and wearing of shorts is not considered appropriate. Although young people wear Western-style clothing, traditional clothing is still common among the adults. In town, a Comorian man will typically wear a white cotton garment and a knee-length shirt, sometimes with a white jacket and a white skullcap. When out of town, the men wear a long cloth sarong. While employed adults do wear professional dress shoes, it is common for many adults to wear rubber flip-flops. Shoes are to be left outside the house because it is believed that when walking on the house floor, shoes would render such floor unclean for prayer.

[image: Falola]

Guests regaled in traditional dress for a wedding. Comoros is famed for its elaborate wedding festivities—some lasting as long as two weeks. Weddings provide an opportunity for families to display their wealth and status. (Robert van der Hilst/Corbis)

Despite being a liberal Muslim society, it is disrespectful for women to expose parts of their bodies such as their shoulders, much of their chest, knees, and especially the stomach and lower back. Locals will not expect foreign, non-Muslim women to cover their heads, but they expect them to wear shirts or shawls that cover these other areas. When swimming, local women are fully dressed. Foreigners are not expected to do this, but shorts and a swimming shirt is considered more respectful than a bikini or topless swimming. Men at the pool are expected to wear shorts whose length reaches below the knee, though this is less offensive than a woman doing so. Public affection between men and women is not acceptable, though one may rarely see a Comorian man and woman holding hands briefly (in the nightclubs some locals seem to ignore Muslim convention). A green flag (representing the color of Islam) is the national emblem with a crescent moon and four white stars, which symbolizes the four islands (counting Mayotte). The names of Allah and the Prophet Muhammad were added to the flag in 1996. The national anthem is Udzima wa Masiwa (Island Unity), and the motto is “Unity, Justice, and Progress.”

Sports and Games

There are many sports, games, and other physical activities that are popular in Comoros. The popular sports include many introduced during the French colonial period, such as football (soccer), basketball, volleyball, track and field, swimming, tennis, and cycling. Interestingly, water sports that were primarily considered recreational activities are gradually becoming competitive activities in recent times. This is also true of other activities such as diving, hiking, and fishing. Football is the most popular sport in Comoros. The creation of a national federation in the late 1990s has helped the growth and popularity of basketball. It has fast become a nationally favored sport, so much so that, in a postindependence first, the islands of Mayotte and Grand Comore fielded both male and female basketball teams against each other in 1999. The Comoros Islands also participate in regional and international competitions such as the Comoros-Mayotte basketball competition known as the Aces Cup, the Indian Ocean Games, and the Francophone Games.

Each town has at least a football team along with its share of fiercely loyal fans. The teams compete at the national level in the Comoros Cup and the Comoros Premier League. The Comoros Cup, established in 1982, features all football teams on the islands in a winner-take-all knockout tournament. The premier league on the other hand is the top division in Comoros that was established in 1979 and features professional teams playing in sizeable stadiums such as the 2,000-capacity Stade Said Mohamed Cheikh. The most decorated football club in the country is Coin Nord FC, which has won the premier league six times. The national football association Fédération Comorienne de Football was formed in 1979 and played its first matches during the 1979 Indian Ocean Island Games. The country joined the Confederation of African Football in 2003. It is also a member of the Council of Southern Africa Football Associations (COSAFA) since its formation. Two years later in 2005, it became the 207th member of the football’s world governing body, the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA).

The full FIFA membership status allowed the Comoros national football team to participate in the qualifiers for both the African Cup of Nations and the World Cup. It has not had any successful campaigns in either competition. During the first foray in 2007, Comoros lost by a 2–10 aggregate to Madagascar in the preliminary rounds of the 2010 qualifiers. The nation’s first FIFA-sanctioned matches were in 2006 during the qualification for the 2009 Arab Nations Cup. These included the largest win in the Comorian team’s history, a 4–2 victory over Djibouti. Comoros has participated in different international tournaments including the Indian Ocean Island Games, the COSAFA Cup (an annual tournament organized since 1996 by the Council of Southern Africa Football Associations for teams from Southern Africa), and the Arab Nations Cup. On the female side, the Comoros women’s national football team is also administered by the Fédération Comorienne de Football. They played their first and only match (to date) on October 28, 2006, against Mozambique in Maputo. It was a 7–2 loss. The women’s team has qualified for the second round of the 2014 African Women’s Championship qualifications after a walk-over win against Mozambique in February 2014. The team also played South Africa in May 2014.

Comoros has been part of the World Olympics family. Its National Olympic Committee was created in 1979 but was not recognized by the International Olympic Committee until 1993. Comoros participated in its first Olympic Games in 1996 and has sent athletes to every Summer Olympics game since then. It has never been part of the Winter Olympics. Comoros’s first participation in the Summer Youth Olympics was in 2010 in Singapore with a team of four athletes competing in judo, swimming, and track and field. To date, no Comorian athlete has ever won an Olympic medal.

Scuba diving is one of the main tourism resources of the Comoros. The diving sites are described by professionals as being aesthetically remarkable, and their flora and fauna biodiversity is abundant. The main dive sites are found in Grand Comore (Chindrini, southern tip of island, Salimani, Itsoundzou or Dolphin Bay, N’Tasqueni, Chomoni, Pagoda, Itsandra beach, and Bench Vailheux, just off the island) and in Anjouan (Moya, Pomoni, Ilot saddle, A Moheli, and Niomachoua, off the south coast where many dive sites are located). Another activity on the islands is hiking, especially due to the existence of many mountain trails and an inexhaustible source of sensations and wonder. There are many routes and hiking circuits around Comoros. Fishing continues to be a major economic activity and employer of labor in the islands, but competitive fishing as a sport is gradually growing too. The Comoros Islands have a great potential for fishing both for consumption and for sports. The warm water all year round ensures that fishing can be done year round and major fish such as tuna, swordfish, kingfish, blue marlin, and others are caught.

In addition to organized sports, a variety of card games, dominoes, and a board and seeds game (mraha wa ntso) are popular throughout Comoros. Men, especially, play these games in the late afternoons after finishing their work in the fields. Mraha is a variant of a popular game played around the world, particularly in Africa and Asia. It is also known as mancala in North America. The Comorian version consists of a wooden board with 32 depressions in four rows. Each hollow has four seeds placed in it. Two players, sitting on either side of the board across from each other, take turns spreading the seeds in the two rows on their side of the board. The aim of the game is to capture all of the seeds in the row belonging to the other player.

Festivals and Holidays

The cultural diversity and mixed heritage of the Comoros Islands also play a role in the festivals and holidays on the Island, its Islamic nature notwithstanding. Three different calendrical systems have been engaged on the islands in contemporary times. These include the Islamic lunar calendar, the Gregorian calendar, and a traditional calendar. As to be expected, the lunar calendar of Islam is widely used. All the holy days of Islam are celebrated throughout the three islands. The Islamic lunar calendar features a seven-day weekly cycle, with devotees setting aside each Friday morning as a special time of prayer and community. The Comorian indigenes gather together in the major mosques of each community. The Islamic lunar year has 12 months with each month having 29 or 30 days and each beginning with the approximate appearance of the new moon. The Islamic calendar retrogresses 11 days through the Gregorian calendar each year due to the difference between the lunar and solar years. This therefore means that religious festivals and observances such as the sunrise-to-sunset fasting during Ramadan, the ninth month of the Islamic calendar, begin 11 days earlier each successive year as compared to the Gregorian calendar. The first year in this calendrical system began on Friday, July 16, 622, of the Gregorian calendar. Therefore, in 1994, the first day of the Islamic calendar, Muharram 1, fell on June 10 of the Gregorian calendar.

Comorians follow religious observances conscientiously and adhere strictly to religious orthodoxy. All Muslim holidays are observed, including Eid al-Adha, Muharram, Ashura, Mawlid, Laylat al-Mi’raj, and Ramadan. Mawlid is marked by celebrations culminating in a feast prepared for the ulama. Many women wear the chirumani, a printed cloth worn around the body. During the month of Ramadan, the people fast from dawn to dusk, but the nights are filled with activity and eating. At the end of the month is the holiest day, Eid al-Fitr, which Comorians celebrate by visiting, exchanging gifts, and having feasts. Forty days later, Eid al-Adha honors Abraham for his willingness to sacrifice his son. Comorians celebrate Muhammad’s birth for a month, and Maulid, his actual birthday, is a national holiday. Comorians often consult mwalimus or fundi and marabouts for healing and protection from djinn. Mwalimus activate djinn to determine propitious days for feasts or a successful marriage, conduct healing ceremonies, and prepare amulets containing Koranic ayat. In addition to Sunni Islam’s religious holidays, Comorians celebrate the Islamic New Year and the birthdays of local saints. Most prayer services are held at neighborhood and Friday mosques, while the special devotions of the shadhuliyya, kadiriyya, and rifayya brotherhoods are held in the orders’ mosques’ courtyards (zawiya), where local saints are buried in tombs where people come to pray. Burials are done according to Islamic rites and do not involve women. Accordingly, special prayers are organized for the 3rd, 9th, and 40th days of mourning. It is believed that encountering one’s dead parent in a dream is the confirmation of the deceased’s happiness and willingness to facilitate prayers.

While the French were careful not to supplant Islamic practices on Comoros, their political domination of the nation since the end of the last century has also made the European Gregorian calendar an integral part of Comorian daily life. The calendar has become part of the annual and weekly rhythms of life in Comoros, especially for government workers and urban dwellers. The impact is seen in the recognition of the calendar’s 12 months of varying numbers of days, its New Year beginning on January 1, 10 days after the winter solstice, and its weekend breaks. National holidays in Comoros therefore include New Year’s Day (January 1), the Lunar New Year, Labor Day (May 1), anniversary of the Second Coup d’État (May 13), Independence Day (July 6), Comoros’s admission to the United Nations (November 12), and Christmas (December 25).

The third calendrical system that has been used in the islands has been connected to traditional agricultural or maritime seasons in the past and is based on a mathematical system. The system has 365 days that are divided into four major periods. The first three periods each have hundred days and the last period has 65 days. Each of the first three periods (with 100 days) is known as a mongo. The fourth and last period, with its 65 days, is considered very special. It is, for those that follow this calendrical system, a period to avoid certain rituals or daily activities such as weddings or fishing. The year in this system is also divided into seven-day weeks, and each New Year begins one day later in the week than the previous year did. This is because 365 divided by 7 has a reminder of 1. Thus, if this year begins on a Tuesday, the next year will begin on a Wednesday. And since the year, in this calendrical system, takes its name from the day it began, this would be a Tuesday year and will be followed by a Wednesday year. This seven-year cycle will translate to the eighth year taking the name of the first year in the circle—that is, there wouldn’t be another Tuesday year until eight years’ time. In order to calculate one’s birthday using this calendrical system, one has to remember how many years with the same name as the year one was born in have occurred, multiply by seven and then add the number of years that have occurred since the year had the same name as that in which one was born. This calendrical system was part of the islands’ old heritage and was used in the past. It is no longer widely in use.

Music and Dance

Comorians greatly enjoy music and dancing. The island’s music is a unique combination of bardic traditions from the Middle East, the Bantu traditions from East Africa, the Malayo-Polynesian traditions from Madagascar, the Asian traditions from Southern India, and the European traditions from France. These absorbed cultural and musical influences have led to a remarkably wide range of music styles in Comoros including solo and choral; group call-and-response songs; accompanied and a capella; stanzaic compositions of three, four, or more lines per verse and composed; and improvised and rehearsed. These varied styles are sometimes accompanied by traditional instruments including gongs, ‘ud (a pear-shaped lute), gabusi (a fretless lute with up to 12 strings), violin (used in twarab music), ndzendze (an instrument derived from the Malagasy valiha), msondo, drums, horns, tambourines, rattles, oboes, zithers, and five-stringed lutes. The basis for the male social organization is age group and status. Customary celebrations (known as ada) always involve both male and female dancing. Every village has its own musical associations and sports clubs. Music performed by men is characterized by solo singers or a small group of two or more singers together, accompanied by instruments such as the 5-stringed gabusi, 4-stringed violin, or 10-stringed box zither. The less formal social organization for females takes place via customary associations for development and help groups. It therefore follows that many of the women’s organizations focus extensively on community development as well as the training of women and youths. Music performed by women is characterized by group participation, but there are also solo performances in the form of singing commentaries. Gongs and single-frame drums or tambourines generally accompany these performances.

The musical influences from Madagascar and France are growing but the most influential music genre remains the taarab music from Zanzibar in East Africa. The Comorian version, known as twarab, is quite popular especially as performed by leading groups such as Sambeco and Belle Lumière and legendary singer Mohammed Hassan. The most frequent accompaniment for twarab music are the ‘ud, violin, gabusi, and ndzendze. It is the instrumentation that critically distinguishes the two types of music. Taarab music traditionally relies on Arabic instruments such as the ganoon. Prior to the 1970s, twarab performances were classically accompanied by instruments more similar to the Arabic ones such as the oud, particularly in the music of greats such as Mohamed Hassan. However, there are now more Westernized instruments in twarab with today’s groups such as Sambeco and Belle Lumiere introducing guitar, keyboards, and drums. Even then, the influence of the Malagasy folk music ensures that traditional instruments such the gabusi and the ndzendze remain popular. Beyond instrumentation, Comorian vocal harmonies are firmly rooted in Malagasy music, and this is highlighted by the music and style of artists such as Riziki and Soubi. Another popular music style on the island is Sega music from Mauritius and Réunion.

Contemporary artists often mix traditional sounds with reggae or rap backbeats in collaboration with European producers. Contemporary artists on the islands and in Europe have been utilizing traditional sounds and themes and putting them into a modern idiom to produce some very interesting music. Abou Chihabi, the composer of the Comorian national anthem, is one of the musicians that has evolved the reggae-tinged pan-African upbeat style called varieté that he exported to France during the 1980s. The strongest influences on varieté appear to include French Chanson, Swahili Muziki Wa Dansi, Jamaican reggae, Arabic music, and Comorian traditions. In addition to composing the national anthem, Abou Chihabi has used music to fight against social injustice and racial discrimination both in Comoros and in France. He is a native of Grande Comore, where he launched his career in 1968 as a member of the group Dragons. In 1969, he went on a tour of West Africa with the Moroni Music Association, and upon their return he was inspired to form his own group, the Folkomore Ocean. In 1976, he composed an award-winning song that was adapted as the national anthem for the newly independent nation of Comoros. He was forced to briefly move to Kenya after a change in government, and then to France in 1980. He received the Listeners’ Prize in Radio France International’s “Decouvertes” competition in 1981 and a year later, he received the Young Song award in Quebec, Canada.

There are also other musicians who have fused Comorian regional music traditions with diverse international styles such as reggae, jazz, blues, zouk (a fast-tempo carnival style of music originating from the Caribbean islands of Guadeloupe and Martinique), and soukous (the Congolese rumba featuring three guitar parts and a solo singer, very popular in East Africa) together to get newer Comorian music styles. These contemporary Comorian artists include Maalesh, Barezi, Saadati Nourou, Moustoifa Idarousse a.k.a Wanamah, Salim Ali Amir, and Nawal, a singer-songwriter and instrumentalist who sings in Comorian, French, Arabic, and English. There are also Comorian musicians based abroad such as Chamssia Sagaf and Chebly in France and Momo in Botswana. There is also the Comorian styled zither-and-rattle music that is often performed at women’s wedding dances. A popular performer of this style of music is Shirontro, originally a fisherman from Domoni but now a well-known singer and instrumentalist. Similar music, performed with a box zither and raft rattle that is sometimes accompanied with drums, is also used in spirit possession. There is also the musical comedy Moroni Blues, by Comorian writer Soeuf Elbadawi, that explores cosmopolitanism, love, and ethnic division in the Comorian capital city.

Another popular and growing style of music in Comoros is rap music or, more appropriately, a version of the music style known as the coupé décalé. This music style emerged in the Ivorian diaspora, particularly in France, and would later spread to Côte d’Ivoire itself. It is through the French connection that the music style has found its way to Comoros, where it is growing in popularity. Like many other forms of rap music around the world, coupé décalé in Comoros discusses politics and the social challenges facing the nation. Issues such as good governance, patriotism, growing corruption, workers’ remuneration, the annexation of Mayotte to the Union of Comoros, migration (especially to France), youth empowerment, and the unity of Comoros are some of the focused topics in this style of coupé décalé. This is quite understandable given the political history of Comoros, especially the 20 coups d’état since independence in 1975. In addition to the standard fare of minimally arranged repetitive music and self-praising party lyrics in some of the rap music found in France and America, coupé décalé in Comoros features name dropping and percussive acknowledgments or “shout outs” that invite the listeners to visualize key words in the performance, especially through the rappers’ dance moves. Due to Islam being the state religion, the lifestyle and videos for coupé décalé or rap music in Comoros do not include shenanigans such as the scantily dressed women found in West African or French coupé décalé. Coupé décalé rap artists in Comoros include Djo RR, Cheikh MC, Rapper Jack l’Atout, Rohff, Marseille-based rappers Vincenzo and Soprano of Psy4 de la rime fame, and Marseille-based Comorian slam poet Ahamada Smis.

Dancing is enjoyed widely on the islands; it has been variously influenced by the multicultural heritage of the Comoros Islands. Mougodro, one of the most popular dances on the island, is a circular dance with Bantu and Malayo-Polynesian origins in which men, women, and children participate. Many Comorian dances such as toirab or tari have Arabic roots while other rhythm dances such as the sambe or mgale have African roots. Deba is a traditional dance for women and girls in which they move their hands out and sing religious songs, often about the Prophet’s life. Each group usually has between 25 to 50 dancers with all of them sometimes dressed in the same way. Due to the hand movements, it is also known as the “hand dance.” Another dance for women is mbiwi. Women sit in a circle and tap two bamboo sticks (mbiwi) together in complementary rhythms. After a while, two of the women will get up and dance in the middle of the circle facing each other, and wriggling their hips and bottoms very fast. Comorians also have dances that they traditionally perform during a grand marriage that takes place in July or August. The common types are the wadaha (dance by women), the chigoma (danced by men), and the dirijji (a dance involving men dancing around a table). An integral part of every Muslim festival on the islands is music. A prenupital dance, also popular in Mayotte, is the wadaha or danse de pilon in which women and young girls dance in a circle around a mortar filled with rice to the rhythm of drums, guitars, and popular songs, simulating the pulverization of the rice with pestles. Most musical events, be they secular or religious, are often transmitted by both the private and public media in the country.

Visual Art

Comorian visual arts display quite significant and visible Islamic influences. The rich cultural heritage of the Comoros Islands has produced an assortment of crafts and artwork including pearl and shell jewelry; woodwork including panels and portes-croix (lecterns) and wood carving including carved chests; pottery; basket weaving; fabric design and embroidery; and chest carving. Traditionally, basket weaving and wood carving are the types of arts that have been popular in Comoros since early times. The most prominent folk art that symbolizes the most notable specialty craft in Comoros is wood carving. Ornamental and domestic items are carved by artists including boxes, candleholders, and shutters. Quite popular are the woodcarvings used in the homes, such as carved furniture and doorways. Arabian-influenced architecture is prominent throughout the islands, especially in mosque design, but it also lends itself to other types of buildings as well. Even though they are religious centers for the society, mosques on the islands are among the most ornamental buildings. Artisans working on graphic arts produce ordinary objects, such as basketry, pottery, embroidery (ceremonial coats, Islamic bonnets, openwork curtains), makeup tables in carved coral, jewelry, sculpted wood coconut graters, and abacus-style number games. Crafts are multiple and manifest in all areas. A thousand craftsmen and builders are makers of canoes, small dhows, and especially sculptors’ furniture.


Comorian National Anthem

The national anthem of Comoros is known as the “Udzima way a Masiwa” (The Union of the Great Islands). It was adopted in 1978 upon independence. The lyrics were written by Said Hachim Sidi Abderemane, and the music was also composed by him along with Kamildine Abdallah.



Textile work, especially intricate and ornate embroidery work, is something many Comorians do, particularly on embroidered cofiats (hats) and vestments for men that reflect both their different origins and Comorian traditions (e.g., basketry, jewelers, goldsmiths, and those who start working shellfish). Comorians are also known for their jewelry making, using gold and silver filigree. Filigree is when you take small beads or twisted metal threads or both and solder them together or to another surface to create a lacelike appearance. Many of these filigree pieces become either jewelry—earrings, necklace pendants, bracelets—or pieces designed for decorative purposes. Some of the prominent Comorian visual artists include artist Said Bacar Housseine, fashion designer Sakina M’sa, painter Mohamed Ali M’Ze, and the poet, artist, painter, and sculptor Ali Mroivili.

Ali Mroivili, also known in the art world as Napalo (see www.napalo.com), is one of Comoros’s outstanding contemporary visual artists and pacesetters. He also dabbles in poetry and serves as the artistic director of the kARThala Arts Center on the Islands, which is billed as the regional platform of contemporary artistic expressions of the Indian Ocean (http://ngaratala.com). Earlier in his career, he had his work “Napalo” published in Revue Noire, a French publication on Contemporary Arts from Africa and the World, hence the nickname. He was educated at the Ecole Nationale Superieure d’Arts de Cergy-Pontoise and the Institute of Advanced Studies in Plastic Art, Paris, both in France, and at the Rijksacademie Amsterdam in the Netherlands. Napalo lives and works in Holland and Comoros; and between 1989 and 2003 he has had 13 major projects displayed in public spaces in Holland, France, Italy, Reunion, and New York City. His famous works include Drum-Town (painting, steel drums, 1991) and Le Voyage Impossible (sculpture, wood imitation on suitcase and door, 1995). His works have been published in numerous newspapers, magazines, and artwork anthologies around the world. His artwork has also been part of over 38 exhibitions across the world including Europe (Germany, France, Netherlands, Italy, Romania, and Belgium), the Americas (Brazil and the United States), and Africa (Mauritius, Senegal, Seychelles, Reunion Island, and Union of Comoros).

Another transcending Comorian visual artist is Sakina M’sa. She is a star in the Parisian design community. She identifies herself as an ethical designer of accessories and women’s wear (see www.sakinamsa.com). Sakina has transcended her social origin through her artistic talent and determination and has fully established a hybrid identity in France. She radiates an offbeat style through her collection that has an urban eclectic sophistication with a touch of punk and Asian sensibility. She uses stunning fabrics to create quality designs. She is trained in fine arts and works favorably with cotton, crepe de Chine, silk, cheesecloth, lace, and leather. The themes of earth, identity, and memory consistently influence her work in the structural and ethereal shapes and the elaborate patterns. She is said to draw motivation for her offbeat style from three sources: her experience as a teenage punk designer, the postmodernist theses of philosopher Jean Baudrillard, and the works of costume designer Genevieve Sevin Doering. Sakina M’Sa describes her clientele as active, dynamic, free, funny, feminine, and chic and aged between 25 and 50.

Street art and graffiti art have slowly started to emerge as an art form in Comoros. There are now artists who use graffiti art as a means of cultural expression, and it often brings together both French and Comorian cultures. It is an art form that is gradually gathering support and is now being seen in both French and Arabic around the urban areas in Comoros. One of the more famous Comorian graffiti artists is Socrome, who has residency in both France and Comoros. Born in France and returned to Comoros in 1997, Socrome began his graffiti artwork in Moroni in 1999 as “impulses graffiti” in a small store in Magoudjou. He has been evolving for some years in a collective of graffiti artists known as LCN or The Black Cat. His passion for hip-hop culture affected his work, which is today characterized by the search for identity by someone straddling two cultures. Between 2003 and 2010 he made several trips to Comoros and held numerous meetings and exchanges with young Comorian artists. It was in 2010 that Comorian graffiti was truly born with his meeting with young practicing Arabic calligraphers in Comoros. All these interactions would lead to original walls where letterings were made with Arabic letters and Comorian ideas highlighted. These caught the attention of the media, youth, and society. The number of graffiti artists on the island is now growing with many contracted by businesses to work on their physical structures and transportation companies to work on their vehicles.

A center that is greatly contributing to the development of visual arts in Comoros and in the larger Indian Ocean region is the kARThala Art Center located in Salimani Hambou on Comoros Island. It is a venue created to promote the creation, training, exchange, and promotion of visual arts, including painting, drawing, sculpture, photography, performance, design, and video installation, in the region. The center has provided support for emerging Comorian artists and is taking part in the development and promotion of artistic creations of Comorians and citizens of other nations of the Indian Ocean and East Africa. The center is also focused on putting the artistic creation of Comorians (and others) at the service of the economic, social, and cultural development of Comoros and to break the stagnation of the local level of creativity. The kARThala Art Center is greatly contributing to the development of contemporary arts and encouraging exchange and research to benefit artists and their artistry in Comoros and the region.

Architecture and Housing

Comorians reside in villages, towns, and cities, and many of these are fortified. Over half of the population lives in cities or towns with 1,000 or more residents. A quarter of the country lives in villages of fewer than 1,000 residents, and less than a fifth of the nation lives in communities with smaller number of residents. Due to their mixed cultural heritage, Comorian communities reflect a blend of the architectural styles of mainland Africa, France, and the Middle East. Houses vary from two-room thatched or tressed palm leaf huts to multilevel buildings made of stone and coral. Stone structures with straw or coconut palms used to construct the roof are widespread in the rural areas with smaller communities. These often contain just two rooms, with a room serving as the main living area and the other, the family sleeping area. Visitors are entertained in the living area. The kitchen and toilet are separate structures from the house, with the kitchen having a palm leaf thatched room. Access to running water and electricity is limited in rural areas but widely available in most cities. Stone or concrete is used to build many houses in these urban areas. Two-room houses connected to central courtyards are quite common. As the core area of each house, the courtyard contains the bathing and cooking areas. The bedroom that serves as the semiprivate quarters of the woman of the house is situated closest to the courtyard. The part of the house at street level often serves as a shop or warehouse, but in earlier times that level housed slaves or servants. A room fronting the street is also used for entertaining and labeled as the male part of the house. It is often a common desire of house owners to have a porch or veranda, or a public sitting area added to the side street of the house. Houses are generally built along this pattern on the islands even though larger houses or houses with more than one story might have commercial centers such as shops or storage units on the ground floor and living quarters on the top upper floor. Some of the contemporary houses are now being built in a Western style that includes indoor bathrooms and kitchens, and a few have sets of both Western and traditional kitchens and bathrooms.

Homes are often colorfully decorated with luridly patterned fabrics and elaborate gold-and-black plastic furniture. A picture of the holy mosque at Mecca nearly always has pride of place. As the practice in most Islamic societies, shoes are always left outside the house, as walking on the floor would render it unclean for prayer. The practice of matrilocality in Comoros includes the social custom of a family’s offspring residing with their mother. In particular, females frequently remain as part of their mother’s household even after marriage, with the husband moving in with the bride. The family home is built with the mindset that it can be separated or that additional structures can be built for the daughter and her children, including those from earlier marriages, to reside. Matrilocality has been further strengthened by the need for Comorian men to travel far from home in search of work and by the practice of polygyny. The courtyard is shared for various domestic activities for all, but the women are the dominant figures within all the parts of the house and neighborhood alleys. The territory of the men includes public squares and mosques.

The public square is the center of the local life in the village or town. It is where men spend many hours sitting under the shade of trees, chatting about politics or religion, drinking strong Arabic coffee and playing board games such as dominos or mraha. Mosques, especially those used in Friday prayers, are painted dazzling white with high, elegant minarets and rows of galleries around the outside. Some of the examples of stone-built monuments on the islands include palaces, tombs decorated with domes and pillars, stone and coral archways called the doors of peace, public squares, and mosques. Many of the houses on the islands are constructed with cob (mud mixed with straw from rice plants), braided coconut fronds, and dark basalt plastered with coral lime. Changes in material are becoming prominent as cement is slowly replacing stone, and sheet metal is now used instead of braided coconut fronds. The architecture of the old Comorian cities is like the old Arab cities with mosques, mihrabs, other religious buildings, ruins and archaeological sites, tombs, and fortifications. Other structures highlight other histories such as the French-style houses and factories showing the French colonial era, and straw-thatched houses exemplifying the African cultural heritage. There is the preservation of Swahili architectural traditions, and the old Arab towns in Moroni and Mutsamudu are laid out haphazardly with mazelike narrow streets. Townhouses are tall and narrow, with internal balconies running around a central courtyard and open cooking area at the back.

There are no precise construction zoning regulations in Comoros whether the use of the property is residential, commercial, or industrial, but it is mandatory to secure a building permit prior to commencing construction. The building permit is invalid if construction does not begin within two years and if construction on individual projects is suspended for more than a decade. There is great need to develop the real estate market in Comoros especially due to the fact that three legal land systems are concurrently engaged in the country: the customary oral law (ada na mila), the Islamic property diktat, and a modern system. Given that the concept of individual property was absent in the past, land used to be divided according to need among families with its use being sufficient enough for the families’ occupancy under a communal property ownership. There are few rental properties and the vacancy rate is quite low largely because most people own land and property. Whenever a woman is married, she is gifted a house and arable land. Land, owned via the matrilineal line, is inherited through the female and can only be sold in order to avoid dishonor. Personal property is handed down by testament, and Islamic law is seldom invoked. Land prices vary greatly dependent on the location with the highest prices found on Grand Comore, the most populated island. The more affordable land prices, interestingly, are on the less populated but highly desirable tourist destination island of Moheli.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Comorian society as with a majority of societies on the African continent is dominated by oral traditions. It therefore becomes important to consider the nontraditional sources for information on Comorian society. These sources include the Comorian oral traditions comprising folktales (that entertain and instruct in morality), idioms and a wide variety of poetry (illustrates the use of language and phraseology), music and songs (that also entertain and instruct as well as illustrate the art of chanting), myths, and proverbs. The oral traditions are the richest sources of information on Comorian society. These dominate Comorian literature, both prose and verse, and have been shaped and cultivated over generations by the multicultural heritage of the islands. There are also tales, lullabies, riddles, myths, and proverbs that have historically been engaged for social communication.

The prose is often mythological or historical and can include war epics, stories about the creation of villages, and tales of trickster characters. In the past, grandparents in Comoros would gather their grandchildren in the evening under the stars to tell stories. These stories, known as hali (folktales) normally end with a moral lesson. They are believed to be imaginative creations of the ancestors’ resourcefulness and passed down from generations. These are sometimes funny or tragic but they are commonly full of wisdom (respect for elders, value of knowledge, the vanity of excessive wealth, and the benefit of kindness). The main character of the Comorian tales is Ibn Wasuya, who is considered the master of deception and hypocrisy. The collections published by Salim Hatubou in 1994, titled Tales of My Grandmother, and by Mohamed Ahmed and Ahmed Ali Chamanga Mroimana in 1999, titled Comorian Tales: Njazidja beyond the Seas, are great illustrations of these tales.

Another thread in the rich fabric of the Comorian oral traditions is the tradition of lullabies. This is generally the domain of the Comorian women who are confined to their homes during the day and are directly concerned with raising the children. Mothers sing lullabies to calm the children and to also lull them to sleep. Topically, the lullabies focus, among other things, on the challenges of pregnancy, difficulties related to education, the dreams of better future, and the expectations for the child. Over time, these lullabies have become a repository of information on Comorian society. Two other elements of the oral traditions in Comoros are the myths and proverbs. Myths in the Comoros Islands are revered and socially regarded as indisputable narratives. For many, it is through the interpretation of these myths that Comorians’ outlook on life and their environment is presented. An example is the myth that is said to predate Islam and that clarifies the foundations of the Comoros Islands. As the myth goes, a spirit (or djinn) dropped a jewel that formed a great spherical inferno. It is this inferno that would in turn become the Kartala volcano that eventually created the island of Comoros. Such ontological traditions reflect the beliefs of the nature worshipping early inhabitants of the islands who believed in the power of the moon to control the tides. This mythology interprets the world and unifies the three islands. The myth also purports that the name “Comoros” came from the ancient Polynesian word Chammoras, in reference to the Polynesian and Melanesian people that settled among the original African population on the islands. Essentially, for the local populations, the myth provides an alternate source for the name of the islands in contrast to what is believed among some scholars that the name has an Arabic origin.

There exists a robust collection of proverbs on the three islands, most of which stem from human experience and observation of the environment. Perceptively, they are considered the encyclopedia for constant and evolving knowledge within the Comorian society. They capture the truth for the society and are widely used to support statements, particularly in official speeches. This does not preclude their use in daily communication within Comoros. Comorians use proverbs to show their dexterity with their language and to support their point of view. An icon of Comorian national literature that is often quoted is Mbae Trambwé. His lexicon of Comorian sayings includes fine expressions or proverbs, pictures, and historical references. The author and the lexicon have symbolic value in Comorian society. The following are five examples of Comorian proverbs presented in English:

•You can win a woman with lies but you cannot feed her with lies.

•The elephant never abandons his tusks on the road, however heavy they may be.

•If you live in the river you should make friends with the crocodile.

•A beggar won’t mind being insulted; a beggar who cannot take insults will go hungry.

•A fool and water will go the way they are diverted.

Comorian oral traditions also include music and admiration poetry known as sha-inri. These are sung during big events and provide a festive tenor to the ceremony. In these poems, the chanter consistently praises the protagonist, with careful attention paid to the issue of rhyming and poetic structure. Sha-inri involves the veneration of the individual and is similar to the praise poetry found across West Africa, but in Comoros, it is an integral part of the Comorian national heritage. Mbae Trambwe and his mother, Mshinda Mtimbo, are celebrated as the first poets of Comorians and composers of the first sha-inri poems. In recent times, there has been a proliferation of sha-inri poetry during political campaigns to bellow the glory of the political candidates. Much of the oral traditions and history are being lost with the passing away of the older generations and the younger generation turning to other mass media in the name of modernization. A lot of the earliest documented primary sources have also been destroyed during periods of political instability such during the 1978 revolution.

Most written Comorian literature is derived from the oral traditions as the first set of these collections of folktales mixed with historical event recordings. Many of these written accounts were documented by the upper class of the society including princes, sultans, and the aristocracy. This has essentially brought a lot of Arabic influence to bear on the written stories and the literature at large. Much of the literature is written in Comorian, especially the Shimasiwa dialect, as well as Arabic and French. Comorian literature continues to expand beyond the inventive generation that was part of the decolonization struggles onto later generations that have taken to writing in response to the many years of maladroit leadership and underdevelopment. There is therefore an assertion of contemporary literary talents and works in Comoros, especially in the 1990s. The French publishing house Harmattan has published many of these emergent literary figures.

A famous Comorian poet is Aboubacar Said Salim who studied in France and returned to the islands to teach French. He would later become the president of Club Kalam, an association for Comorian writers. A renowned Comorian novelist and playwright is Mohamed Toihiri (b. 1955) who is acclaimed as Comoros’s first published novelist. Toihiri served as the cultural director of Radio Comoros in 1978 and was a mordant critic of the Soilihi Ali regime. In 1985, he published Republique des Imberbes Roman Comorien (Harmattan) in which he lyrically engaged in the demonization of the Ali regime. He was a frequent contributor to Comorian newspapers such as Al-Watwan (since 1994) and Kashkazi (since 2006), and served as the editor in chief of Le Comorien, a newspaper specifically for Comorians abroad. In 2007, he was called from his position as senior lecturer and head of department (since 2004) for French literature at the University of Comoros and appointed as the Comoros Ambassador to the United Nations. His other works include the play Nationalité and the novel Le Kafir du Karthala (Harmattan, May 2000), which was translated into English (The Kaffir of Karthala) by Anis Memon in 2005. Other Comorian authors include Salim Hatubou, Hamza Soilhaboud, Abdou Salam Baco, Mohamed Ahmed, Ahmed Ali Chamanga Mroimana, Aboubacar Said Salim, Said Ahmed, Said Tourgui, Herve Chanoux, and Ali Haribou.

Media

The government of Comoros largely respects the right to freedom of speech provided in the country’s constitution. There is still a tight hold on the media, particularly during political crises when journalists risk arrest and detention. Newspapers have occasionally been suspended and radio stations taken off the air for reports that the government deems offensive. However, greater freedom of the press exists in the Union of Comoros compared to neighboring islands.

The dominant medium is radio. The national state-run network competes with regional services and private stations. In addition, there is a national television service along with a series of private stations. In the early 1980s, there were no national media largely because the state-run Radio Comoros, transmitting from Grand Comore, was not strong enough to send clear signals to the other two islands. The support for the station to secure an FM transmitter that could broadcast to all the three islands was provided by France in 1984. Later in the year, a UNESCO study discovered the unfortunate fact that the only member of the United Nations that lacked print and electronic media was Comoros. The French therefore committed, in 1985, to fund a national newspaper and by July of the same year, the state-owned newspaper Al-Watwan started its operations. It began publishing monthly and later became a weekly publication. In 1988, L’Archipel, an independent weekly, began publishing and not long after, a news agency, Agence Comores Presse, was established in Moroni, the capital.

France further assisted the growth of Comorian media by providing support for the establishment of a national television service. It was estimated that there were 61,000 radio sets and 200 televisions in Comoros in 1989. As the government media agency, Radio Comoros transmitted on shortwave and FM in Comorian, Arabic, French, English, Swahili, and Malagasy. The reach of Radio Comoros broadened and the station started international transmission on shortwave band in Arabic, French, and Swahili in 1993. In 2001, Comoros had five radio stations including one AM and four FM stations. In the same year, working with assistance from China, a national station was established. In 1991, Radio Tropique FM started transmitting as an independent commercial FM radio station. Its director was Comorian political activist Ali Bakar Cassim. Radio Tropique FM was accused of criticizing the government and became the object of government indignation. Incessantly, during periods of political crisis in the nation, officials of the station were detained with others perceived as being critical of the government.

As per the print media, the government published the primary weekly newspaper, Al-Watwan, while an independent monthly, L’Archipel, also existed in addition to smaller privately owned newspapers. Overall, there appears to be the dominance of all forms of media by the government including the Television Nationale Comorienne and Radio Comoros, the state-owned national radio and television operated by the Office de la Radio et de la Television des Comores (ORTC). There is also Radio-Television Anjouanaise, the official radio and television station of the Anjouan regional government, and Radio Ngazidja, the official radio station of the Grand Comore regional government. There are a few independent and small community radio stations operating on the islands of Grande Comore and Moheli such as Mtsangani Television in Moroni and Radio Dziyalandze that relays programming from Radio France Internationale. People on the islands also have access to Mayotte Radio and French TV. In print, there is La Gazette de Comores, a national state-owned weekly printed in addition to the more widely distributed state-owned weekly, Al-Watwan. Despite the government dominance, media houses such as Radio Tropique FM and private print outfits such as L’Archipel and the weekly Kashkazi provide independent political commentary.


History of the ORTC—The Comoros Radio and Television Service (Office de la Radio et de la Television des Comores)

1960: Construction of the Radio Dzaoudzi building begins in Mayotte.

February 1961: First broadcast in Dzaoudzi test phase.

December 13, 1975: With the final departure of French assistance, FR3 (e.g., ORTF) becomes Radio Comoros.

October 15, 1976: Installation of Radio Comoros, Moroni.

August 4, 1999: Laying of the foundation stone for the new Comoros Radio and Television Service building.

September 26, 2002: Official keys for the new building of the Radio and Television of the Comoros are handed over to Comoros by the Embassy of China.

2003: 13,200 landline phones and 2,000 mobile phones are registered.

April 18, 2003: Transfer of Radio Comoros, Voidjou.

April 7, 2006: Official launch of the National Television Service, Comoros.

December 2011: Internet users in Comoros total nearly 35,000.



The majority of newspapers in the country come out weekly, but not all have heavy national patronage due to the economic challenges. The most widely distributed weekly title continues to be Al-Watwan published on Grand Comore. The state-owned weekly enjoys heavy government patronage and is not as adversely affected by the challenges of feeble advertising and poor distribution inhibiting circulation of other publications. Its circulation is comparable to Kwezi, the leading publication on Mayotte. The ORTC has launched a Web site dedicated to everyone in the archipelago, and beyond that the ORTC hopes to contribute to strengthening the bonds of sociability, proximity, and interactivity on the Islands. The office has also established a Journalism and Communication Job Training Center in partnership with the University of La Réunion and other specialized schools to open opportunities for graduates in the fields from the University of Comoros.
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Congo, Democratic Republic of the (DRC)
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Quick Facts

Capital: Kinshasa

Major Cities: Lubumbashi (Katanga Provence), Goma (Kivu Province), Mbuji-Mayi (Kasai-Oriental Province), Kisangani (Orientale Province)

Population: 75,507,308

Languages: French, Lingala, Tshiluba, Kikongo, Kiswahili, Kingwana

Government Type: Democracy

Ethnic Groups: More than 200 African ethnic groups presently in the DRC. The region is predominantly Bantu, and major ethnic groups include Mongo, Kongo, Luba, Mangbetu-Azande, Lunda, Bemba, and Kasai.

Religions: Roman Catholicism, Protestantism, Kimbanguism, Islam, African Traditional Religions



Introduction

While the Democratic Republic of the Congo has endured a tumultuous past, the country is rich with a plethora of environmental wonders, vibrant cultural expressions, and a beautiful heritage. By examining the history, politics, and cultures of the DRC, one can gain great insight into international relations, the development of cultures, the power of natural resources, and the complex splendor of diversity in one of the largest countries in the world.

Geography

The Democratic Republic of the Congo is approximately 2,344,858 square kilometers, making it the largest country in sub-Saharan Africa. The DRC is located in Central Africa, neighboring the Republic of the Congo, the Central African Republic (CAR), South Sudan, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Tanzania, Zambia, and Angola. The DRC is almost entirely landlocked except for a small stretch of land along the mouth of the Congo River on the Atlantic coast. The 37 kilometers of coastline effectively divides Angola into two parts. The DRC falls within a tropical climate zone and is the home of a large tropical rain forest that spreads into neighboring countries. The DRC contains 114,526,050 hectares of dense, moist forest including lowland dense forest, submontane and montane forest, and flooded forest and mangrove (Central African Forest Commission 2010). This accounts for most of the total land in the DRC; however, the country also contains 6,960,040 hectares of forest-savanna mosaic, 23,749,066 hectares of dry forest, 36,994,935 hectares of woodland, 3,944,206 hectares of water surfaces, and 46,274,121 hectares of other land surfaces (Central African Forest Commission 2010). Despite a high percentage of land covered by rain forest, the Democratic Republic of the Congo has a number of major cities and economic centers, mainly in the eastern and western regions of the country, including Kinshasa, the country’s capital and the largest city in Central Africa. Due to its equatorial location, the climate in the river basin areas is hot, humid, and tropical, although it is more temperate in the southern and eastern highlands.

People and Ethnicity

Among the more than 200 ethnic groups in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, a vast majority of the Congolese population are Bantu peoples, meaning that they belong to the group of Africans that speak one or more of the hundreds of distinct Bantu languages. There are four major ethnic groups in the Congo that account for approximately 45 percent of the population: Mongo, Luba, Kongo, and Mangbetu-Azande.

Geographically, the Mongo ethnic group includes a diverse array of Congolese people in the equatorial forest region of the country, primarily between the Congo River bend and the Kasai and Sankuru rivers. As a result, the Mongo people primarily reside in the administrative provinces of Équateur and Bandundu. The Mongo ethnic group also includes several subgroups, such as the Tetela-Kusu, Dengese, Bongandu, Iyaelima, and Nkutu.

The peoples of the Luba ethnic group are primarily located in the Katanga, Kasai, and Maniema regions of the DRC. The Luba have a long history of centralized government that predates colonialism as the Luba people created a unified state around 1500 CE. The Luba Kingdom reached its height between 1780 and 1870. Many present-day Luba people speak Luba-Kasai, Luba-Katanga, and/or Kiswahili. The Luba ethnic group is particularly well known for their rich woodcarving heritage, particularly demonstrated in their production of beautiful ceremonial masks and other ornamentations.
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Bantu girls from Lekola village, Democratic Republic of Congo. “Bantu” is a linguistic term that refers to speakers of numerous related languages. Before the Common Era, Bantu speakers began migrating southward into Central and Southern Africa, displacing and absorbing many of the Khoisan-speaking groups they encountered. (Graeme Williams Africapictures.net/Newscom)

The Kongo ethnic group populates the region south of the Congo River near the Atlantic coast of Africa in the DRC and Angola. A vast majority of the peoples of the Kongo ethnic group speak the Kikongo language, although there are many dialects throughout the region. Like the Luba, the Kongo have a rich history, beginning with their arrival in the region before 500 BCE. By the 1390s CE, the kingdom of the Kongo emerged and evolved into a powerful force in central Africa. Although the kingdom of the Kongo no longer exists, Bakongo identity and unity is still an important part of life among Kongo peoples, who now mainly live and work in towns rather than rural settings.

Unlike the Mongo, Luba, or Kongo, the Mangbetu and Azande ethnic groups are not Bantu peoples. Both the Mangbetu and Azande live in the northeastern DRC in the Orientale province. People in the Mangbetu ethnic group are well known for their art and expressive music forms that have captured the attention of many art historians and anthropologists, especially because of their production of beautiful harps. Mangbetu harps continue to inspire discussion among scholars on whether these instruments served a functional purpose or were primarily artistic, decorative, or ritual objects in Central African society. The Azande, neighbors to the Mangbetu people, were historically composed of a variety of regional subgroups that merged over the course of 200 years as they created a vibrant culture and ethnic group in the northeastern DRC. The majority of the Azande people speak the Azande language. The Azande are well known for their warrior past and complex religious system based around Azande moral values.

While the aforementioned ethnic groups account for approximately 45 percent of the population, the remaining 55 percent is immensely diverse and includes groups such as the Yaka from the southwestern region of the Congo who are known for their artistry, especially their portraits and statues; the Twa, who reside in the areas surrounding Lake Kivu and are often subjected to discrimination within the country due to the historical prevalence of negative stereotypes against the ethnic group; and the Banda, who have a rich history of craftsmanship and are famous for fabricating slit drums that serve as both beautiful musical instruments and tools for transmitting messages.

Languages

Like its ethnic diversity, the body of languages in the Democratic Republic of the Congo is immensely rich. Due to the DRC’s colonial past, French was selected as its official language and continues to be used in educational settings, in addition to international and domestic business exchanges and national administration. Because of the extreme linguistic diversity of the country, the French language is often used as a common language between individuals from differing linguistic and ethnic groups. This is made possible by the fact that most people in the Democratic Republic of the Congo have knowledge of more than one language. With the large population of the Congo combined with its abundance of French speakers, the DRC is the most populous officially Francophone country.

Outside of the official language of French, many Congolese people speak one of four African languages local to the region: Kiswahili, Tshiluba, Lingala, or Kikongo. These are the most popular languages in the DRC; however, the popularity of these languages should not distract people from recognizing the importance of less common languages in the lives of individuals and communities throughout the country.

Each of the four indigenous African languages spoken in the Democratic Republic of the Congo are a part of the Bantu language family. Kikongo is predominantly spoken in the western region of the DRC, particularly in Matadi, Bandundu, and Kikwit. The Kikongo language is made up of multiple dialects, of which Kituba is used within government and administrative settings in the Bas-Congo, Kwango, and Kwilu provinces. Kikongo has a long history of use and millions of speakers can still be found in Central Africa, Brazil, Haiti, Cuba, Colombia, and Jamaica.

Lingala is one of the most widely spoken languages in the Congo, as the popularity of the language is highly evident in most of the western and northern provinces of the country. Like Kikongo, there are several dialects of Lingala, especially between Kinshasa and Brazzaville, the neighboring capital of the Republic of the Congo. In efforts to institutionalize the language of Lingala, Standard Lingala is often used in news programming, religious settings, and educational environments in the western and northern parts of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Due to the interactions between Lingala speakers and various European influences from the 19th century onward, there are several borrowed phrases within Lingala vocabulary from French, English, Portuguese, and Dutch.

Tshiluba is a particularly important language in the south-central region of the DRC, especially in the cities of Kananga and Mbuji Mayi. Luba-Kasai and Luba-Lulua are two of the major dialects of the Tshiluba language, and the former tends to be the language of administration in areas in which Tshiluba is the dominant language. There are approximately 6.3 million Tshiluba speakers in the world, primarily in the Kasai-Occidental and Kasai-Oriental provinces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (Lewis, Simons, and Fennig 2014).

Finally, Kiswahili is widely spoken in the eastern Congo, especially due to the large number of dialects like Kingwana in the Katanga region. Although Lewis, Simons, and Fennig (2014) estimate there are approximately only 1,000 level-one speakers of Kiswahili in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the level-two number is much more substantial with 9.1 million speakers. One of the key factors in the development of the language of Kiswahili and its dialects in the DRC was the use and instruction of the language in primary schools from independence into the late 20th century. The language continues to be a very important part of business and administration in many of the provinces in the eastern Congo.

In 2010, UNESCO estimated that the DRC had a literacy rate that ranges from approximately 52 percent to 80 percent, with females at the lower end of the spectrum. Deaf accommodations in the DRC are difficult at times for the estimated 1.4 million deaf people in the country; however, there are 12 official deaf institutions within the country. The deaf community of the Democratic Republic of the Congo faced a major problem in the days following the 2011 elections due to a text-messaging ban by the government. The ban was instituted in an attempt to restore stability in urban centers, especially Kinshasa, because of widespread frustration surrounding what many perceived to be a rigged election. This attempt at restoring public order was particularly difficult for the deaf community because deaf people were unable to communicate or receive information rapidly by text in the case of an emergency that may have arisen in the politically tumultuous time period.

Religion

Christianity has held a significant role in the Democratic Republic of the Congo since its introduction to the region by the Portuguese in the 15th century. After the Portuguese arrived in the region in the late 1400s, the kingdom of the Kongo allowed missionaries into the territory to exchange knowledge, especially relating to Christianity. This led to the baptism of several important figures in Kongolese society before the turn of the century, including the ruling king, Nzinga a Nkuwu, who took the name João after his baptism, and his son Afonso Mvemba a Nzinga. Afonso became an important figure in the spreading of Catholicism within the kingdom of the Kongo during this period. In fact, after his father died and he became king, he made the establishment of the church a priority through efforts like banning the worship of idols. Nevertheless, Afonso’s church did not completely discard indigenous Kongolese theology, as the church he worked hard to establish incorporated local ideas of Kongo cosmology and translated several religious terms into Kikongo.

Catholicism was also an important part of the Belgian colonial mission in the Congo and was subsidized by the Belgian state as part of the larger “civilizing mission” in Africa. Many Africans converted to Catholicism for a variety of reasons, including but not limited to the potential to access education, clothing, supplies, and genuine interest and commitment to Christianity. Today, Roman Catholicism is still the dominant religion in the Democratic Republic of the Congo with approximately half of the population identifying as Catholic. Catholicism is a very important part of daily life in the DRC, especially because a majority of primary students in the country are educated in Roman Catholic educational institutions.

In addition to Roman Catholicism, various Protestant sects make up an important part of the religious spectrum in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Approximately 20 percent of the Congolese population identifies as Protestant, which is unsurprising due to the large number of Protestant missionaries operating in the Congo Free State and the Belgian Congo during the colonial period. Despite their attempts to spread the word of their religious beliefs, Protestants were not necessarily well received in the Congo Free State, especially if they attempted to speak out against the abuses of the colony. Protestant groups achieved varying levels of success in the Congo Free State and the Belgian Congo. As with the situation for Roman Catholic missionaries, Congolese people converted to Protestantism for a wide variety of reasons that expressed both an interest in Christianity and also personal factors like the desire for education and advancement. After independence, Africans largely took over roles of importance in Protestant sects throughout the country and the presence of various sects of Protestantism is evident in educational institutions, charities, hospitals, and other institutions throughout the country.

The Kimbanguist church presently accounts for approximately 10 percent of the Congolese population. The founder of the church, Simon Kimbangu, was a member of the Baptist church in the Congo in the early 20th century who had a call to spread the word of Christ and heal the sick. The Belgian colonial government did not appreciate his dedication to his religious practices and imprisoned him under the charge of insurrection. Despite his imprisonment and colonial persecution against his followers, the religion spread throughout the Belgian Congo and Central Africa. At a broad level, the church is opposed to violence, polygamy, dancing, alcohol, tobacco, drugs, and magic. Furthermore, due to Kimbangu’s background in the Baptist Church, there is considerable overlap between Baptist principles and the Kimbanguist Church. Inside the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Kimbanguist Church is actively involved in a variety of outreach programs, especially relating to youths and education.

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has a much smaller presence in the Democratic Republic of the Congo than the aforementioned branches of Christianity. According to official figures provided by the church, approximately 35,000 Congolese people have converted to the Mormon Church since the first missionaries arrived in the DRC in February 1986. Mormon missionaries began meeting in private homes and eventually expanded into a meetinghouse that seated 200. By 1987, there were approximately 300 members of the church in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, of which 20 of the new converts worked as missionaries to continue the efforts of the Mormon Church in the region. There are currently two missions, six family history centers, and 116 congregations within the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

Islam is also present in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The history of Islam in the region is heavily linked to the movement of traders from East Africa from the 18th century onward. Nevertheless, Islam began to spread with the opening of the first Koranic schools in the region in the 1920s. Despite the long presence of the religion in the country, the government of the Democratic Republic of the Congo never fully recognized the religion after independence. Still, approximately 10 percent of the Congolese population identifies as Muslim, a majority of which are Sunni, although there is a considerable Shia community in Kinshasa.

Traditional religions in the Democratic Republic of the Congo continue to have an important presence in urban and rural communities. Due to the vast size of the DRC and the immense diversity of the Congolese population, traditional religions are tremendously varied. Nevertheless, at a basic level, ancestor veneration is an important part of the Traditional religions and daily life in the Congo. Ancestors are accorded a high level of respect within Congolese traditional beliefs. A component of Congolese Traditional religion is that ancestors are viewed as being connected to the living world; ancestor veneration is a way of recognizing this connection. Furthermore, some Congolese communities consult diviners in the case of illness or bad fortune. Despite the use of the term “Traditional,” it is impossible to separate Traditional Religions from modern life in the Democratic Republic of the Congo because there is considerable overlap, especially because of a long history of religious syncretism.

Social Customs

Respect is a major part of Congolese culture. Greeting people is a key way of showing respect not only to elders, but also family members, friends, and colleagues. For example, greetings often contain a handshake that is extended from the right hand. To show respect to those of high social status, it is not uncommon for Congolese people to use their left hand to embrace their right forearm while shaking hands. Physical contact is usually very limited among members of the opposite sex, however; when greeting a person of the opposite sex, a woman often dictates whether there is to be a handshake through the physical act of extending a hand. Finally, greetings often include questions about one’s health and the health of one’s family, especially among people of high status.

Similarly, eye contact is also informative in understanding social relations. Diverting the eyes is a key way that many Congolese people show respect to elders and those of high social standing. Using the index finger to point is considered to be rude in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Rather, Congolese people tend to point using their palm open and held upward. Appearance is immensely important in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, especially in the form of dress. Therefore, Congolese people take great efforts to wear clean and pressed articles of clothing, which are often handmade. In general conversation, many Congolese people enjoy discussing sports, especially football, and other lively and uplifting topics; however, discussions of race, ethnicity, or the civil war tend to be sensitive topics to be avoided in social settings. Similarly, polite conversation is valued, especially when elders or people of higher social standing are present.

Due to the significant linguistic diversity of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, it is often very unlikely for two people that meet at random to speak the same first language. As a result, one of the first parts of the early acquaintance phase is to find a shared language in which both parties feel comfortable in conversing. French is often used in urban spaces among people that do not share the same first (or second) language. Additionally, language is sometimes used to set the tone for a specific encounter or exchange. For example, French is often used in government and professional settings as a way of exerting formality and authority, whereas Lingala is often employed for exchanges or bargaining in urban markets.

Initiation rites, religious festivals, funerals, births, and weddings are a large part of community life in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and important spaces for social customs. While these ceremonies and events vary from region to region, one of the most important and common factors that unite these exchanges is the sharing of food, often in the form of elaborate feasts.

Lifestyle and Leisure

The lifestyles of Congolese people are incredibly diverse and vary from region to region. Within urban spaces like Kinshasa and Lubumbashi, there is a great variance of lifestyles and leisure patterns. For example, within the city of Kinshasa, there is a false dichotomy imposed between la ville, which signifies the urban areas, and la cité, which are the suburban areas. In this dichotomy, urban dwellers impose more value upon life in la ville over la cité. Regardless of la ville or la cité, it is evident that cities like Kinshasa and Lubumbashi face many infrastructural problems like deteriorating roads, electricity outages, telephone service issues, and water mismanagement. Nevertheless, Congolese people in urban settings continue with their lives, whether they live in shantytowns or the premier housing establishments of Kinshasa.

When there are electricity outages, Congolese people bask in the moonlight. People employ a use of nontraditional music instruments ranging from matchboxes to insect repellent canisters to perform songs about life in the Congo for packed musical venues. Rumba is especially popular in Kinshasa and the rest of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, as many Congolese people take great pride in the Congolese musical stylings of great artists like Papa Wamba and Tabu Ley Rochereau. As a result, Congolese music vendors are often present at street markets selling the most recent debuts and albums of Congolese musical artists to Congolese and foreign consumers. Additionally, due to the proximity of Kinshasa and Brazzaville, the capital of the Republic of the Congo, many Congolese people on both sides of the Congo River take the 30-minute-long ferry ride between the two capitals for a variety of reasons, especially relating to leisure. Brazzaville and Kinshasa, the two closest capitals in the world, serve as competing clothing, sundry, supply, and cultural markets for residents of both countries. As a result, Kinois, residents of Kinshasa, and other Congolese people from the DRC take the short trip into Brazzaville in search of better prices on fabric, interesting music venues and performances, or simply to visit friends and family members on the other side of the Congo River.

Congolese people often go to ngandas to eat traditional food and drink beer with their friends, family members, and their communities. These spaces are immensely important as places of leisure in the Congo. Additionally, dress is a very powerful part of Congolese life. Congolese people dress in their finest attire as often as possible. The epitome of this practice is seen with the sapeurs, a body of Congolese men who dress elegantly in carefully tailored suits, often meeting on Sundays in bustling urban centers to show off their elegant attire in a brightly colored parade of fashion and unique styles.

The Congolese film industry continues to be an important part of the culture of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. While the Congo Crisis, 1960–1965, had a major impact on its development during the 1960s, the film industry is now thriving in the country. Films like Mwezé Ngangura’s La Vie est Belle and Viva Riva, directed by Djo Tunda Wa Munga, have won international acclaim.

Despite the vibrant lifestyle of Congolese cities, it is evident that urban spaces contain less than half of the population of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Therefore, it is important to consider lifestyle and leisure within rural spaces in the DRC. Due to the flexible definition of family in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, many rural families extend beyond Western notions of family life. Family life often includes many relatives, including grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, nephews, and much more. As a result, communities are often very close, based on family linkages. Outside of subsistence farming and other forms of work, rural Congolese lifestyles often revolve around family gatherings, particularly those that feature food and celebrations. Storytelling was a consistent part of the history of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and its continued importance is still evident today. Religious life is an important part of leisure in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, which often unites Congolese families during celebrations and feasts.

Employment

The unemployment rate for the Democratic Republic of the Congo over the past 10 years peaked in 2010 at 60.8 percent; however, unemployment currently sits at approximately 46.3 percent (Trading Economics 2014). This is especially surprising because at independence in 1960, the DRC was the second most industrialized country in Africa. Nevertheless, corruption, war, and government inefficiency continue to negatively affect the Congolese economy and job market.

During the 1970s, Mobutu Sese Seko, then president of Zaire, sought to reduce foreign influence in the country through “Zairianization,” or “the radicalization of the revolution.” Through this attempt at Third World Nationalism, Mobutu took control of foreign-owned and operated businesses and gave them to Africans. The confiscated businesses included retail operations, wholesale companies, factories, plantations, and much more. Recipients of these businesses were often loyal party members of the state and officials in the bureaucracy. Additionally, Mobutu attempted to distribute businesses to individuals throughout the country as a way of gaining political favor; however, most recipients had little to no knowledge of business or the specialized skills necessary for their companies success. As a result, most businesses failed almost immediately after the handover. As a result, competition virtually disappeared and the few businesses that were able to stay open through competent management tended to thrive. Nevertheless, Zairianization failed because of a critical error: the inability to educate business owners in succeeding in their specified industries.

Education is a major issue that continues to hurt employment prospects for Congolese people throughout the country. In many areas of the country, education is a luxury and youths often face the difficult choice of leaving school because they cannot afford school fees or they have to provide financially for their families. As of 2010, the Congolese government began working toward providing free primary education. While the government recognizes the importance of education for the future of the country, youths still face major issues that prevent or hinder their participation in the education system. This chronic problem is a major contributor to the high unemployment rate in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. UNICEF is currently in the process of investing $98 million in primary education in the DRC to ensure that youths are able to attend school.

Today, most of the economic activity in the Democratic Republic of the Congo occurs in the informal sector, which is not reflected in GDP data. This means that many Congolese people make their livelihoods outside of the purview of the state, whether this means participating in the extralegal smuggling exchanges or selling cassava in street markets. For those who are able to find work in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, their economic livelihood often depends on the agriculture, fishing, forestry, or mining industries. Within rural spaces, agriculture is a critical part of life and involves most of the immediate and extended family. Most Congolese agriculturalists cultivate enough to provide nutritional sustenance for their families and sell the rest for other necessary goods. As a result, there are often thriving rural markets in villages throughout the country. The mining industry is immensely tumultuous due to the high demand for items like coltan, tin, copper, gold, and diamonds. As a result, the eastern Congo, home to many of these goods, became a region of contention from the DRC’s independence up to the present. As a result, many rebel groups made claims to various mines in the region and perpetrated large-scale crimes against humanity in efforts to profit from the material offerings of the mines. Due to the recent presence and actions of the United Nations in the eastern Congo, there is greater potential for stability in the region and greater access to employment for Congolese people, but the long-term economic, social, and political effects are yet to be seen.
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Mining near the city of Mongbwalu in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). The DRC is rich in mineral resources, but, sadly, this wealth has brought conflict rather than prosperity. On average, 1,500 die every day in the struggle to control the Congo’s mineral resources. (Spencer Platt/Getty Images)

Additionally, the political sphere is very appealing to many Congolese people, as it is a long-standing symbol of access to wealth and power. This legacy of Mobutu’s regime is particularly detrimental because it often leads to the disenfranchisement of Congolese people through rigged elections and the illegal and unfair distribution of bribes and government contracts. Through these gatekeeper-like systems, accessing wealth and advancement is limited to those with connections to power rather than relying upon merit and/or education for advancement within the bureaucratic system. Subsequently, Congolese people find ways to express frustration with the lack of a meritocracy and other political and structural slights. This is especially evident through artistic works, music, and the dress culture acts of the sapeurs. Despite the constant attempts of silencing political opponents through rigged elections, the growing presence of social media within Africa places employment inequality, political silencing, and many other issues on the larger, global stage in a way that is creating an increasing demand for accountability, openness, and advancement.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Family life in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, like elsewhere, varies among regions. However, there are some overarching themes that connect many Congolese people, communities, and families. At a basic level, men hold a very important role within family life. Many Congolese families, communities, and ethnic groups follow matrilineal succession practices, which means that lineage is traced through the mother’s side of the family. However, this does not mean that women have higher value within the Congolese social hierarchy. Quite the contrary, women are considered to be dependents of their fathers until they marry.

Marriage is an important part of Congolese life. Marriages are marked by the presentation of gifts, usually from the groom’s family to the family of the bride. Customary gifting practices are heavily linked to issues regarding gender and labor. Traditionally, the payment of gifts was attributed to the bride’s family’s loss of labor in the future. In many places, the continued practice of gift giving is largely customary and is not seen as a labor transaction. Like many places that have similar gift-giving practices, these gifts are contingent upon the birth of offspring and the lasting state of the marriage. Thus, if a bride chose to end the union, her family would be required to repay the gifts received in the union. This customary law remains today and is detrimental to some women because they believe that they cannot leave a spouse that may be physically or emotionally abusive because her family cannot afford to repay the marital gifts that they received.

Marriage practices have been heavily affected by recent history. Conflict, tensions, and uncertainty during and after the First Congo War and the Second Congo War did not spare the realm of family life and marriage in either urban or rural spaces. For example, due to conflict and uncertainty in the region, many Congolese youths are living outside of the aforementioned marital system because they cannot afford the mounting costs of these customary gift-giving practices. As a result, cohabitation among Congolese youths is a growing trend, especially in urban spaces like Kinshasa.

Family structures vary throughout the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Some Congolese families practice polygyny, especially within rural spaces. Polygyny has a long history within the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where a major benefit of the institution was the security of extra labor, both through additional wives and their future offspring. Women are important contributors to the daily operations of Congolese families, in both polygynous and nonpolygynous families. Beyond providing agricultural labor, women also complete tasks like cutting wood, collecting and hauling water, cleaning clothes, collecting fruit, attending to children, and making crafts. In some spaces, women adhere to traditional conceptualizations of gendered obligations, meaning that women are important sources of labor, specifically agricultural labor, to a male head of household. However, this does not mean that all rural women are content with their traditional roles within Congolese societies. Some rural Congolese women find themselves frustrated with customary family labor systems, but do not yet have the ability to express their desire for change. However, other Congolese women challenge traditional conceptualizations of women’s roles within society and advocate for greater rights. Congolese women organized a number of important women’s groups in the 1980s, and ultimately pushed for the increased voice of women in the future of the country.

Securing a quality education is difficult for many young women in rural spaces where they are expected to complete rigorous and time-consuming tasks on a daily basis. Furthermore, some Congolese girls are subjected to child marriages and early pregnancy. This further removes young Congolese girls from the potential of educational attainment. Similarly, sexual violence against girls and women in the eastern Congo also threatens their ability to safely attend educational institutions. Due to these major factors in daily life in the Congo, young Congolese women have disproportionately lower rates of educational attainment. UNICEF recently launched “Back to School,” an important campaign that seeks to push Congolese children into classrooms to receive an education that will hopefully bolster young girls’ school attendance and strengthen the future of the country.

Despite potentially limiting family situations in some contexts, many Congolese women are active participants in economic operations that extend beyond their individual families. As previously mentioned, much of the Congolese economy exists outside of the formal sector. Many Congolese women are important participants in the informal sector through various entrepreneurial endeavors, like hairstyling, and the sale of crafts and food in urban spaces.

Men tend to have greater freedom and access to professional advancement than women in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Traditionally, men were highly respected figures within society and were granted greater levels of authority. Congolese men hold more positions of authority within business, politics, the economy, and religious institutions. This is the legacy of historical trends that limited women’s access to formal professional advancement and full immersion in the global economy. Under Mobutu, women were required to ask permission from their husbands to complete seemingly ordinary tasks like accepting a job offer or opening a bank account.

Tensions and uncertainty in the Democratic Republic of the Congo heavily influence family life, as evidenced by the high number of internally displaced individuals within the country. Nevertheless, family structures are constantly responding to this crisis through adaptation to a very difficult set of circumstances. In some cases, this means adapting one’s family to life in a refugee camp. In others, it means figuring out how to respond to high rates of sexual violence against women and the recruitment of child soldiers. Sexual violence is a very difficult issue for Congolese women particularly, and many fail to report instances of rape because they fear being ostracized by their family and community. Nevertheless, organizations like the United Nations Development Programme are working not only to hold assailants accountable but also increase education and programs to help women, their families, and communities heal. Conflict in the Democratic Republic of the Congo is not enough to stop family life altogether. Rather, as the country moves on, families continue to redefine themselves and respond to a diverse range of issues that challenge individuals and communities.

Cuisine

Due to the diverse history of the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the variety of global influences in the country, Congolese cuisine shows a great intermingling of foreign tastes and traditional staples. Congolese cuisine features techniques, flavors, and dishes borrowed from the Middle East, Asia, and France. These influences build upon and complement Congolese grains like millet and sorghum, roots like cassava and yam, and regional fruits and vegetables. Due to the prevalence of these crops in the DRC, people throughout the country rely upon these goods to meet daily nutritional requirements.

Customary dishes and cooking techniques vary based on region, but at a very basic level, traditional meals in the Democratic Republic of the Congo center around a starch, a vegetable, and a protein, usually in the form of meat. There is great variety in the types and uses of proteins from region to region. Congolese people in urban centers like Kinshasa and Lubumbashi often eat beef or pork in their meals. However, people often eat fish and game meat in rural spaces. Insects like caterpillars, crickets, and grasshoppers are sometimes consumed in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, in which case, they are often broiled, boiled, or grilled.

The Democratic Republic of the Congo has very rich soil; therefore, agriculture is a major part of the rural economy in many parts of the country. Due to the availability of cassava throughout the year, the tuber is found in many Congolese dishes. For example, saka saka, the immensely popular Congolese dish, contains cassava leaves, palm oil, and peanut paste. On the other hand, many Congolese meals use cassava as a side, such as moambe, a chicken dish that features nuts, rice, cassava leaves, bananas, and hot pepper sauce. Additionally, maboke, another famous Congolese dish, consists of freshwater fish wrapped in banana leaves. While there is evidence of French cooking techniques in Congolese cuisine, it is also very important to note cooking customs that predate colonialism, especially through the use of readily available resources, spices, foodstuffs, and much more. For example, pili pili, an extremely spicy pepper, is served with most Congolese food.

Due to the Congo’s colonial history with Belgium, cultural transmissions are unsurprising. For example, the incorporation of mayonnaise in urban areas of the Congo (and beyond) reflects close contact between Belgium and the Congo. As a result, some Congolese people enjoy eating mayonnaise with many Congolese staples, such as meat, fish, plantains, manioc, peas, and salad. However, the internationalization of the Congo does not end with the incorporation of mayonnaise in local cuisine. Rather, there are a growing number of international restaurants in the Congo, especially in Kinshasa, Lubumbashi, Goma, and Bukavu. Each of these cities offer a fair share of Congolese restaurants, in addition to culinary operations offering a range of international offerings from Belgium, France, Asia, India, the Middle East, and beyond. Nevertheless, we cannot ignore the demand for Congolese food within urban spaces like Kinshasa and beyond. Ngandas, which are more informal than their international counterparts, offer more regional and ethnic diversity in the form of food for Congolese consumers. As a result, ngandas often focus on a specific region or cuisine and also cater to a certain clientele, from miners to government officials.

Cuisine and eating is an important part of Congolese life, especially within communities. Eating as a community is a major focal point of many celebrations and rites of passage. For example, the celebration of Christmas often entails the sharing of food with invited guests and loved ones. Similarly, gifts often take the form of personally prepared foods. Initiation rites, funerals, births, and weddings often feature the sharing of large amounts of delicious foods.

More than half of the people in the Congo live in rural areas, with many relying upon subsistence farming for their livelihoods. Despite the presence of rich and fertile soil in many parts of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, it is estimated that the DRC faces a food production deficit of approximately 30–40 percent (World Food Program 2013). Tensions and violence in the eastern DRC continue to exacerbate issues relating to food shortages, especially due to armed groups pillaging villages and communities. The conflict in the eastern Congo made areas like rivers and fields very dangerous for rural communities, which was immensely detrimental for subsistence farming and food production. Food insecurity is a major issue in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, as evidenced by the fact that approximately half of children under five are chronically malnourished (World Food Program 2013).


Cheesemaking in the Democratic Republic of the Congo

Of the many legacies of Belgian colonial rule in the Congo, Congolese cheesemaking is perhaps one of the most interesting, yet forgotten, remnants of the past. Nevertheless, the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo is home to the producers of Goma cheese, a dairy product with similar flavor notes as Gouda. In 1975, Belgian priests started making cheese in the eastern DRC due to the cool climate and prevalence of cattle. This led to the training of Congolese men in the art of cheesemaking. A few cheesemakers remain in the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo today; however, due to civil war and strife, their production is strikingly limited. While they were once able to make Camembert and mozzarella, they no longer have the equipment to make such cheeses. Nevertheless, these Congolese cheesemakers take great pride in their ability to produce Goma cheese today. The hills of the eastern Congo provide a picturesque background for the production of this cheese, which often includes hundreds of dairy farms making cheese in bathtubs, using fishnets, buckets, and metal pots.



Dress

Dress culture is a very celebrated part of life in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. While dress trends and styles may vary by region, one thing remains consistent: dress is immensely important in defining oneself and making a statement to the world. The importance of clothing and presentation within Central Africa predates colonialism. Clothing and other body adornments were very important signifiers within the kingdom of the Kongo, encompassing present-day Angola and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Clothing and fabric were highly controlled tools that offered insight into one’s place within society and one’s proximity to power. Africans made cloth out of a variety of materials, including palm. Palm trees allowed Africans to produce a number of beautifully textured fabrics like velvet, satin, taffeta, and damask through very complex methods.

As connections between Europeans and Africans in the region began to expand, the prevalence of imported cloth expanded across class lines and distinctions. Similarly, Africans incorporated foreign items into their daily wardrobes. For example, chiefs in the region often incorporated European hats into their outward presentations. Nevertheless, African fabrics maintained significance in a wide number of spaces in the Congo. Following independence in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Congo Crisis led to Mobutu’s rise in the Congolese government. By the 1970s, Mobutu became fascinated with nationalist politics and decided to enact a cultural nationalist program to unite the people of Zaire. A major area of authenticité, Mobutu’s cultural nationalist program related directly to clothing through the banning of Western suits. Rather, Zairian men were forced to adopt the abacost, a Mao-styled tunic. On the other hand, women were simply told to wear “traditional” clothing. Nevertheless, some people revolted and chose to wear Western clothing, but were swiftly punished in many cases.

Mobutu’s mandate on personal attire did not last forever. As a result, there is a lot of diversity within dress culture habits in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. One can see a wide spectrum of clothing consumption patterns within large cities like Kinshasa. For example, one may see women in African wax print wraps while others wear fashionable recreations of runway trends from Paris Fashion Week. Additionally, some men may wear “traditional” attire, while others wear carefully pressed European or locally tailored suits. However, it is important to note that there remains a certain fluidity to these clothing choices; this is especially observed around the context in which they are wearing their clothing and adornments. A woman wearing a printed wrap on a Sunday morning may also have a wardrobe that includes clothing items imported from Europe that she chooses to wear based on her destination and other obligations. Thus, the possession of an outfit that is seemingly “traditional” does not necessarily equate with being disconnected from global trends.

The sapeurs of the Republic of the Congo and the Democratic Republic of the Congo are a group of men that seek to dress elegantly and live their lives to the fullest. These men can often be seen in brightly colored suits and costumes, especially on Sundays in Kinshasa, Brazzaville, and the Matongé district of Brussels. The sapeurs have long histories in both countries, but their love for fashion and desire to exert their presence within a society that socially and economically marginalizes them is a factor that unites both groups. There are many memorable and famous sapeurs from the Democratic Republic of the Congo; Papa Wemba, the soukous legend, was perhaps one of the most influential, as he emphasized the important standards of personal hygiene and fashionable dress that continue to define the movement today. It is also important to note that this dress culture phenomenon is predominately male oriented.

One of the other interesting aspects of the sapeur phenomenon is the deep connection to Europe that many sapeurs carry. Many Congolese sapeurs aspire to travel to Europe to acquire fashionable clothing and return to the Democratic Republic of the Congo. However, these men often face major difficulties once they arrive in places like Brussels and Paris, as they have to find housing and employment with very limited means. Nevertheless, sapeurs embrace this struggle and push forward through legal and extralegal means. While the journey is not necessarily pleasant at times, sapeurs return to the Democratic Republic of the Congo and new generations of youths embark upon similar journeys to Europe.
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Sapeurs show off their apparel while paying their respect to Stervos Nyarcos, the founder of the kitendi (“clothing” in Lingala) religion. The word sapeur comes from SAPE (Société des Ambianceurs et Persons Élégants), a movement founded by Nyarcos. Sapeurs are recognizable by their canes, designer labels, bright clothes, and over-the-top fashions. (Per-Anders Pettersson/Corbis)


The Sapeur in International Popular Culture

Due to a number of international news stories, sapeurs captured the attention of the world and inspired a number of people to re-create their expressive fashion habits outside of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. For example, Paul Smith’s Spring 2010 Ready-to-Wear collection for London Fashion Week centered on a very colorful sapeur theme. Similarly, Solange Knowles’s music video “Losing You” re-created the thriving sapeur scene of central Africa. Additionally, Guinness recently created an advertisement that centered on the beauty and power of this movement. However, these artistic endeavors are fascinating because each of them occurred outside of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Paul Smith’s runway show featured the imagery of sapeurs, but was set in London and did not include any actual sapeurs. Solange filmed her video in South Africa. Similarly, the Guinness advertisement was also filmed in South Africa using professional stylists. Thus, although more people are paying attention to the sapeur phenomenon, few sapeurs are actually present in these international popular culture celebrations of their style.



Sports and Games

Sports are an important part of leisure in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Throughout history, Congolese people engaged in a number of sporting activities, like racing riverboats, running, wrestling, volleyball, basketball, and most importantly football (soccer). While Europeans introduced sports like volleyball and basketball, Africans in the region had a long history of participating in sports that predates colonial rule.

Nevertheless, football in particular holds an important place in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, as many youths play the game in formal and informal settings, ranging from schoolyards to street intersections. The national team excelled during the late 1960s and 1970s, as evidenced by their performances in 1968 and 1974, which secured their place as African Cup of Nations champions for those respective years. Similarly, their dominance led to the Zaire Leopards becoming the first sub-Saharan African nation to qualify for the FIFA World Cup in 1974. However, their World Cup journey to West Germany was bittersweet, due to increased pressure in the form of threats from Mobutu. Despite their fledgling celebrity status within Mobutu’s Zaire (prior to their voyage to West Germany), the Leopards returned to the country after a 0–3 loss to Brazil.

The Democratic Republic of the Congo holds great pride in its national football team, the Leopards, whose players also often participate in European squads. For example, Herita Ilunga was an integral part of West Ham, Dieumerci Mbokani plays for Standard Liege, and Gabriel Zakuani offers his expertise to Peterborough United. The Leopards were ranked 99th by FIFA in 2014, whereas their highest ever FIFA ranking was 51st in 2003.

Despite the widespread incorporation of football into daily life in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, most within the United States remember the country for hosting the “Rumble in the Jungle” in 1974. Mobutu Sese Seko was the only president willing to offer a US$5 million purse for the fight, thus bringing the spectacle to Kinshasa. This fight between Muhammad Ali and George Foreman offered the potential of reigniting Ali’s boxing career after his suspension due to his refusal to comply with the U.S. draft during the Vietnam War. At the same time, the fight was also immensely profitable for Mobutu, who hoped to bring the attention of the world to a seemingly industrialized and modern Kinshasa. In addition to winning in the boxing ring, Ali also won the support of the people of Zaire.

While the Democratic Republic of the Congo sent athletes to several Summer Olympic Games, the country has yet to earn a medal. The Democratic Republic of the Congo made its first Olympic appearance in 1968, when it sent 5 competitors to the Summer Olympics in Mexico City. The 1992 Olympic Games in Barcelona featured the most athletes from the DRC, with 17 that competed for their country. The Democratic Republic of the Congo sent 4 athletes to compete in the 2012 Olympic Games in London, including two runners, one boxer, and one judoka. The DRC received international attention after the 2012 Olympics, when Cedric Mandembo, the judoka, and three Congolese trainers and affiliated staff went missing in London. Despite repeat appearances during the Summer Olympic Games, the DRC has never sent athletes to the Winter Olympics.

Outside of football, Congolese children enjoy a variety of outdoor games, including bokwele. Bokwele is a team game in which groups of youths attempt to draw circles around a number of stones. Each team tries to steal the other team’s stones without being caught. Like football, this activity is immensely popular because it does not require expensive pieces of equipment. Youths can spontaneously play bokwele without worry about constraints relating to specialized equipment or locations.

Basketball is a growing sport in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. While the country has participated in the FIBA Africa Championship five times since 1970, the DRC national basketball team has not yet appeared in the FIBA World Championship or the Summer Olympic Games. Nevertheless, Congolese youths continue to show interest in the sport, and the country participated in the U.S. State Department’s Sports Visitor program in 2014. As a result, several Congolese youths came to the United States as part of a basketball delegation and participated in a number of sport-related activities.

Festivals and Holidays

Due to continued tensions and instability, the Democratic Republic of the Congo has few large-scale recurring festivals. However, holidays are an important part of community and family life in the country. The Congolese begin the New Year with small celebrations and parties within individual communities. This often means community members and families joining for the important process of celebrating over food and participating in lively social engagements. Additionally, many Congolese people annually commemorate the Martyrs of Independence on January 4, the day in 1959 when the Congolese defied Belgian colonialism and demanded independence. On that day, many Congolese rose in frustration against continued oppression and violence. The Congolese adopted this day as a public holiday after independence.

Shortly after Martyrs of Independence Day, the Congolese celebrate Heroes’ Day on January 17. This public holiday honors the life of Patrice Lumumba, a major nationalist leader in the Congo during the struggle for independence. Similarly, Congolese celebrate Liberation Day on May 17, which commemorates the ousting of Mobutu during the First Congo War. Individual cities and communities gather and celebrate with feasts, music, and parades. This is not to be confused with Congolese Independence Day, which is held on June 30 annually. Independence Day, which is devoted to celebrating the Congo’s independence from Belgium, is celebrated throughout the country with parades, speeches, music, and dancing. 2010 marked 50 years of independence in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Joseph Kabila, the president of the DRC, celebrated the occasion with a military parade in Kinshasa that featured thousands of soldiers and hundreds of military vehicles. Despite instability in the region, government officials often use Independence Day to urge Congolese people to look past individual differences and push toward a stable future for the country.

The Congo celebrates Labor Day on May 1 each year; however, due to labor instability, this holiday is a difficult one for many Congolese people, especially those who are unemployed or underemployed. Parents’ Day is a public holiday held on August 1 in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Many people celebrate the holiday by giving gifts and cards to their family members. Similarly, Youth Day on October 14 offers leisure and sporting activities to Congolese youths, especially in urban spaces. Finally, the Congo celebrates Army Day on October 17, which honors the dedication and sacrifices of the Congolese military forces. In some cases, members of the armed forces receive discounted services, goods, or entry into events.

In addition to these public holidays and celebrations, many within the Congo place great significance upon religious holidays, specifically those within the Roman Catholic Church. Christmas is perhaps the most widely celebrated Christian holiday in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Congolese people who celebrate Christmas often focus on the religious aspect of the holiday, rather than the secular traditions present in many Western countries. Many Congolese families participate in church activities such as nativity plays and musical performances. Additionally, Christmas is a community or family holiday for many within the Congo, as people gather and feast on a wide array of dishes.

Beyond holidays, many Congolese people gather for large festivals in cities like Kinshasa. For example, the Journés Congolaises de Théâtre pour et par l’Enfance et la Jeunesse (an annual theater festival), takes place in Kinshasa in May. The festival spans the course of six days and offers opportunities for children and youths to become involved in the performing arts. The festival events, which take place in a variety of cultural sites in Kinshasa, involve local and foreign participants in an effort to popularize theater in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Similarly, Lubumbashi hosts a musical festival and a festival of laughter, which draw people from Lubumbashi, the greater DRC, and other countries within Africa. Festival Tableau Noir, Ecran Blanc, held in July in Kinshasa and Lubumbashi, is also another outstanding opportunity for Congolese youths. This annual festival offers young communities workshops to develop an interest in filmmaking, which is a growing interest in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

Like the Journés Congolaises de Théâtre pour et par l’Enfance et la Jeunesse, the Temps du Théatre festival in Lubumbashi offers insight into the performing arts scene in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The festival, held in October, attempts to create a regional conversation on performance and theater among Central Africans. Additionally, the Kinshasa Book Fair, which takes place in November, highlights the Congolese publishing industry by giving an opportunity for Congolese writers to meet potential publishers and engage with the community. This is an important endeavor because it emphasizes the vitality of the literary community within the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

While instability continues to create major issues within the DRC, it is evident that Congolese people have many outlets for celebration. Due to the high number of festivals directly related to performing arts, music, and literature, it is clear that this is a beautiful and important part of life for people in the Congo. Through these festivals, Congolese people are able to engage with their communities, gain greater insight into the lives of their peers, and find new avenues for expression. While this brief discussion of celebrations is limited in scope to public holidays and large festivals, we cannot discount the smaller celebrations that occur in the Congo on a daily basis. For example, rites of passage are important moments for celebration on the community level. Communities band together to celebrate births, marriages, rites of passage, and deaths. These festivals of life are not individualized; rather, they are community-wide celebrations for the past, present, and future.

Music and Dance

Music is an integral part of daily life in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The Congo is well known for rumba music, which melds global musical styles into a uniquely Congolese creation that excites not only Congolese citizens, but also many other communities throughout the world. Rumba captured the attention of the world during the 1960s, due to the engaging and vibrant performances of artists such as Papa Wendo and Grand Zaïko Orchestra. However, it is important to note that the creation of Congolese music, especially rumba, did not ever emerge solely within the territorial confines of the country. Rather, the neighboring Republic of the Congo was also an important part of the forging of Congolese musical stylings, especially due to the fact that Congolese people on both sides of the Congo River often took the 30-minute ferry to cross the river and engage in lively musical performances in Brazzaville’s and Kinshasa’s nightclubs. The fluid nature of the population of both countries, specifically near the Congo River, lead to the melding of ideas and creation of highly refined and vibrant musical performances that reached far beyond Kinshasa or Brazzaville. Furthermore, Congolese rumba emerged in response to the growing presence of Cuban popular music in Congolese popular culture. Congolese musicians adapted this cultural import by utilizing their own unique surroundings and musical tools to create original compositions that were both familiar and exciting to local populations.

Soukous, an offshoot of Congolese rumba, gained a large following in the Congo during the 1960s and is well known for its accompanying dance. Congolese artists like Tabu Ley Rochereau and Papa Wemba gained great followings within Kinshasa and beyond by melding Congolese folk music with international genres like soul and rock and roll. Due to the vibrant beats of this style of Congolese music, soukous spread quickly throughout Africa and heavily influenced regional music, especially in the 1970s. However, the 1980s featured the international rise of soukous music, particularly in London and Paris. Congolese performers in Paris and London often had to balance the demand for soukous between European, African, and Caribbean markets. As a result, artists like Papa Wemba greatly profited from an international following that praised the complexity and vibrancy of a wide range of his musical compositions.

The 1974 music festival in Zaire emphasized the significance of internationalism in music in Africa and beyond. This three-day festival, which accompanied “The Rumble in the Jungle,” featured American artists like James Brown and B. B. King, in addition to international favorites like Celia Cruz, Miriam Makeba, and Zairian groups like Tabu Ley Rochereau. In addition to acts of cultural diplomacy like Sister Sledge teaching young African girls how to dance “The Bump,” Americans and other Westerners were able to witness and celebrate the vibrant musical performances and genres of African artists that thrilled and ignited local populations (Pareles 2009).

Ndombolo is a more recent development in soukous music and is characterized by its rapid-pace performances by artists like Dany Engobo, Koffi Olomide, and Wenge Musica. However, like soukous, the accompanying dance continues to draw considerable attention. This dance style, which was attributed to the way that chimpanzees walk, centers on the movement of the hips of female dancers. As a result, Cameroon banned ndombolo in 2000 on moral grounds. However, others argue that Cameroon enacted the ban because they felt that ndombolo was encroaching upon Cameroonian popular music genres like makossa and bikutsi.

However, music in the Congo was not always as simple as pursuing a passion for composition or rhythm. Rather, Mobutu’s policies in Zaire during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s heavily influenced the creation of music in a variety of ways. As previously mentioned, Mobutu was very invested in cultural nationalism as a way of uniting the country. While dress and other forms of cultural expression were important parts of Mobutu’s nationalist policies, music also captured the attention of the government. As a result, a variety of Congolese musicians faced the difficult predicament of being caught between supporting the Mobutu dictatorship or facing retribution and potential violence against themselves and their families. While some popular musicians in Mobutu’s Zaire certainly fell into line with Mobutu’s demands, others did not and faced severe consequences. For those that chose to stay friendly with the state, this decision often offered greater economic stability during a time in which many musicians were just trying to survive. Additionally, cooperation with the state also offered a chance to thrive as a musician, when noncompliance would deeply hinder their musical talents and potential. For those that did not comply, their decision to thwart Mobutu’s authority often meant choosing a life of exile. For example, Tabu Ley Rochereau initially praised Mobutu through his music; however, he became increasingly critical of Mobutu’s failed policies and corruption, which is especially evident in his song “Mokolo Nakokufa.” Tabu Ley Rochereau eventually chose a life of exile, and only returned to the Congo after the fall of Mobutu.


Remembering Tabu Ley Rochereau

Congolese music legend Tabu Ley Rochereau died on November 30, 2013, in Brussels, Belgium. His approach to music and Congolese life appealed to a wide audience base that celebrated his musical career spanning several decades. He was well known for his intoxicating rhythms, but more importantly he inspired many with his decision to leave Mobutu’s Zaire rather than continue to praise the dictator and his widespread abuses of power. After the ousting of Mobutu, Tabu Ley Rochereau returned to the Congo and balanced his musical endeavors and a political career. After a debilitating stroke, Tabu Ley Rochereau moved to Brussels to seek medical care and hopefully prolong his life. Although Tabu Ley Rochereau eventually died, he became immortal within the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The country honored his life with a state funeral that drew together thousands of loyal fans in Kinshasa. Furthermore, the government declared the day to be a national holiday to honor the man that crafted more than 3,000 songs during his life as a performer.



Outside of these popular performances of music inside and outside of the Congo, Congolese people incorporate music into their daily lives in a variety of ways. Some Congolese people try to make a livelihood selling pirated copies of Congolese and international music recordings in local markets, where they have a great demand among consumers. Additionally, many Congolese people participate in local musical performances, either as performers or consumers. While electricity and other daily essentials may be in short supply, Congolese people create musical performances that circumvent these issues through the incorporation of a variety of musical instruments that take the form of daily commodities like matchboxes or cans of insect repellant. Each instrument, constructed out of items of utility in daily life, inspire deeply regimented techniques to maximize the sound created by Congolese musicians. As a result, Congolese musicians within this sphere often spend considerable amounts of time training on these instruments to perfect their skills.

While performances often take place in Congolese bars in urban centers, Congolese people also take advantage of local music festivals. For example, the International Festival of Music, hosted by Kinshasa in 2013, focused on celebrating African music and eradicating violence in the Eastern Congo. Similarly, cities like Kikwit in the southwestern DRC often host music festivals that honor local legends and provide opportunities for rising musicians.

Visual Art

The DRC is a beautiful country rich with amazing sights, sounds, and people. Therefore, it is unsurprising that the beauty of the Congo is well documented in artistic works in a wide range of mediums. The Congolese film industry developed slowly after independence due to conflicts and instability. The first Congolese film, La Vie est Belle, directed by Mwezé Ngangura, was released in 1987 and focuses on urban life and leisure in Kinshasa. Incidentally, it was one of the first films to show the beauty of sapeurs and Congolese music. More recently, Viva Riva, directed by Djo Tunda Wa Munga, thrust the Congolese film industry onto the international stage. The film won six awards at the Africa Movie Academy Awards in 2011, in addition to the 2011 MTV Movie Awards prize for Best African Movie. While profits within the Congolese film industry are relatively low, there is great pride and consumption of Congolese films within the DRC.

The Democratic Republic of the Congo is well known for traditional art, especially that of the Kuba in the southeast. The Kuba profoundly influenced understandings of African traditional art through their beautiful embroidery, carved boxes, wine cups, and helmet masks. Their works are often used as examples of African artistry and artisanship in museums throughout the world, especially their helmet masks, which showcase intricate designs, fabrics, and beadwork. Similarly, the Bembe of the Eastern Congo and the Bateke of the Western Congo provide excellent examples of traditional Congolese sculpture, specifically through their small, carved figures and fetishes. Minkisi, objects that are believed to contain spirits, are often associated with the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the greater region of Central Africa. These vessels range from taking the form of gourds to bundles of hide, although carved and molded figures are also highly prevalent minkisi in the Congo. White objects were often used in the construction of minkisi as a direct result of the profound importance of the color in conceptualizations of the afterlife and the greater worldview of those within the region. Furthermore, minkisi are used in a variety of ways, including divination, punishment, protection, and healing.

Freddy Tsimba is a modern Congolese sculptor based out of Kinshasa who works primarily with bronze, metal, and cement. He also incorporates barbed wire, bullets, and other items into his work. Tsimba’s works consider war and memory, which is especially evident in his sculpture of a pregnant woman made entirely out of bullet casings. Tsimba’s works have been displayed in various spaces in Europe and North America. Bodis Isek Kingelez, another Congolese artist, is also well known outside of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. His works, which take the form of cardboard sculptures of cities, caught the attention of the world and were showcased in the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris and the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Kingelez’s work is prolific, as evidenced by the hundreds of models that he has created since emerging on the art scene domestically and internationally. Yet, what is perhaps most compelling about Kingelez is the fact that his creative sculptures ignite the imagination by displaying futuristic cities using what most consider waste.


Viva Riva!

Viva Riva! is a film directed by Djo Tunda Wa Munga, a Congolese director. The film focuses on the city of Kinshasa and protagonist Riva’s dream of a glamorous life in the tumultuous capital of the DRC. In order to achieve this life, Riva sets out to sell stolen gas on the streets of Kinshasa for a very high price. Unfortunately for Riva, the Angolan gangsters that initially held the gas arrive in Kinshasa with a mission: to retrieve their gas and kill Riva. The film is exciting and entertaining, but perhaps more importantly, it shows a wide cross section of life in the city of Kinshasa in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. In one moment, the audience is watching Riva party in a Kinois nightclub, whereas, in other scenes, we see major issues relating to wealth inequality, structural decay in the DRC, LGBT issues, and violence against women. The image presented of Kinshasa, or the Congo in general, is uncomfortable at times, but forces us to consider the very multifaceted set of experiences that compose the Congolese national identity.



Chéri Samba is a Congolese painter from Kinto M’Vuila in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. His artistic endeavors, which often focus on politics and life in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, have also been featured in the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris and the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. Samba’s vibrant works capture both struggle and vibrancy within the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Additionally, he was featured in Kin Kiesse, a documentary film that attempts to illuminate life in Kinshasa. Lema Kusa is another well-known Congolese painter, known inside and outside of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Kusa trained in Belgium and became very involved in the artistic scene in Zaire after his return and eventually began painting. Kusa’s work has been displayed in a number of domestic and international settings.

Beyond these individual artists, the artistic community of the Democratic Republic of the Congo is highly dedicated to training future Congolese artists. Many Congolese artists currently teach at the Académie de Beaux-Arts de Kinshasa. The academy was founded in the 1940s by a Belgian missionary, but grew to become a major force in the art scene in Central Africa. The academy, which boasts being a laboratory for artistic practices in the city of Kinshasa, offers contests for public beautification projects for the community. Similarly, the academy is located conveniently next to the Musée National de Kinshasa, which recently reopened and currently holds a considerable collection of Congolese works of art from the not-so-recent past to the present.

Additionally, visual art is an important part of Congolese artistic expression throughout the African diaspora. Archaeologists, anthropologists, and historians throughout the world emphasize the importance of cultural transmission during the Atlantic Slave Trade. Their arguments center on the fact that Africans forced into slavery or servitude brought their cultures and worldviews with them to very new and often confusing settings in the Atlantic World. This often meant maintaining or recreating cultural practices from Africa in places like Haiti or Brazil. Practices from the Kongo transmitted well in various places within the Atlantic World, as evidenced by the presence of Kongolese bottle trees in the U.S. South. Similarly, archeologists and scholars documented the widespread use of minkisi within enslaved African communities in the New World, and how the presence of these items is indicative of the development of uniquely syncretic African American cultures.

A more recent artistic representation of Congolese identities in the diaspora is Chéri Samba’s beautiful mural in the Matongé district of Brussels, Belgium. Due to Belgium’s role in the colonization of the country, there is a strong connection between the Congo and Belgium that extended far beyond independence in 1960. As a result, the Matongé district is a cultural enclave within Belgium that hosts many Congolese people in the diaspora. Thus, Chéri Samba’s mural, “Port de Namur, Porte de l’Amour,” illustrates the vibrancy of the Matongé district through representations of people, both Africans and Europeans, engaging in their daily lives within a seemingly African space that happens to exist in a European city.
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Little Kadogo, by Chéri Samba. Samba is one of the most famous artists to come out of Africa, with exhibitions in Paris, New York, and other prestigious venues. His work often includes text in French and Lingala and speaks to African and modern life. (Contemporary African Art Collection Limited/Corbis)


Picasso and the Congo

Pablo Picasso had a great appreciation for traditional Congolese art, especially wood carvings. Picasso incorporated African masks in his work, most notably in Les Desmoiselles d’Avignon, which features a Mbuya mask made by the Pende of the Congo. Furthermore, Picasso never visited the Congo, or Africa in general, but showed great interest in African art, which culminated in the assembly of a collection of more than 120 pieces of African artistic pieces. Picasso did not openly discuss the African inspiration in his work until 1937, when the artist honored the work of Africans by stating, “I have felt my strongest artistic emotions when suddenly confronted with the sublime beauty of sculptures executed by the anonymous artists of Africa. … I hasten to add that, nevertheless, I detest exoticism” (Martin and Laurence 2006).

Source: Martin, Marilyn, and Madeline Laurence. 2006. Picasso and Africa. Cape Town: Bell-Roberts.



Architecture and Housing

Despite instability and unequal access to quality housing, architecture remains an important part of the Congo, specifically through the education of future architects. This is especially evident through the efforts of the Academy of Fine Arts in Kinshasa to train future architects. Yet, the Democratic Republic of the Congo is currently in the midst of a housing crisis, as many Congolese people are deeply unhappy with living conditions throughout the country.

Housing in the Democratic Republic of the Congo varies greatly and is highly linked to socioeconomic status. While Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, maintains the position of being the second-largest Francophone city in the world, a large majority of Congolese people lives outside of urban spaces. Congolese people outside of major cities build lives within rural communities, often within relatively close proximity to a town. Yet, rural communities in the Democratic Republic of the Congo face a number of significant housing issues like inadequate electricity, sanitation, security, and water (African Development Bank 2006: 21). Furthermore, poverty is more rampant in rural areas, where instances reach 75 percent of the population (African Development Bank 2006: 22). Approximately 64 percent of the rural population lives in rammed earth housing, which only exacerbates the dearth of electricity in these spaces (African Development Bank 2006: 33).

Meeting housing demands is a significant issue in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, specifically in urban areas like Kinshasa. According to a recent study in the Congo, 81 percent of Congolese people are unsatisfied with housing (African Development Bank 2006: 18). Beyond having an annual housing shortfall of approximately 240,000 units, Congolese towns also face issues with erosion, government mismanagement, pollution, and regional violence and instability. (African Development Bank 2006: 41).

Frustration with living situations is prevalent in urban spaces, where the rapid growth of shantytowns around cities like Kinshasa currently overwhelms administrative capabilities. Furthermore, the booming growth of shantytowns is often accompanied by the construction of units that are dangerously constructed and pose a threat to individual families and their surrounding neighbors. Beyond structural dangers, shantytowns also tend to inhabit spaces with poor or unpaved roads, thus making transportation increasingly difficult. Despite these issues, these spaces are often the sole option for housing among recent immigrants, displaced communities, and the socioeconomically disadvantaged.

Nevertheless, the growth of shantytowns in urban spaces does not represent the totality of housing experiences of the urban sectors of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Rather, the 1970s marked immense growth within the country and led to the construction of massive mansions by politicians and businessmen. For example, Mobutu’s palace in Gbadolite, his hometown, boasted gold finishings, a swimming pool, fountain, two Jacuzzis, and a master bedroom that was 625 square feet (Maykuth 2000). Beyond the opulent mansions of the past, vast disparities in wealth are also evident in the present and are often visible through housing and architecture. Within the city of Kinshasa, rapid urban development led to the construction of cosmopolitan high-rise apartment buildings, high-end stores, and expensive hotels like the Grand Hotel Kinshasa, formerly known as the Intercontinental Hotel Kinshasa. High walls and manned security gates often surround high-end homes and villas in the DRC. Additionally, affluent residential centers often include European-styled outdoor manicuring, with features like tree-lined avenues and ornate flower gardens.

Due to conflict and instability in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, it is estimated that there were 2.6 million internally displaced people living in camps or with host families in early 2014. Like any other refugee crisis, nongovernmental organizations are constantly tasked with attempting to address the basic needs of refugee groups in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. In the context of the DRC, this often means that providing shelter is one of the foremost priorities in attempting to create a sense of relative stability. Yet stability is not necessarily possible within these camps, as many women report continued sexual assaults and physical acts of violence against women and children.

Natural factors also heavily influence Congolese housing, as evidenced by the 2002 eruption of Mount Nyiragongo in the Eastern Congo. Shortly after the eruption, the United Nations estimated that 45 people died as a result of the blast, which covered parts of Goma in lava and ash (BBC 2002). Many fled to surrounding areas and subsequently slept in the streets while waiting for the natural disaster to end. As people returned to Goma after the eruption, many found that their homes were looted; yet, individuals and families banded together and rebuilt their communities. Despite constant warnings from volcanologists and the United Nations, Congolese people in Goma made rebuilding a priority, even though their communities were covered in inches of cooled lava.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Congolese literature is not as well known within the Anglophone world, mainly because most major Congolese authors write in French. However, there is a wide range of prolific Congolese authors whose individual works shed considerable light upon the beautiful literary traditions of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Patrice Lumumba, the influential nationalist political figure of the Congo during the fight for independence, is one of the most internationally well-known Congolese writers. Most of Lumumba’s works are in the nonfiction genre. For example, Congo, My Country, published in 1962, and Lumumba Speaks: The Speeches and Writings of Patrice Lumumba, 1958–1961; both offer insight into the nationalist politics of Patrice Lumumba while emphasizing his hopes for the future. These works are immensely significant because they emphasize the difficulties of navigating decolonization and creating a sense of nationalism in a deeply divided country. His insights into nationalism and Congolese politics continue to be relevant as the country struggles with regionalism and instability.

Kama Sywor Kamanda, another important Congolese writer, studied literature, journalism, political science, philosophy, and law at the Université du Kinshasa and the University of Liège in Brussels. He began his career as a journalist and assisted in the creation of the Union of Congolese Writers in 1970. Additionally, he became the founding president of the African Association of Writers in 1985. Beyond his leadership with Congolese and African literary organizations, Kamanda devoted himself to his craft by writing beautiful works of poetry, stories, and novels. Kamanda’s works have transcended the Congo, as evidenced by the numerous international awards he received, including the Prize of the Académie Française.

Clémentine Faïk-Nzuji is another outstanding Congolese writer whose work centers on personal history and Congolese issues. Furthermore, Faïk-Nzuji also dedicated considerable attention to oral narratives, as evidenced by her theoretical work, and advocation for African studies in Europe. Additionally, Faïk-Nzuji was also interested in the study of gender, especially in relation to African traditional cultures. Her work was widely celebrated, not only because she was an internationally acclaimed Congolese female writer, but also because her works grappled with daily life in the Congo in an unprecedented and inspiring manner.

Literary and oral traditions are significant cultural avenues outside of the formal publishing process in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. In both rural and urban spaces, folklore is an important way of passing along cultural values, worldviews, or advice, especially from elders to younger members of Congolese communities. Like many other African communities, several Congolese ethnic groups have origin stories that are passed from generation to generation. Storytelling is also an important part of Congolese music, as rhythms and words are often passed down among generational groups. For example, lamellophones were important instruments that accompanied historical recitations in several parts of Central Africa. The Chokwe of present-day Angola and the Democratic Republic of the Congo constructed a beautiful wood carving that captures the important intersection of music and oral history through the depiction of Chibinda Ilunga playing a lamellophone (Bortolot 2014). Similarly, the Luba of the DRC also placed a profound emphasis on the transfer of knowledge and history, specifically through the mbudye association, which was tasked with both protecting history and conveying it to Luba society. Luba mbudye members often used the lukasa, a visual guide to the history, genealogy, practices, and traditions of the community.

In urban spaces, storytelling often takes place in bars, ngandas, or cafes. However, unlike stories of stealthy animals or superhuman figures in Congolese society, newer forms of storytelling often focus on discussing the progression of current events, especially with soliloquies on political corruption. The use of storytelling to make sense of current events is part of a longer tradition of oral histories that also pondered the meanings and origins of the Second Congo War, World War II, the arrival of European traders, and much more. Thus, while these conceptualizations of major events through oral traditions may not necessarily be completely historically accurate, they are important because they emphasize the worldviews of Congolese people engaging in larger, global conversations and conflicts. The use of storytelling, folklore, and oral traditions in these settings also shows us how Congolese people made sense of global conflicts, actors, and their own roles within larger international historical moments. Thus, scholars may not be able to use folklore or storytelling as literal accounts of historical events, but these tools help scholars understand not only the role of culture during conflicts, but also the interaction of cultural traditions and political change.

Media

The Democratic Republic of the Congo has a long and convoluted history of media throughout the country. Due to continued violence and instability in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, media personnel consistently face a number of difficult issues. First and foremost, many Congolese journalists face security issues on a daily basis, especially because their line of work puts them at risk for violence and possible imprisonment due to rampant corruption. Nevertheless, Congolese journalists continue to criticize politics in the Congo, despite real cases of retribution. However, media policing is not new to the Congo. King Leopold II was particularly concerned with bad press, especially related to widespread human rights violations in the Congo Free State. As a result, King Leopold II threatened civilians and state agents in the Congo Free State with sanctions that often included expulsion.

However, efforts to control the media did not end with the transfer of power from King Leopold II to Belgium, or even the process of decolonization in 1960. Rather, Mobutu created a highly controlled state media system that attempted to eliminate detractors through state-operated media services. This took the form of state-sponsored news reporting, animations politiques (political cartoons), and widespread propaganda services. Like musicians, journalists that spoke against Mobutu faced heightened political pressure, imprisonment, or violence.

Subsequent to the ousting of Mobutu in 1997, Congolese media has not yet fully recovered. The Democratic Republic of the Congo is home to approximately 175 print publications, 300 radios, and 50 news stations (BBC 2012). Radio maintains a position of importance in the country due to its widespread accessibility and low literacy rates among the population. Belgian colonialism exacerbated issues of regionalism in the country, which only continued after independence in 1960. Therefore, the United Nations mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo continues to devote attention to national unity through the broadcasts of Radio Okapi, which attempts to create a unified Congo. Despite the attempts of Radio Okapi, linguistic diversity poses an immense challenge to attempts to unify the Congo. However, national and regional radio stations broadcast in a variety of languages to respond to the linguistic demands of such a diverse country.

The Internet is a growing force in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, especially as youths immerse themselves in international social media outlets. Despite widespread infrastructural issues with electricity supplies, Congolese people circumvent these problems and create an online presence through sites like Facebook and Twitter. As of December 2011, there were 915,000 Internet users in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, with most accessing the Internet through cybercafes (BBC 2012). Additionally, Congolese people in the diaspora, especially in Europe and the United States, use Facebook and other social media outlets to stay connected with Congolese politics, social conditions, and family members in addition to raising awareness of issues in the Democratic Republic of the Congo for the global community. The voices of Congolese people in the Congo and the diaspora were especially present on social media following the 2012 release of a UN report centered on Rwanda’s role in the conflict in the Eastern Congo.

Issues relating to instability are also evident through various communications sources. For example, more than 19 million Congolese people have a mobile phone (CIA 2014). Access to mobile phones is very important within daily life for Congolese people due to poor infrastructural development. Thus, this technology allows Congolese people to have access to a telephone despite uncertain access to electricity or hard-wired phone lines. However, the 2011 elections led to increased frustration among many Congolese people, many of whom felt as though their voices were marginalized. As a result, the government responded to a fear of chaos through a threat of military intervention to restore order. Additionally, the government blocked text messaging in the Democratic Republic of the Congo to disrupt the potential for political upheaval. This was particularly troubling for the deaf population of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, who relied on text messaging for information about potential political instability and violence in their communities. The Democratic Republic of the Congo eventually restored text messaging capabilities weeks after the election.

Further Reading

African Development Bank. 2006. “Democratic Republic of the Congo: Poverty Reduction and Growth Strategy.” https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/scr/2007/cr07330.pdf. Accessed May 5, 2014.

Balandier, Georges. 1968. Daily Life in the Kingdom of the Kongo: From the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century. London: Allen & Unwin.

BBC News. 2002. “Congo Volcano ‘Kills Dozens’.” January 18. News.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/Africa/1766170.stm. Accessed May 5, 2014.

BBC News Africa. 2012. “Democratic Republic of Congo Profile.” February 22. http://beta.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13285760. Accessed May 5, 2014.

Biebuyck, Daniel P. 1972. “The Epic as a Genre in Congo Oral Literature.” In African Folklore, edited by Richard M. Dorson. Garden City, NJ: Anchor Books.

Bockie, Simon. 1993. Death and the Invisible Powers: The World of Kongo Belief. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Bokamba, Eyamba. 2008. “D.R. Congo: Language and ‘Authentic Nationalism’.” In Language and National Identity in Africa, edited by Andrew Simpson. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bortolot, Alexander Ives. 2014. “Ways of Recording African History.” http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/ahis/hd_ahis.htm. Accessed May 5, 2014.

Bouwer, Karen. 2010. Gender and Decolonization in the Congo: The Legacy of Patrice Lumumba. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Central African Forest Commission. 2010. whc.unesco.org/en/COMFAC. Accessed May 5, 2014.

Central Intelligence Agency. 2014. “Democratic Republic of the Congo.” The World Factbook. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/cg.html. Accessed May 5, 2014.

Coene, J. 1993. “Malaria in Urban and Rural Kinshasa.” Medical and Veterinary Entomology 7(2): 127–37.

Comhaire-Sylvain, Suzanne. 1950. Food and Leisure among the African Youth of Leopoldville. Cape Town: University of Cape Town.

Cornet, Joseph. 1980. “The Itul Celebration of the Kuba.” African Arts 13(3): 28–33.

De Boeck, Filip. 2011. “Inhabiting Ocular Ground: Kinshasa’s Future in the Light of Congo’s Spectral Urban Politics.” Cultural Anthropology 26(2): 263–86.

De Boeck, Filip. 2012. “Spectral Kinshasa: Building the City through an Architecture of Words.” In Urban Theory beyond the West: A World of Cities, edited by Tim Edensor and Mark Jayne. New York: Routledge.

De Boeck, Filip, and M. Plissart. 2004. Kinshasa: Tales of the Invisible City. Tervuren: Royal Museum for Central Africa.

De Weasseige, C., et al., eds. 2012. The Forests of the Congo Basin: State of the Forest 2010. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.

Dietschy, Paul. 2012. “Football Imagery and Colonial Legacy: Zaire’s Disastrous Campaign during the 1974 World Cup.” Soccer & Society 13(2): 222–38.

Dunn, Kevin. 2003. Imagining the Congo: The International Relations of Identity. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Fa, John, Dominic Currie, and Jessica Meeuwig. 2003. “Bushmeat and Food Security in the Congo Basin: Linkages between Wildlife and People’s Future.” Environmental Conservation 1: 71–78.

Fabian, Johannes. 1986. Language and Colonial Power: The Appropriation of Swahili in the Former Belgian Congo, 1880–1938. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

“‘Faced with a Gun, What Can You Do?’: War and the Militarisation of Mining in Eastern Congo.” A Report by Global Witness, July 2009.

Fehderau, Harold. 1967. The Origin and Development of Kituba. Kisangani: Université Libre du Congo.

Gondola, Ch. Didier. 1999. “Dream and Drama: The Search for Elegance among Congolese Youth.” African Studies Review 42(1): 23–48.

Harney, Elizabeth. 2000. “A Congo Chronicle: Patrice Lumumba in Urban Art.” Nka: Journal of Contemporary African Art 11/12: 96–99.

Heine, Bernd, and Derek Nurse, eds. 2000. African Languages: An Introduction. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hubert, Thomas. 2011. “DR Congo Election: Deaf Anger at Ban on Texting.” BBC News, Kinshasa, December 14. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-16187051. Accessed October 9, 2014.

Hunt, Nancy Rose. 1988. “‘Le bebe en brousse’: European Women, African Birth Spacing and Colonial Intervention in Breast Feeding in the Belgian Congo.” International Journal of African History 21(3): 401–32.

Hunt, Nancy Rose. 1999. A Colonial Lexicon of Birth Ritual, Medicalization, and Mobility in the Congo. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Iyenda, Guillaume. 2006. “Social Research and Data Collection on Poverty and Underdevelopment in the Congo: Context, Practice and Problems.” Civilisations 54(1/2): 107–15.

Jackson, Stephen. 2006. “Sons of Which Soil? The Language and Politics of Autochthony in Eastern D.R. Congo.” African Studies Review 49(2): 95–124.

Jewsiewicki, Bogumil. 1993. “Cheri Samba and the Postcolonial Reinvention of Modernity.” Callaloo 16(4): 772–95.

Lewis, M. Paul, Gary F. Simons, and Charles D. Fennig, eds. 2014. Ethnologue: Languages of the World. 17th ed. Dallas: SIL International. http://www.ethnologue.

Lumumba, Patrice. 1962. Congo, My Country. New York: Praeger.

Lumumba, Patrice. 1972. Lumumba Speaks: The Speeches and Writings of Patrice Lumumba, 1958–1961. Boston: Little and Brown.

MacGaffey, Janet. 1991. The Real Economy of Zaire: The Contribution of Smuggling and Other Unofficial Activities to the National Wealth. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

MacGaffey, Janet, and Remy Bazenguissa-Ganga. 2000. Congo-Paris: Transnational Traders on the Margins of the Law. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

MacGaffey, Wyatt. 1974. “Oral Tradition in Central Africa.” International Journal of African Historical Studies 7(3): 417–26.

MacGaffey, Wyatt. 1983. Modern Kongo Prophets: Religion in a Plural Society. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

MacGaffey, Wyatt. 1986. Religion and Society in Central Africa: The BaKongo of Lower Zaire. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Martin, Marilyn, and Madeline Laurence. 2006. Picasso and Africa. Cape Town: Bell-Roberts.

Maykuth, Andrew. 2000. “Congo’s Palaces of Excess in Ruins After Mobutu, a City Withers.” September 22. http://articles.philly.com/2000-09-22/news/25581452_1_jean-pierre-bemba-president-laurent-kabila-congolese-liberation-movement. Accessed May 5, 2014.

Mudimbe, V. 1991. Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, and Politics in Central Africa. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.

Mugarura, Benon, and Anicet Ndemeye. 2001. “The Experience of the Twa Pygmies of the Great Lakes Region.” Paper presented at the International Council on Human Rights Policy International Seminar, Geneva, Switzerland, January 24–25.

Mukenge, Tshilemalema. 2002. Culture and Customs of the Congo. Westport, CT: Greenwood.

Mukuna, Kazadi wa. 1992. “The Genesis of Urban Music in Zaire.” African Music 7(2): 72–84.

Northrup, David. 1988. Beyond the Bend in the River: African Labor in Eastern Zaire, 1865–1940. Athens: Ohio University Center for International Studies.

Nzongola-Ntalaja, Georges. 2002. The Congo from Leopold to Kabila: A People’s History. New York: Palgrave.

Pareles, Jon. 2009. “Zaire’s Moment of the Soul.” New York Times, July 2. http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/05/movies/05pare.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0. Accessed May 5, 2014.

Renton, Dave. 2007. The Congo: Plunder and Resistance. New York: Palgrave and Macmillan.

Schatzberg, Michael. 2001. Political Legitimacy in Middle Africa: Father, Family, Food. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Schatzberg, Michael. 2006. “Soccer, Science, and Sorcery: Causation and African Football.” Afrika Spectrum 41: 351–69.

Schildkrout, Enid. 1990. African Reflections: Art from Northeastern Zaire. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Shapiro, David. 2003. Kinshasa in Transition: Women’s Education, Employment, and Fertility. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Shapiro, David, and B. Oleko Tambashe. 1994. “The Impact of Women’s Employment and Education on Contraceptive Use and Abortion in Kinshasa, Zaire.” Studies in Family Planning 25(2): 96–110.

Shapiro, David, and B. Oleko Tambashe. 2001. “Gender, Poverty, Family Structure and Investment in Children’s Education in Kinshasa, Congo.” Economics of Education Review 20(4): 359–75.

Spirits Embodied: Art of the Congo: Selections from the Helmut F. Stern Collection. 1999. Minneapolis: Minneapolis Institute of Arts.

Stewart, Gary. 2000. Rumba on the River: A History of the Popular Music of the Two Congos. New York: Verso.

Thomas, Dominic. 2003. “Fashion Matters: ‘La Sape’ and Vestimentary Codes in Transnational Contexts and Urban Diasporas.” MLN 118(4): 947–73.

Thornton, John. 1984. “The Development of an African Catholic Church in the Kingdom of Kongo, 1491–1750.” Journal of African History 25(2): 147–67.

Trading Economics. 2014. “Central African Republic Unemployment Rate.” http://www.tradingeconomics.com/central-african-republic/unemployment-rate.

Vlassenroot, Koen, and Büscher, Karen. 2009. The City as Frontier: Urban Development and Identity Processes in Goma. Crisis States Research Centre Working Papers Series 2, 61. London: Crisis States Research Centre, London School of Economics and Political Science.

White, Bob. 2008. Rumba Rules: The Politics of Dance Music in Mobutu’s Zaire. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Wildo-Wood, Emma. 2008. Migration and Christian Identity in Congo (DRC). Boston: Brill.

Willame, Jean-Claude. 1972. Patrimonialism and Political Change in the Congo. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

World Food Programme. 2013. wfpusa.org. Accessed May 5, 2014.

Wrong, Michela. 1999. “A Question of Style.” Transition 80: 18–31.

Wrong, Michela. 2000. In the Footsteps of Mr. Kurtz: Living on the Brink of Disaster in the Congo. London: Fourth Estate.

Young, Crawford. 1965. Politics in the Congo: Decolonization and Independence. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Young, Jason. 2007. Rituals of Resistance: African Atlantic Religion in Kongo and the Lowcountry South in the Era of Slavery. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press.


Congo, Republic of

Mickie Koster

[image: Falola]


Quick Facts

Capital: Brazzaville

Major Cities: Brazzaville, Pointe Noire

Population: 4.04 million

Languages: French (official), Lingala, Munukutuba

Government: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Kongo (48 percent); Sangha (20 percent); M’Bochi (12 percent); Teke (17 percent); Europeans and other (3 percent)

Religions: African Traditional Religions/Animism (48 percent); Christianity (50 percent); and Islam (2 percent)



Introduction

Geography

Located along the equator, the Republic of Congo is vast and diverse, stretching across Central Africa covering 342,000 square kilometers (132,012 square miles). The country is bordered to the north by Cameroon and the Central African Republic; the west by Gabon; the east by the Democratic Republic of Congo; and the southwest by Angola and the Atlantic Ocean. Different topographical regions comprise the Republic of Congo: a coastal plain, the Mayombe Mountains, the Niari and Kouilou valleys, the Bateke Plateau, the Congo River, and savanna. The highest point is Mount Nabemba with an elevation of 1,642 kilometers (1,020 miles).

The Republic of Congo has an average population density of less than seven people per square kilometer; the larger population densities (nearly two-thirds) are located in the southern areas near the urban centers. Fewer people live in the northern swamp and rain forest areas. A large population exists in Brazzaville, the capital city, which is located on the banks of the Congo River, very close in proximity to Kinshasa, the capital of the neighboring Democratic Republic of Congo.

Located along the equator, the Republic of Congo usually enjoys a tropical climate with two wet and dry seasons. The season duration and climate variability can vary between Brazzaville and the far northern areas. The average daily temperature is 24°C (75°F), but the climate is generally humid. The nightly temperatures vary between 16°C (61°F) and 21°C (70°F). The dry season usually lasts from June to September. The rainy season begins in October and ends in May with a short dry season in January or February. The Republic of Congo consists of mostly equatorial rain forest that is heavily populated by gorillas and other species, as well as swamps and grasslands. Preservation is an objective in the country; there are different policies in place to protect the environment and natural resources. Specifically, the Republic of Congo has adopted several policies and international agreements covering areas like biodiversity, climate change, desertification, endangered species, and wetlands.

People and Ethnicity

There are many different origin stories associated with the people of the present-day Republic of Congo. Some of the origin stories, based on oral traditions, claim that the inhabitants of the Kongo, Teke, Woyo, and Vili are associated with a common ancestor: a woman name Nguunu who had four sons, Moukongo, Mouteke, Mooyo, and Movili. Each son represents some of the key ethnic groups in the country. Although there are many different variations, most scholarly accounts reference Nguunu origins of the people of the Republic of Congo as a common ancestor or kingdom along the Loango Coast.

There are over 4 million people living in the Republic of Congo. Nearly 80 percent of the population resides in or near the two major cities of Brazzaville and Pointe Noire. The Republic of Congo is one of Africa’s most urbanized countries with about three-fourths of the population living in these urban centers. However, the sparse population in the swamp, rain forest, and northeastern savannas has impacted the country’s labor and thus economic needs.

Most people of the Republic of Congo are associated with the larger Bantu family of people with origins from Nigeria and Cameroon. In the Republic of Congo, this Bantu community has three major ethnic groups: the Bakongo, Bateke, and M’boshi (Mbochi). Most of the other 75 distinct peoples fall into these principal groups. In general, the people are referred to as Congolese and or Kongolese.
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Much of the Congo is covered in equatorial tropical rainforest. Though the country is rich in wildlife and other natural resources, thin rainforest soils are particularly vulnerable to deforestation and other forms of exploitation. (Guenter Guni/iStockPhoto.com)

The Bakongo are the largest single ethnic group in the Republic of Congo. They represent about 45 percent of the population. In the Congo, they live in and around the cities of Brazzaville and Pointe Noire on the Atlantic coast. The Bakongo include several groups: the Lari, the Vili, the Yombe (Bayombe), the Babembe, the Basoundi, and the Bakamba. In the 14th century the Bakongo established the kingdom of Kongo along the lower Congo River.


Kingdom of Kongo

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Bakongo people were united under a powerful empire called the kingdom of Kongo. The kingdom dominated trade in the region, and European explorers, merchants, and missionaries alike were obliged to pay their respects at the court of the mwene kongo (Lord of Kongo). During the early sixteenth century, the Kongolese monarchs adopted Catholicism as their state religion, and the letters of King Afonso I to the king of Portugal, denouncing the ill effects of the slave trade in his kingdom, are famous. Eventually, internal religious and political strife, coupled with powerful external rivals, would bring the Kongo Kingdom to an end. Today, the Bakongo remain the largest ethnic group in the Republic of the Congo and maintain a strong presence in Angola and the western Democratic Republic of Congo, as well.



Located mostly in the north and northeast area of the capital, the Bateke constitute about 26 percent of the population. This group is considered one of the more traditional ethnic groups, and is known to farm, fish, and hunt. There are currently nearly 30,000 Pygmies that hunt and live deep in the forest near Sangha, Likoula, and the Chaillu Range. In the north, the Mbochi ethnic group represents approximately 16 percent of the population. The Mbochi also includes the Kouyou, Makoua, Bonga, Bobangi, Moye, Ngare, and Mboko. The Mbochi keep livestock, and they fish and farm. They are known for growing commodities like coffee, tobacco, and rice.

In addition, there are several immigrant communities in the Republic of Congo that make up about 3 percent of the population, the majority of whom are French. However, other groups consist of Americans, Cubans, Chinese, Japanese, Italians, and Russians. Issues such as ethnic differences and control of resources have led to ethnic division and rivalry in the Republic of Congo.

Languages

Similar to other African societies, the people of the Republic of Congo have languages and customs based on their settlement and expansion patterns. As a result, the different languages in the country represent centuries of cultural interactions in which language has been used to explain their lives. Although the official language of the Republic of Congo is French, different languages exist, such as Lingala and Munukutuba. The major languages spoken in the Republic of Congo are French (official), Kikongo, Teke, M’bochi, Lingala, Mbete, and Sanga. Kikongo is the most widespread of all of the languages. Based on linguistic evidence, the ethnic groups of the Republic of Congo are a branch of the larger West African Central Bantu language family.

There are many different languages and dialects in the area of the Republic of Congo. Some local dialects include Zombo, Ntandu, Vili, and Yombe. Linguistic studies suggest closer affinities and influences. Some of the groups can understand each other depending on the associations. For instance, the Vili of Loango are a branch of the Kongo family with a dialect of Mbanza Kongo (associated with San Salvador), so they can communicate with ease with Kikongo speakers. In other cases, languages like Kituba, which is a form of Kikongo spoken near Brazzaville and considered a trade language, is closely related to Kikongo, but it has also been influenced over the years by tribal languages as well as Lingala and French. However, isolation and common ancestors account for the relationship between Gimbala, Kingwana, Kiteke, and Lingala.

Religion

Religion and spiritualism has always been central to the life of the people in the Republic of Congo. The Congolese believe in a Supreme Being or Creator who has the highest level of power and creator of all things, including power over all world spirits. For the Bakongo, the Supreme Being is called Nzami and is known throughout the Lower Congo. The Creator, the ancestors, and other spirits coincide to preserve commandments and demands. This concept of God is universal. They also hold the existence of the supernatural and spirits in daily life. However, religious beliefs for the Kongo are ordered and rooted in their cosmology as expressed through myths and rituals. According to Wyatt MacGaffey, “Cosmology is a body of collective representations of the world as a whole, ordered in space and time, and of man’s place in it. The world as a whole is a paradigmatic and inclusive convention … [R]arely, perhaps never, can a cosmology be made explicit, except by outsiders or when it is obsolescent and giving way to another” (1986: 5). For the Kongo, their cosmology is based on the reciprocating universe and the spiral universe (the spiral deals with times when people used spiritualism in political and social structures). However, both universes consist of the living and the dead. The relationships between the different worlds are relations of time, space, and cause. This concept, writes MacGaffey, is understood as “this world” and the other world, the “land of the dead” (1986: 43). It is believed that the lands of the living and dead are separated by water, which serves as the barrier and passage between the two worlds. Time is a factor between the two worlds because the dead live at night when the living asleep. All inhabitants, the dead and living, are expected to keep to their own spheres, but diviners and other spiritualists can intervene.

For the Congolese, there are different elements of spiritual forces. According to Tshilemalema Mukenge, “all humans are spiritual beings.” Thus, there is an element of sacredness that resides in all of the people (1972: 36). The power lives in all humans but, at death, joins the world of the spirits of others departed, eventually becoming an ancestor. Ancestor spirits are also very important to life because they play a role in the activities of relatives, rewarding and punishing based on behaviors. The most venerated spirits are bakulu, those who departed as elders and nobles on earth. The Bakongo believe a connection exists between a person’s funeral and his or her entrance into the afterlife or the other world. This is why the funeral process is highly regarded for the people. There are additional individuals in the community, like healers and diviners, with additional powers to access the supernatural and spiritual world. Ancestors called matebo who lived undeserving lives on earth are cast from the ancestral village and are usually portrayed as small creatures. Other ancestors killed as result of violence or suicide represent a different category. Ancestors are a vital part of African life; they provide protection, guidance, and support for family members. Aside from the world of ancestors, there are other spirits that help regulate the activities of the people. For example, in locations like springs, slopes, and pools, nature spirits often aid in the fertility of individuals. Nature and other spirits occupy an important intermediary position between humans and God.

There are many ways the Congolese interact with God, the ancestors, and spirits, depending on need and circumstance. Religious ceremonies are practiced at various moments and times by the Congolese to offer prayer or to invoke the guidance, intervention, protection, and help of the supernatural and spiritual world. The ritual acts serve as spaces that blend and connect the two worlds often during ceremonies that involve drumming, music, and dance as mediums. The religious acts to invoke ancestors, spirits, and the supernatural are used during life events like birth, initiation, death, but also used during special and life crisis moments like hunting, planting, sickness, affliction, war, and environmental catastrophes. All ritual acts, if successful, are expected to move the community or participants from one state to another based on a change in status manifested during the ritual. Different spirits are invoked based on the need of the community. For example, during hunting occasions, the spirits of famous hunters or forest dwellers are invoked for success.

In addition, there exist secret societies of individuals initiated into a special spiritual group built on secret knowledge. Other means for religious contact include individuals or things that have an effect on matters based on their spiritual relationships or special contacts; this includes the help of diviners, sorcerers, and specialist like dream interpreters, witches, and even fetish spiritual objects and charms that are used by the Congolese for intervention.

However, these Traditional Religious beliefs and practices were challenged with the introduction of Christianity. The Catholic Church played an early role in the religious affairs of the Congolese people. In addition, there were many different movements and prophets that over time helped to promote a more appealing, Africanized Christianity; and in some cases the use of African songs, drumming, and storytelling to spread and deliver messages were effective. Between 1485 and 1970, different Kongo religious movements have led to the renunciation of Traditional Religious practices in the present-day religious state of the country. Several movements are remembered because of their historical impact, revolutionary appeal, and threat to European interests. The key movements include Nzinga Nkuwu (1491), Afonso I (1506), the Antonine movement (1704), Kiyoka (1872), the Pentecost of the Congo (1886), the Kimbanguist movement, and Munkukusa (1952).

Movements like the Kintuadi and Kimbanguism and prophets like Simon Kimbangu offered different ideas, services, and insight into the religious experience. Some of these Christian movements had wide appeal; for example, Kimbanguism is associated with the popular Kongo religion, but it extends beyond the BaKongo, including Angola, Zambia, and the Central African Republic. Over time, Christianity was accepted and remade in the Republic of Congo, with the best evidence being the current population embracement.

According to a 2011 Religious Freedom Report, approximately 80 percent of people in the Republic of Congo are Christians. The Christian population is broken down even more. The Roman Catholics represent the largest population of Christians in the Congo; there are many Catholic institutions and structures that show this religious influence on the country, like the Seminary of Brazzaville and the Saint Anne Basilica. The remaining Christian populations in the Republic of Congo are evangelical Christians: Protestants at 25 percent, Kimbanguist at about 3 percent, and the Salvationist at about 2 percent. Non-Christian populations are broken down as follows: Atheists at 11 percent, Muslims at 2 percent (most of whom have come from West Africa), and Animists at 1 percent. Other religious groups rounding out the remaining 6 percent include members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons) and Jehovah’s Witnesses. Despite the popularity of Christianity, Islam, and other religious forms, Kongo Traditional Religious beliefs and practices have not completely vanished. Creation myths, cosmology, and culture are still deeply embedded in the Kongo people.

Social Customs

Social customs and institutions in the Republic of Congo make up the fabric of the society. They change over time depending on conditions and needs. However, insight into the social customs and beliefs provides engaging information about the people and their worldview. The tensions of contact with Europeans and slavery created new social dynamics and interpretations on how wealth is culturally processed. In 1981, Robert Harms published River of Wealth, River of Sorrow, a study of the slave and ivory trade from 1500 to 1891 in the Central Zaire Basin. Harms discovered that wealth involved tradeoffs “between the prosperity of the individual and neighbors; between material wealth and health, and between prosperity and social tranquility” (197). People believed that there should be a balance between wealth, family health, and social tranquility, but economic greed shifts the scale causing consequences in family health and or tranquility. According to Harms, “one person’s gain was another’s loss” (1981: 197). However, the new social dynamics and understanding also reveals how participants chose wealth over other stable social structures and used new alliances, removal from the villages, and international connections to break from traditional beliefs to support their goals of wealth accumulation. This example shows how traditional beliefs limited economic greed and maintained social order and balance during the slave and ivory trade period. At the same time, it shows how individuals would also re-create social ideologies and alliances to support their positions. All cases reveal the complexity of social customs and beliefs in a dynamic society.
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Holy Communion at St. Anne’s Basilica, Brazzaville. Catholicism long predates colonialism in the Congo Republic. Its start can be traced at least as far back as the 15th century and the conversion of the ruler of the kingdom of Kongo, Nzinga a Nkuwu. The king adopted the Christian name João I, in honor of his “brother,” King João II of Portugal. (Godong/UIG via Getty Images)

In the Republic of Congo, secret society groups continue to exist. These societies have carried on old customs and beliefs. Members of the different societies for the Bakongo were called nganga or “the knowing ones.” For this group, well-known secret societies include the ndembo, whose name derives from a verb that means “deliver from the influence of evil.” It is held that those who join do so to rid themselves of disease and sickness. Another group is called the nkimba or nkita, which is a spirit associated with deformity; it is believed that those who join the group can have abnormalities removed. This group is also named after the country of the dead because those who joined were expected to die within six months to three years.

Birth Rites

The birth of a child for the Kongo people is a highly regarded moment. There are different traditions associated with the time of the arrival of the newborn. Before the baby’s arrival, the doctor prepares a charm with beads, chalk, a leaf, and salt. To ensure an easy delivery, the mother is expected to taste the salt every day. The doctor also prepares a stew for the mother made of different vegetables, fish, and meat. The birth house is an important space; it is called kialakaji, meaning a place where a child is being nursed. The baby is dressed in a string of beads placed around his or her waist and with different body charms for disease protection. However, if the mother dies, the living child is buried with the deceased mother. After the birth of the baby, the door is guarded with palm leaves. Immediately after birth, the baby is washed in warm water and nursed by another woman for one day. For newborn baby girls, a pot of hot water is placed outside of the house. The parents of sons drop a bead into the pot to claim the girl. This arrangement allows for the exclusive marriage claim of the girl. There are additional rules that must be followed during the time of birth. Breaking these rules could have deadly consequences. For example, individuals who have eaten the meat of the baby’s clan cannot enter the birth house or the child will become sick.

The naming of the child holds special meaning. The name provides the birth history of the baby to anyone who hears the name. The naming process is also taken with care, and in some cases signs about the nature of the baby are analyzed through dreams. Eventually, once the child becomes a grown-up, he or she will be told about his or her nature, especially if he or she is identified as an individual with powers and gifts. Newborns are considered old spirits of the deceased or a water spirit with powers. There are also special rites and or consequences if the baby is born feet first, with six fingers, with teeth, a twin, or an albino.

Initiation Rites

The initiation process for boys used to involve separation. The boys went to circumcision lodges for a particular time where they listened to unmarried older men. The activities during the initiation process and stay in the lodge were secret. The initiation usually took place between May and October, which is considered the cold season. Most of the boys willingly submit to the rite; however, in cases of resistance, they are carried off by force with the help of male family members. After the circumcision, the foreskins are buried and the wounds are washed. They are given new names. During their months of seclusion, the boys are forbidden to see women while they are in the lodge.

Keeping an ongoing fire for warmth is crucial. As punishment for infractions, boys must go outside to the hills, where they are stripped of their clothes to endure the cold. Not all of the boys survive this punishment. The punishment serves as a reminder of the deadly nature and importance of the initiation process. All of the initiates finish initiation together, even though they do not necessary start at the same time. The completion of the initiation and return of the boys is a celebratory moment in the village that features festive music, singing, and dancing. The initiation process is not completely uniform among all groups, but they all adhere to the importance of a period of isolation, circumcision, education, and then renewal.

Girls also go through an initiation where they live secluded in a house for three to four months. During this period, the girls are educated by women on various topics like marriage and the responsibilities of women and mothering. In some cases, the girls also go through circumcision, an operation that was believed to allow them to eventually have children. Initiation is an important process for the people as it marks a moment when boys and girls step into manhood and womanhood. This moment allows these individuals to progress forward into the society as full functioning and productive members.

Funeral Rites

In understanding Congolese funeral rites, it is important to process how they interpret death. Traditionally, it is believed that when one dies he or she moves into the spiritual world, called mwela, and lives in the land of the dead. In this land, sickness and suffering do not exist. At death, life continues similar to the life on earth. This element of continuity and renewal is important in understanding how people treat the rituals at death.

For the Bakongo, the funeral is an important event. The belief is that the more elaborate the funeral the better the reception in the spiritual world. Traditionally, at the time of death, there are different gender roles and responsibilities of the deceased’s family. The women in particular are expected to stop regular activities and focus on the mourners over several days, offering comfort, singing praises, and chanting. The women wail. The men offer burial cloth for the body.

The spouse of the deceased is expected to sleep near the corpse and is responsible to help drain the fluids out of the body. The preparation of the corpse involves washing, shaving, and rubbing the body with red pomade and then adorning the body with bead necklaces. After this process, the body is smoke dried; sometimes it is not buried for several years for various reasons. One reason for delay is the need to raise funds for the funeral. The cost of burial is expensive for important figures, and those attending the funeral are fed for several days. The dead are buried around sunset. The head is buried toward the rising sun (or the east) and the feet toward the setting sun (or the west).

There are specific farewell rituals if the deceased is a chief: the body is paraded around the town for the people to acknowledge and offer farewell before arriving at the burial site. During the ceremony, some dance, play instruments and drums, and clap their hands to amuse the deceased chief while on the journey. Even now, funeral ceremonies are complex. Important after-funeral rituals must be adhered to, like the cutting of hair of close family members. These are a few of many funeral practices of the people of the Republic of Congo. However, like many African societies, the ritual acts surrounding funerals vary by ethnic community, location, religious beliefs, and time.

Lifestyle and Leisure

The lifestyle and leisure activities in the Republic of Congo intertwine. The leisure activities actually provide great insight into the lifestyle and attitude of the people. For the people living in or near the cities, life is full of activities, amusements, and public entertainments. In the city, people visit restaurants, bars, nightclubs, cinemas, parks, musical festivals, dance concerts, outdoor activities, and sport events. In the private home, leisure activities include social gatherings and celebrations with family and friends, which may include activities such as meetings, preparing and eating food, dancing, playing cards, gambling, and playing sports.

Leisure is a function of time not spent working. However, the idea of leisure is also a factor of time and the historical developments of the country. According to Phyllis Martin’s study in Leisure and Society in the Colonial Brazzaville, during the colonial era women and married men were often burdened with a great deal of work compared to younger men; because of this imbalance, young men were the main consumers of leisure time. For many of the young men then and now, football (called soccer in the United States) is a favorite leisure sport because, according to Phyllis Martin, it is “fun,” “cheap,” “easy to learn,” “involves no special talent,” and is “natural for a Congolese boy” (1995: 99).

Based on the religious life of many people of the Republic of Congo during the colonial and postcolonial period, religious activities and services occupy a great deal of leisure time. With the bulk of the population being Christian believers, Sunday was an important day for leisure and church. Out of all of the days in the week, Sunday is considered the rest day. Besides going to church, generally people would use the day to sleep late, entertain, play sports, dance, or socialize with friends and family. However, during colonial occupation, African leisure time was scrutinized and monitored because of the need to maintain and exploit African labor. Therefore, the colonial government imposed laws to attempt to regulate African activities and behaviors outside of the work environment. Some of these regulations included rowdiness, drunkenness, scandals, brawls, disorderly conduct, possession of illegal arms, practicing sorcery, and so on. The colonial goal was to maintain an “orderly urban society of productive workers imbued with European values without threatening the white society” (1995: 96).

Although colonial and modern changes have influenced the current lifestyle and leisure activities of the people, there is still a great deal of continuity as traditional pastime favorites would still find ways into the present in both the urban (cities) and rural (village) life. For example, dance has and will remain an important leisure activity for the people. Some of the biggest events in the past involved the recreation of dance, which says a great deal about the importance of dance in the Kongo lifestyle. For example, in preparation for a significant battle, the festivities started with dances in the evening to invoke a spirit that would send confusion and death to enemies. Other life events, like birth, death, journeys, and so on, also required dances.

Storytelling is another amusement that takes place around the night fire. In these stories animals take on human characteristics; these stories usually have a message that teaches cleverness and wisdom. For example, there is one story about how a sparrow used wit to turn an elephant and crocodile against each other, which lead to the sparrow making sure the animals avoided his nest and bathing areas in the future. A great deal of leisure activity shows how fun activities can be used to instill culture, values, fitness, and education.

Employment

Traditionally, there were several means of subsistence, and occupations like farming, hunting, fishing, and trading by the people of the Republic of Congo. The nature and timing of the work has a great deal to do with the environment, season, resources, spiritual protection, and skill. For example, hunting is an occupation requiring skill. A hunter uses various nets and snares to catch game. The hunter’s gun is handled with care and must be blessed through nkisi Palu by invoking the spirit. Note the saying recorded by Karl Laman in The Kongo: “If a female or male animal comes where we shall go, spill its senses smell, make its ears deaf, so that I falls on its back when I shoot. Just so, Mr. Palu. Let it be well, Sir” (Laman 1953: 88). Hunting is dangerous, so the spiritual protection is important. Thus, hunters are also smeared with leaves like the bintamba or mansusu with strong smells that make animals like pythons vanish or stay away.

In addition, people engage in industry work. Villagers have engaged in a large number of handicrafts, the knowledge of which have often been passed down over the generations. Men engage in making of wooden items like drums, bells, chests, canoes, raffia cloth, and bags. Some are also smiths who smelt lead, copper, and iron. Women are known for creating pottery and baskets. These different items were available at markets for sale or trade.

Currently, in the Republic of Congo, the state civil service bureaucracy is the country’s largest employer with an estimated 80,000 employees. There are other employing agencies, including the World Bank. However, unemployment among Congo’s youth is a problem at a rate of nearly 50 percent. Young workers leave their rural villages to find employment in the cities, but there are not enough jobs to employ them.

Over the decades, strong economic development has been an objective. State-owned companies and government-sponsored industrial programs largely dominated the Congolese economy during the 1970s and 1980s. In 1994, employment was dominated mostly by state-owned and government programs. These initiatives included new measures for the government to offer new framework for privatization, tax reformation, investment, and labor that included accepting private national and foreign investments. The outbreak of a civil war in 1997 hindered economic recovery, but in 1999 by President Denis Sassou-Nguesso moved forward on economic reforms. Over the years, there has been emphasis on banks, telecommunications, and transportation systems to help improve the country’s infrastructure.

Another strategy is diversification in the Congo economy. At the moment, the economy of Congo is largely dominated by petrol and natural gas. Oil accounts for around 95 percent of export earnings and 50 percent of GDP. The Congo is one of the major oil producers in sub-Saharan Africa. Large oil resources and a small population have resulted in a GDP higher than most other sub-Saharan African countries. However, there is a need to diversify by expanding the mineral sector beyond potash to include more mining in lead, zinc, and copper. Other plans include limiting the country’s dependence on food imports and increasing international investments. Although nearly 60 percent of the Congolese population works in agriculture, the country continues to import a large quantity of its food supply.

In addition there is a push for economic growth through international trade. In 2002, the Great Works program (les Grands Travaux) was established to encourage the development of roads, airports, hospitals, urban housing, and other structures to help stimulate growth and improve the lives of Congolese citizens. The goal of the infrastructure projects is to increase international investment and trade, based on port locations in Pointe-Noire. Other efforts include renovating airports in Brazzaville, Ollombo, and Pointe-Noire. Finally, the president is pushing to improve the Congo cities through health and housing developments that include creating new schools, shopping centers, hospitals, and gardens that can eventually lead to creating a new base for property taxation. The plans, policies, and programs have been designed to boost and redirect the economy in the Republic of Congo, initiatives that if successful will improve the employment activities and economic stability, independence, and Congo quality of life in the urban areas. However, there is still much to do in the country where most citizens are still underemployed and unemployed.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Marriage and Family

Marriage involves a contract between the two parties and their families in which the couple is expected to be faithful and respect each other’s rights. Traditionally, there were different types of marriages among the people now living in the area of the Republic of Congo. There was a loose marriage in which people paid very little attention. The next type was a trial marriage between individuals over a period of time that would develop into the last marriage type, a regular or legal marriage.

The legal marriage is the honored marriage called longo, which is entered into without premarital intercourse. A longo marriage must be approved by the bride’s father, mother, and brothers. Intercourse was not permitted between the couple until the payment was made for the bride. But, if this rule was broken, the groom would be expected to give over additional possessions before the arrangement. If the family suspected a break in the rule, the couple was expected to prove their innocence with an oath before the nkisi called the bau ordeal. In some cases the women may even be examined. If the rule was not broken, the marriage was held in high honor. For payment, the father, mother, brothers, and uncles of the bride were to receive items like a pigs, cloths, and monetary payment of 100–200 francs. During the wedding ceremonies, the family meets to decide on the bride-price. At that time, there is food and drink, but the wedding feast happens about a year later when all of the payments—pigs, cloth, and other gifts—are provided by the husband to the wife and the family. In addition, the husband is expected to provide a hoe, knife, food items, and other necessities that the wife may need during the marriage, items that cannot be taken back if there is a divorce. Traditionally affection of love is expressed not necessarily through kisses but through gifts like giving the husband good food and kind words. The husband provides the wife with rings, beads, and meat to cook.

Although there are not religious ceremonies connected to the marriage, a husband may protect his wife from other men by having her wear a medicinal protection on her clothes that also provides spiritual protection. This protection must be spiritually removed if the husband dies or if the wife is inherited. Most prefer monogamous marriages although polygamy exists, especially in the case of wealthier men. The most popular wife in in a polygamous marriage, called nkama or the most well-liked friend, is the one favored by the husband. The favorite wife gets the best house and gifts.

If the wife dies or divorces the husband, the items are given back to the husband. But rules for divorce vary. Divorce is common, and the process can be initiated by the man or woman if either feels the spouse has been mean, lazy, insolent, disobedient, and or abusive. Divorce requires the meeting of the involved parties to discuss the repayment process. The children are passed on to the mother because they belong to the mother. Thus, after divorce, the number of children can result in some part of the payment not being returned to the wife’s family. The wife also keeps any other possessions she acquired of her own. During the divorce, the nkisi nkondi is involved to ensure the parties have no intention of harming each other.

For non-longo marriage arrangements, the break-up is easily resolved because property is usually not a factor. However, in cases where a woman is seduced, the man seducing her is expected to pay back the husband. In the case of the husband committing adultery, the wife and her kanda or family do not punish him; instead this offence is handled between the offended. If the events occur frequently, the marriage can end in divorce.

Children

A way to understand the importance of children in the Republic of Congo society is to consider the various rituals to promote pregnancy and child development. Children in the Republic of Congo are prized for the society, and both boys and girls are valued. The key is gender balance. Although the mother’s kanda is for a girl to keep the kanda in power, too many girls will cause the kanda to become divided in the future. In the past, it was believed that a couple could change the gender of its children by taking a wooden crosspiece from the side of the bed facing the fire and exchanging it for the crosspiece on the other side. This act is believed to promote both girls and boys. The couple does the same in connection with the birth of twins.

Customs and traditions are followed carefully by the parents and the family to ensure the successful arrival and development of children, as misfortune is often viewed as associated with not following or obeying the ways. For example, when a new baby is born, the house must be pure or the child will be polluted, which can have a deadly impact on the child. In this case, the mother is also purified by a spiritual nganga who uses water to symbolically cleanse. The cleansing ritual involves the removal of clothes and hair from the body, which are then placed in the water and discarded. This process is for the mothers; the fathers do not have to go through this purification. Purification of the child occurs during pregnancy through bathing the mother with palm oil and red pomade. After birth, all children except twins are, as a rule, treated in the same way.

In the case of the Bwende ethnic group, the birth of twins is the occasion of much gladness and festivity, but the children are watched carefully so that they are not offended and die. The parents and the twins are considered sacred. The father of twins in particular is believed to carry magical power in the community. Twins must be fostered very carefully. As a rule, twins are blessed with so-called water nkisi, such as Mayzia, Nakongo, Manzanza, and Londa, when they are two months old. Before this, they may not be taken out of the home and may not see either sun or moon. When twins eat, the food must be apportioned exactly alike and be given to both at the same time. If one should get food before the other, the latter may be offended and die.

There are other children that hold a special place in Congolese society. For example, albinos (bandundu) children occupy a special position because of the belief that they were born through simbi spirits. Albinos are considered to be bakisi (a spirit, or an object that a spirit inhabits); for this reason the natives always want some of the hair of these children when making a nkisi figure. Albino hair is, therefore, publicly sold for this purpose.

There are many different anomalies that can occur in the newborn, which are ascribed to Funza and other bakisi. Therefore, the mother must be treated with these bakisi. She then must undergo a prescribed treatment and take medicine; otherwise, it is believed that she would give birth to another such child. For instance, a child without understanding is sometimes thought to have been conceived during the stillness of the midnight hour (ndingu a nsi), when everything is still, including the understanding. This conception time is explained as the reason why some children are without any force or understanding. Also, an anomaly can exist from waking up a pregnant woman. It is believed that while the pregnant woman is sleeping, the gods (zinzambi) are at work shaping the child. If a child is born with a squint, someone is believed to have moved a firebrand behind the mother’s back while the child was looking. In the case of a child born with six fingers, the extra finger is cut off. Birth defects are treated by the parents licking the defective spot so that it becomes normal.

After birth, there are important rules the mother most follow related to the nursing and feeding of the newborn child. The initial milk of the mother should not be given because it is considered sour. However, after this initial period, a woman with an infant should give it the breast four to six times daily. Sometimes the child is suckled for one or two years. If the mother becomes pregnant or the child tires of the breast, the milk turns sour, or else stops altogether. If milk does not come soon, the mother must be treated with various nkisi. If the mother of a newborn child dies, another nkisi is used that may cause milk to flow in any woman at all.

Children are considered gifts and are welcomed by the family, but they are handled with care. They are an important reflection of the parents, family, and environment. The children have a very important role in the family structure and the continuity of the family. As they grow, children are expected to obey their parents, which means respecting the father and showing love for their mother. The children continue to reside with the parents until they marry.

Gender Roles

It is the responsibility of the husband to look after his family, which means making sure they have housing and clothing. He rewards the wife with clothes, rings, and beads. The father has authority over the children and is expected to teach the sons how to tap palm wine, set traps, and other masculine work. The wife is expected to obey her husband and work. She has rights to her own belongings and can keep the profits from her work in agriculture and animals. She prepares the food and is also expected to take care of her family kanda. However, after giving birth, her responsibilities of food preparation stop, and if the husband has multiple wives, the wife will not have this duty until the baby begins to walk.

The wife rewards her husband with the best food. She is expected to provide the primary care for the children during their early years and later spends more time with her girls to teach them how to grow crops and other duties of women.

Cuisine

The cuisine of the Republic of Congo is varied based on the plant, animal, and water diversity of the country. The food of the Congolese people reflects the environment and many years of interactions. There are a variety of different fruits in the Congolese diet. A very popular fruit native to Africa is the nsafu, also referred to as safou, which comes from the Dacryodes edulis tree. The fruit can be eaten raw, boiled, roasted, or dried. The palm fruit is very important for palm oil and palm wine, but the fruit is also boiled and eaten. Additional fruits include mvuuta, lemons, plums (mungyengye), pineapple, cola nut, and banana (dinkondo). There are different variations of some of these fruits; for example, the banana in different colors and sizes—some are grown wild while others have been introduced into the country.

Nuts, beans, peas, pumpkin, cabbage, potatoes, mushrooms, and spices also come in different sizes and colors that can be prepared in different ways. Termites are also included in the cuisine of the Congolese. Some flying termites are caught in the air while others are collected on the ground; their nests are then put into baskets. Termites are often eaten with boiled manioc and beans. In addition, the earth and clay from termites are eaten and are especially desirable to children and pregnant women. Additionally, domestic animals, fish, and birds are incorporated into the Congolese diet.

Spices like pepper are also important. One of the more popular is the pepper for cooking (nungu, ndungu) but there are different varieties including Capsicum frutescens, also called pili-pili. Besides seasoning food, pepper is used for other functions as a stimulant and as a burning punishment for disobedient children. Spices like pepper transform meals with great flavor.

Traditionally, there are forbidden foods and prohibitions that serve as a reminder of spiritual and ethnic regulations. For example, chimpanzees, gorillas, hyenas, and mice are not eaten by some communities, such as the Konko group. Some culinary prohibitions include not eating leopards and other spotted and stripped animals. Then there are prohibitions based on gender. For example, pregnant women are not to eat goat, hens, and eggs. Medicine men also have strict food regulations to follow that often have to do with where food is eaten and who is allowed to eat with them. Again, these cultural practices and regulations are often specific to the ethnic groups and family beliefs.

There are many different Congolese dishes and meals. The national dish of the country is saka saka, consisting of ground cassava leaves, smoked fish, peanut butter, and palm oil with a side of fufu or plantains. Yuuma is a traditional Congolese dish prepared with peanuts that are roasted then ground into a mash. It is served with boiled banana and cassava (manioc starch) and palm oil. These items are combined with salt, pepper, and meat (optional). In some areas where cassava is not available, beans replace the cassava along with potato leaves in the stew. Another popular dish is moboke, a fish stew with green vegetables often eaten with fufu from cassava or with plantains. Moambe is a favorite roasted chicken dish cooked in a thick sauce from palm nuts. The people also enjoy moukalou, which is a fish broth accompanied by coconut juice and peanut butter. Other favorite dishes are madesu and fumbwa. The favorite drinks are beer and fruit juices (pineapple and mango).

The Republic of Congo is also known for its nganda restaurants. A nganda restaurant is a place of entertainment that can be defined as a middle ground between a bar and a formal restaurant. It is known for serving food from different geographical regions of the Republic of Congo and is often geared to welcome different social classes such as artists, laborers, government officials, civil servants, students, and young professionals. In nganda restaurants, people discuss entertainment, politics, culture, touristic adventures, and family matters. It also showcases the ability of the Congolese society to intermingle with different social classes.

Dress

Dress in the Republic of Congo is another important cultural component of the people with a history that offers insight to the environment and even politics of the society. Traditionally, Congolese attire consisted of raffia clothes. The common dress for women in ancient times was a bead skirt called tshivunga. However, most women wear a wrap called kikwembe that usually has a matching top. In some cases, women wear an additional smaller wrap on top called liputa, with a matching headpiece for more festival occasions. The type of dress can depend on location rural/urban and the status of women. For example, if women can afford it, they can wear much more expensive material and wax wraps. This can also include other imported clothes and European styles, some of which can be more expensive. The type of shoes worn also depend on what women can afford, from simple sandals to much more expensive shoes. Women accessorize with different types of adornments like jewelry, elaborate hairstyles, hats, feathers, body painting, and tattooing. Some of the adornments of the body were spiritual in nature including waist belts of charms and amulets from animal skins, shells, bones, and so on for strength and protection. The different adornments and types will vary depending on the particular occasion.

Similar to the importance of dress in women, men will also dress depending on their location, status, and time. Men have different styles available. A common dress is a boubou or dashiki, which is a colorful shirt and pant outfit from the same material. During the 1940s and 1950s men wore wrap material like women, with the upper wrap secured with a belt to create what is called a tshifunda. However, by the end of the period this dress form was replaced with pants, which were worn with a short- or long-sleeved shirt. The tshifunda attire is still worn during traditional dances and festivities. There are urban and rural differences in dress. For example, men in the urban areas are known to sport a dress coat.

Dress in the Congo can also be a function of the political and social moment. Different government leaders use dress and uniformed attire to assemble groups for presidential support that can include singers and dancers. Military personnel also wear colors and outfits to show their status and service. Members of different churches and spiritual groups also use dress to reflect their religious commitment and life. For example the Kimbanguist Church members wear special colors of green skirts or pants and white tops to show their affiliation.

Dressing also depends on the occasion. For example, during traditional dance ceremonies, dancers use attire to promote the festivities as the effect of dancing is enhanced by the rich adornment of the dancers. Their hair is shaven and dressed in various fashions and different colored beads are added to the hair for decoration. They wear rings around arms and legs, and beautiful loincloths. In some cases the dancers are trimmed with bells for beauty and to complement the music. The women often wear beautiful girdles and extra bands interwoven with beads in various bright colors around their waist and forehead. The men also use dress during dance rituals. Traditionally, they wore handsome loincloths trimmed with tassels. Often they carry their best nail-studded gun case and finest nkutu bags along to the dance. Their hair is shaved in elegant patterns of squares, lines, or other figures, according to the fashion. In addition, they may wear beautiful combs and handsome tail feathers in their hair.

Sports and Games

Sports and games are important to people of the Republic of Congo. Traditional amusements consist of mental and physical challenges on land or in the water. The activities range from games to sport challenges including quizzes, word problems, wresting, competitive matches in the water, and matches that involve physical or mental stamina. Traditional sports for young men are ball throwing, football (soccer), and hoops. In the case of ball throwing, an unripe, cooked melon is used as the ball, which is thrown up into the air and then caught. The men assemble in two different teams to catch the ball. Football is also played with a lemon where the two different sides attempt to get the lemon on the opposite side. The winner is the first team to score 10 points. Another sport involves hoops where the opponent attempts to throw a cob and a string into the hoop. The objective is to entangle the hoop 10 times to win. The physical games include riding piggyback and mounting the leopard skin. There are other activities that involve mental challenges, including hide the palm-kernel and hide the knife, which involve guessing, finding, and cleverness. Guessing games and riddles are also embraced; many involve chants, songs, or sayings that go with the challenge.

In a 1914 close study of the Bakongo by John Weeks, the Bakongo were noticed playing hockey all over the Lower Congo with sticks and wooden balls from the nearby forest. He also noted the activities of a game called mbele played with singing and drumming on moonlit nights. Over time, the game became a problem for Christians because it was believed that it lead to adultery. The children play a variety of creative games like mwan’eyembe, the Young Pigeon, which involves singing and clapping. Another popular game is esanga ngungu, or spider, in which the children dance joining hands, with one target child in the center serving as the spider who attempts to seize the leg of a dancer. In these games there are songs that go with different parts of the game. Adults and young men gamble for money (wadi) or gamble for a dare like eating hot peppers (kulukuta).

Today, sports continue to play an important role in the lives of the people of the Republic of Congo. Although there are many sports that occupy the time of the people, football is by far the most popular sport in the country. In 1962, the Congolese Football Federation was founded and was shortly afterward accredited. The country has a national soccer team called Les Diables Rouges (Red Devils) who won their first African Cup of Nations in 1972. The country’s national stadium is located in Brazzaville, the Alphonse Massamba Debat Stadium or the Revolution Stadium, which can hold approximately 25,000 people—making this site an important place for sports activities and championships like the 1965 All-Africa Games and the 2004 African Championships in Athletics. There are other sports enjoyed by the people like basketball, handball, and volleyball.

Festivals and Holidays

The people of the Republic of Congo honor several important holidays throughout the year. Holidays are special days for the country, the community, and the family—usually festive occasions for unity, reflection, and celebration. The major holidays for the Republic of Congo include the following:

January 1, New Year’s Day

April 21, Easter

May 1, Labor Day

May 29, Ascension Day

June 9, Whit Day

June 10, Reconciliation Day

August 15, Independence Day

November 28, Congolese Republic Day

December 25, Christmas Day

In addition to holidays, the Republic of Congo holds many cultural events and festivities every year. The most popular cultural event is FESPAM (Festival Panafricain de Musique, or Pan African Music Festival). FESPAM is a major biennial cultural exchange and scientific event that aims to promote African music in three different genres: traditional, modern, and religious. In the past, FESPAM has welcomed famous singers such as Miriam Makeba, Lynsha, Bisso na Bisso, Youssou N’Dour, Face Idibia, Lady Ponce, and Fally Ipupa. This event includes the unity of musical artists in Brazzaville, symposiums that feature cultural and art experts for a scientific analysis of the FESPAM theme edition, African music markets and exhibitions, the Pan African Music Museum, and beauty pageants, which include additional African countries. Another important festival is the Feux de Brazzaville, promoting traditional African dance and music. The festival began in 2005, and it includes African artists, painters, dancers, and anthropologists from all around the world. The last Feux de Brazzaville took place in Brazzaville on August 2–7, 2012.

Music and Dance

Music and dance are central and integrated firmly into the life of Africans living in the Republic of Congo. Among the Bakongo ethnic group, traditionally music and dance were used for a wide variety of functions that were often connected with life events, rituals, or social gathering. There are different types of drums and musical instruments used by the people. The drums are in different sizes and shapes that are beaten with the hand, stick, or combination. The different varieties add to the unique musical sound and depth. It is the drumbeat that dictates the dance; the drum provides a language that orchestrates the dancers and singers. Many of the dances involve rituals and invoking spirits. There are healing dances like ekinu, which is performed all night with the drinking of palm wine. It is danced while the doctor makes medicine for the afflicted. The patient is placed in the center of the circular dance with the drum while participants sing. The doctor, depending on the type of ekinu performed, may have more elaborate movements while performing the healing on the sick. There are dances that deal with different types of affliction. For example, the nloko is traditionally used to heal someone allegedly bewitched. A dance is conducted all night because it is believed that the evil spirits are around at night. In addition, this same dance is also used as a fighting dance before going to war. Other dances performed are more celebratory. The etutu dance uses the drum along with pipes and whistles. The dancers provide musical accompaniment by wearing bells that also serve to connect the dance with the rhythm. In the dance, the men and women form a line and use heavy shoulder movements. Interestingly, traditional dance rituals still have an important place, although not as pronounced as the period before widespread colonial rule. They still have a place in the memory and ritual use in the society; although often performed in the rural areas by elders, the dances are still embraced as Kongo culture.
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Dancers take to their feet—and to the air—to the accompaniment of drumbeats in the neighborhood of Bakongo in Brazzaville. Local dancers gather in the neighborhood every Sunday, near a local watering hole. (Jiro Ose/Reuters/Corbis)

Dance

There are several traditional dances associated with the people of the Republic of Congo. The body movements and musical particularities associated with Congo dance depend on the dance, which is often done for specific ritual religious or social purposes, and like many traditions and cultural practices the forms can vary over time. Most traditional dances begin with the ndungu drum calling the male and female dancers. A common formation is a lineup of two men and two women dancing out into the center gradually followed by two more couples at a time until everybody has joined the center. In the case of the boyila (shoulder dance), this formation is followed then by shoulder movements in which only the chest and shoulders are shaken vigorously while the hips remain still. During the nzwanda dance, the men and women line up opposite each other and the man dances with hip twists to the drum toward his partner in the opposite line. The female partner, wearing ankle rings, joins the dance in a similar fashion toward her male partner. All partners have an opportunity to participate as the dance continues to showcase one partner at a time. However, during the ndumuka (jumping) dance, the women line up and dance with twisting hips (dweba) and singing, while the men jump in pairs until they reach the end of the line. This dance is similar to the ndefa dance but the women dance toward the men. Another line-forming dance is the mumbala. During this dance, the man selects a woman from the line. They dance by making contact with the hips for nearly five minutes. When the couple separates, the man first swings his arms down and then upward. The men who remain in the line clap their hands (nsaki). After the men are finished, the women take their turn and dance across to the men.

While there are many types of traditional dances, nzoko is a dance for men dancing a solo based on particular events. Nzoko is a playful dance for friendship associated with eating nkasa poison. There are many special dances that vary according to the minkisi cults. During the dance ritual, the nganga enters a state of ecstasy and sings and dances to influence the patient’s condition.

Traditionally, dance is also used to help administer the law, like the ntwadi. In this case, the chief dances to indicate what the parties wish to discuss and settle. The dance also includes parables, sayings, and chants while the chief swings his drum and twists his hips. Others participate in the ritual. For example, the chief’s wives shake rattles to make music, and, in many cases, the chief dances with each wife in turn. Others clap their hands in appreciation. These activities eventually lead to the resolution of the legal dispute.

The lungodunga dance involves a jerky and quivering rhythm. During this dance, some dancers bend their shoulders backward until they are practically lying on the ground. Singing is integral and varies in intensity during different moments in the dance. Later on in the dance, the men go two at a time to select a dance partner from among the women looking on. The man puts his hands on the woman’s shoulders. The woman and then each man in turn roll their stomachs (tyenga) and hips. The dance is accompanied by singing and intense drumming. Often the dances showcase skilled hip and shoulder roll movements in which proficiency is admired.

Dance is associated with all aspects of Congo life. As a result, dance is integrated into practically all areas of life and in practically every event and occasion. For example, dance is done at various festivals like the nkungi festivities, funerals, political ordeals, animal-killing ceremonies, war times, and visitor ceremonies. Depending on the occasion, appropriate attire and plenty of food and palm wine are provided. At thanksgiving ceremonies and similar occasions they also receive their share of chickens, pork, and other types of food.

Although the use of masks is not very common, except in bankimba ceremonies, they were used during dances and activities to inspire fear. For example, nkyinkibi (the roaming antelope) includes a wooden mask held in front of the face. It was not used for bakisi dances, but for important feasts with dancing; five or six bands of musicians might assemble for ceremonies for burials. In the Congo, some famous dances include the kyébé-kyébé of the Mbochis tribe and traditional stilt dancing with puppets. However, Congolese soukous dance and party music remains very popular in the country and around the world.

Song and Music

Congolese music is popular in Africa. There are different genres, such as Congolese jazz, soukous, and ndombolo or rumba. Musician N’Zongo Soul reconnects with walla, one of traditional rhythms of the Kongo people. Song and music form an integral part of everyday life and work. They are heard on the busy streets in Brazzaville, in the rural areas in the fields when the women are busy planting, and on the buses and ferry routes crossing the Congo River. Music is present at every turn and every corner. There are also times, as during celebrations, that song and music occur throughout the day and evening. There are many different styles and types of songs and music. The music has a different structure and form, different “scales,” and a different progression. The music and song reflects the culture of the people; it is a window into the Congo society and is a pure expression of the energy and spirit of the people. On major occasions, skilled and proficient musicians perform. During their song and dance festivals, anyone who knows the verses is allowed to take up and lead a verse of the song. The music and dancing start at a slow pace, but gradually increase in intensity, finally driving the performers to a jubilant pitch.

The musical instruments can be divided into four groups: self-sounding instruments (idiophones); skin instruments (membraphones); stringed instruments (chordophones); and wind instruments (aerophones). The idiophones include small and large rattles, various kinds of bells, drums without skin, gongs, and marimbas. The membrapnones consist of skin-headed drums, while the chordophones include musical bows, harps, and guitars. The aerophones, finally, include trumpets, pipes, and flutes.

The smaller kinds of rattles usually consist of calabash filled with dry seeds. They are decorated with various designs in chalk or pokerwork. They may also consist of empty fruit shells filled with seeds, such as the mwakasa pods used by diviners. The larger rattlers (nkwanga and nsakala) are either made of large, hollow, oblong calabashes, which are gripped by the neck, or else of the hard shells of strychnos fruit, filled with seeds of Canna indica. Small holes are bored in both the calabashes and fruit shells to improve the sound. Some of the holes are incised in the shape of a plus sign. A handle of calamus rattan is stuck through the fruit-shell rattles, usually through two to four at a time. This instrument is generally used by women, who play it by hitting the handle against the thumb and forefinger as an accompaniment to their informal dances and games. Often a lot of women sit together and rattle. They can modulate the pitch and rhythm, producing a quite agreeable sound. They also use their rattles to accompany songs on their way to market, the fields, or bathing.

Bells are often made from hard-shell fruits and are usually used in the cult of the nkisi Londe, and are known as ndinga or mporvila za Londe. In another type of bell, called bimpombu, both the bell itself and the clappers are made of iron. Another type of bell type, called kunda, is made from hollow wood, which is used in ceremonial singing and dancing to heal the sick associated with the nkisi rites.

The drum is one of the most important musical instruments. There are different types used throughout the country. A single-headed drum is called ndembo, and it is made only on the order of paramount chiefs. The ndembo was beaten when someone was to be buried alive or executed by hanging or beheading. At times, the condemned man was forced to lie under the drum while it was beaten. Different drums and rituals are associated with the drum. For example, a drum of similar type to the ndembo is also made for the funeral of a paramount chief. It is beaten for as long as the corpse remains in the village. Another type of drum type is buuma; originally, it was a huge split drum. The buuma is very common as a signaling drum and is used to summon people from their work in the forest or fields to witness a lawsuit, to announce the capture of a prisoner, or some similar event.

Wind instruments are also used. Wind instruments such as trumpets are made of wood, animal horns, or elephant tusks. Ivory wind instruments were very common among paramount chiefs but are no longer used today. Many of them were sold or looted.

There are different songs and music for different ethnic groups in the Republic of Congo. Some groups have more skills than others. For example, the Sundi appear to have a natural talent and interest in song and music. They break into song often and on practically any occasion during work, leisure, rituals, and religious ceremonies, during times of happiness and times of sorrow. The songs often carry messages that span political, social, cultural, and religious matters. Song can be used to denounce or praise. For example, songs can also praise and glorify admirable qualities like generosity, beauty, or skill in dancing. They can call attention to the excellence of the chiefs and elders, stressing their wealth, power, and numerous children. Likewise the songs can be used to call attention to liars, cheats, and other negative aspects.

The message of a song can also serve as a warning. For example, in a lawsuit, songs convey warnings, instructions, and even the outcome of the case. They can warn against adultery, violent fighting, and other problems. The songs reflect the thinking and feelings of the society at a given moment. Song enhances the beauty of dancing and the sound of music. It is not at all uncommon to find people singing without music, beating time by clapping hands. However, it is rare to see dance and hear music without singing. Often there is a soloist (nseki a nkungi) who sings a verse, while the whole congregation joins in singing the refrain. Accomplished soloists are held in high regard; they compose new verses, new songs, and poems.

Some songs mimic the sounds in the Congolese environment. For example, some songs imitate birds. The songs and melodies are not derived from birdsong, however, but have come and gone with the generations. The prominent feature of the song is the refrain, in which everybody joins. It is characterized by the frequent repetition of certain words. Rhyming is also used in the songs.

Music and dance are embedded in daily Congolese life. The Republic of Congo has artists like Nino Malapet, Youlou Mabiala, and Jean Serge Essous. Brazzaville continues to serve as an important musical city hosting popular musical groups and artists such as Extra-Musica, Bisso na Bisso, and Les Bantous de la Capitale. Contemporary artists such as Pierette Adams and French-Congolese rapper Passi have added new sounds, offering a blend of Caribbean, French, and hip-hop influences to Congolese music.

Visual Art

Art is central to the Congolese past and present. Traditional art forms are often attached to religious statues, masks, objects for authority, and human faces. This differs from present-day popular art consisting of paintings of life and authority. Traditional art forms consist of human motifs that include ancestral figures, spirits, human faces, and ceremonial masks. Art, as in many African cultures, will vary based on ethnic groups and location. For example, the native art of the Sundi ethnic group is ornamental, metaphysical, magical, and supernatural. There are many different sculptures to represent the different energies. Some of the art objects instill fear and respect like sculptures that portray the image of the dead (bankuyu).

In the case of the Sundi sculpture styles, for example, the statuettes are almost always frontal images that rarely express a particular emotion or idea. However, there is a great deal of artistic expression in the ornamental details, which is visible in finely carved tattoos and in the details of hairstyles. The group is revered for its ivory carvings. These small, beautiful, and expressive works of art are offered for sale to Europeans. In addition, the Sundi elaborately carve ancient designs in powder horns, spoons, knife handles, doors, bells, rattles, mortars, and innumerable other objects. Chests and other useful objects are often decorated with patterns in different colors.

The use of color in art is vital to expression and often symbolic. There are only three distinct colors: red (mbwaki), black (mpyuki, ndombe), and white (mpembe). The addition of distinct materials in various combinations can change the colors into different shades of brown (mbwakuluka, mbwakisila). Moreover, different shades of each color are defined by the name of the stone, earth, or tree from which the pigment is derived. Black dye is usually obtained by pounding bark of the mwindu tree, which is mixed with water. This solution is spread over surfaces that absorb the dye. By adding pulverized charcoal of nsenga wood to the mwindu solution, a deep black color is produced. Chalk is the most common white dye. The white color is often used to emphasize carved designs on a dark surface. In this way, the nsenga tree—a familiar motif—is made to stand out in its natural light color for instance. Red dye is obtained by pulverizing ndimba and ngunzi stones, or it is derived from trees like the mbamba, sungu, lungunzi, and others that yield a deep red color. Before red blankets were brought on the market, white or pale-colored cloth is soaked in a solution with water. Red is symbolic of life.

Wood carving is a highly esteemed craft. In its simpler forms, it is found everywhere, but figure sculpture is restricted to a limited number of people. The head is often carved first with a great deal of detail, and the body afterward. The proportions between head and body become rather unnatural. The figures are images of the nkuyu spirits enclosed in the different tattoos and dress styles traditional for the various regions. Animal figures are also carved out of wood. Among other carved objects, the beautiful chief’s staffs are preserved as family relics and are worthy of note.

There are many ethnic-level specializations in the country. For example, the Teke ethnic group is also known for ritual wood statues with geometric figures. The Kongo statues are famous for their abundance of nails and knife blades stuck in the wood. The vili statues are similar to those of Punus in Gabon, with faces painted in white. The fathers of Congolese traditional sculpture are Edouard Malonga and Gregoire Massengo.

Painting is the other important artistic element in Congolese artistic expression. Even though traditional coloring techniques were limited, the few available pigments decorated chests, wooden doors, drums, and the mud walls of the houses. However, the human body was also a canvas. For example, the corpse of an eminent person was covered with various designs painted with red pigment, soot, and chalk. The intent is to make the people who come to view the body exclaim in admiration. Art in ritual and ceremonial expression is widely used. For example, calabash paintings show ornamental designs portraying special subjects like burials, wars, or caravans.

Everything that is sold in the market is made as ornamental as possible to command the best price. Artists are admired members of the Congolese community, and they often compete with each other in producing the most exquisite works to win public favor and recognition.
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A Nkondi Nkonde nail fetish. Figures like these were integral to rites designed to appeal to spirits or ancestors for assistance. As petitions were made to these denizens of the spiritual realm, nails were driven into the figure. (Peter Horree/Alamy)

Modern art in the Republic of Congo has several functions, including representing life and figures of authority. Current Congolese painters include Rhode Bathe-Scheba Makoumbou, Tatiana Tsolo, Elsie Fortunat Mafouta, Yolande Motse Akanati, Bill Kouelany, and Francois Mafoua. The Republic of Congo is home to the Poto-Poto School of Painting. This school is internationally praised for training numerous Congolese and African painters like the late Marcel Goten and Remy Mongo-Etsion.

In cinema, directors use film to reflect on the Congolese past and present. Some of the leading and influential Congolese film directors and films include Alain Nkodia (Mami Wata, 1970), Jerôme Tsila (Zomba Nkounkou, 1972), Sebastien Kanga (La raçon d’une Alliance, 1975) and Jean-Michel Tchissoukou (La Chapelle, 1979; Les Lutteurs, 1982). The different films show the entanglements of Congolese society. For example Rubin Mubou’s film Tsofa (2011) deals with the challenges of African immigration and racism in Romania. Another related film, Identite Malsaine (Unhealthy Identity) (2010) by Amog Lemra, also treats the issues of immigration and European assimilation.

Gender is another category for reflection in the society. Congolese cinema is pushing for more positive images of women in the Congolese film industry; this is facilitated by the presence of female film directors, including Annette Kouamba, Claudia Haidara Yoka, and Yacine Kimbembe. And finally, in theater there are several known Congolese playwrights and poets like Guy Mendga, Sylvain Bemba, M. Ndebeka, Tchikaya U Tamsi, Patrice Lhoni, and Ferdinand Mouangassa. They and others have used stage performance for creative expression. The people of the Republic of Congo have embraced many different ways to artistically process, understand, and navigate their society and their current placement.

Architecture and Housing

The house type in the Congo depends on the house location, environment, the custom of the people, and the status of the owner. According to Tshilemalema Mukenge in his study Culture and Customs of the Congo, housing in the cities are the constructs of colonial and postcolonial histories that continue to serve as the foundation for modern housing patterns, settlements, and districts.

The placement and location of the house is important. Traditionally, new housing and village selections required a nganga to bury medicine, determine if the location was a place for the spirits of the deceased, and verify the location was suitable for settlement. There is often a preference for housing locations on elevated ground, which would give the community visibility to those approaching. The home’s orientation and placement are often designed to redirect negative forces. The home is situated to protect it and its inhabitants. In some communities, there are specific shrines and rituals directed at protecting the home.

The traditional house structure depended on the location of the house. For example, homes in the forest differed from the grasslands largely because of the housing materials available, the environment, and climate. Homes in the forest, for instance, were made with wood instead of grass roofs. The materials available play a large role in the home’s structure. Some homes are built with palm or bamboo along with grass and leaves from other plants, depending on the house location. The houses are built in the shape of a square. In earlier times, the walls and roofs were created on the ground, fastened together, and then raised up and reinforced with other materials. However, these huts are also built with the walls and roof built directly on their standing site. The wall posts are driven directly into the ground and palm laths are added to the posts. The roof is created by binding additional palm laths to create the initial roof layer called kankala. Then the additional layers of palm laths are added until the roof is finished. The sizes of the houses depend on their type. Ordinary houses are measured by stretching the arms up as high as possible and putting the roof just above that point. Typically, the interior of the houses is composed of different spaces. Most homes have a living room with a fireplace or a sitting area.

Aside from this typical home for the family, other housing structures exist. Also important are the construction of guest houses (mbongi) and houses for meetings (mwanzu). There are also houses for keeping the nkisi idols, ancestral images, and small figures, in which only authorized individuals can enter. The nkisi walls are low so that the figure can be seen and through a swearing oath the nkisi can be lifted from the house and called upon.

The architecture and housing structure changed over time. Colonial contact was a moment of change as Europeans introduced different communities and zones. During this time, the housing spaces for the Congolese were called La Cité Indigène (the Native City). The homes were not standardized or very durable, and they resembled homes in the rural villages. There were also separate housing areas for Europeans in the business district, called La Ville. European homes were constructed with much more durable material, and the homes were usually built with separate servant quarters outside of the home, called boyerie, which would later be used by the Congolese people for dependent relatives. However, there were also satellite cities, zones where squatters lived illegally.

Also, during colonial rule in the 1940s and 1950s, the colonial government created housing structures designed for work camps, which included housing for the Congolese. This housing was not always affordable. The structures were two-story apartment buildings with three bedrooms and a small front yard. These structures persist in modern Congo. The zoning of different communities is still used, although the previous European spaces are now widely available for those can afford the homes. Over time, the homes in La Cité changed as water pumps became available, sun-dried bricks replaced mud, and iron replaced grass on roofs. The population increased; these changes have strained resources and led to tensions and conflicts over land that impact people’s housing options.

Literature and Oral Traditions

The people of the Republic of Congo have made a great mark in literature. Some of the best-known figures include Sylvain Bemba, Guy Menga, and Tchicaya U Tam’si. Using the French language, Congolese literature emerged in the 1950s by early authors like Tchikaya de Boempire, Dadet Domongo, and Jean Malonga. These authors are considered pioneers in using literature to reflect on the society during the colonial period. For example, Malonga’s 1954 book entitled Coeur d’Aryenne focused on “black identity” under colonial hegemony.

Over the years, many new authors surfaced. Some of the more popular and remembered authors include Guy Menga, Makouta-Mboukou, Henri Lopès, Emmanuelle Dongala, Tchichelle Tchivela, Sony Labou Tansi, and Henri Lopès. These authors use literature to process and contest present situations. For example, Henri Lopès looks at issues of African politics, independence, activism, and culture in his books, which include Le Pleurer-rire (The Laughing Cry, 1982), Tribaliques (Tribaliks, 1971), Sans tam tam (Revolutions without Drums, 1977), Le Lys et le Flamboyant (The Lys and the Flamboyant Tree, 1997) and Un enfant de Poto-Poto (A Child from Poto-Poto, 2011). Additionally, female writers such as Paule Etoumba, Cecile-Ivelyse Diamoneka, Jeannette Balou-Tchichelle, Francine Laurans, and Adèle Caby-Livannah have made inroads in romance and short fiction. However, women are writing about many other issues troubling them in Congolese society. For example, Kathia Mounthault writes in her book Le Cri d’un Fleuve (The Cry of a River) about Congolese conflict and reconstruction. Congolese authors and poets like Sony Labou Tansi and Alain Mabanckou continue to shape through their literary constructions and reflections.

Oral tradition in the Republic of Congo is still one of the most powerful and influential ways of passing on origins, stories, myths, rituals, knowledge, heritage, proverbs, lessons, history, and all of the other facets of life necessary for an African society to function with stability. There are many oral traditions that have been carried and told over the years. According to Jan Vansina in Paths in the Rainforest:

The life of the peoples in rainforests has been shaped by the continuity of their common tradition over four millennia, a continuity which resulted from the adoption of fundamental choices that were never questioned again, only elaborated over time as new situations seemed to warrant. (1990: 71)

The idea of continuity helps seal many aspects of oral tradition. Although the oral can make recovering what happened in the past more complex, historians continue to wrestle with the historical unknowns in light of oral accounts. For example, in the study The Pygmies Were Our Compass, Kairn Klieman deals with the “burden of myth” in the reconstruction of the Central African past (2003: 1–26). As a society largely without written records, it was the myth and ritual that maintained the tradition and history of the people, even though the process also involved some elements of “inventing and forgetting,” according to Jack Goody in Myth, Ritual and the Oral (2010: 9).


Literacy in the Congo

In the Republic of the Congo, an estimated 70 percent of the population live below the poverty line, and roughly 30 percent of children struggle with malnutrition. There is no doubt that the Republic of the Congo is faced with its share of social problems. Despite this, literacy is one place where Congo-Brazzaville shines. Nearly all children ages 6 to 16 attend school in the country, and adult literacy programs have made considerable inroads. This has bestowed upon the Republic of the Congo one of the highest literacy rates on the continent.



Although many of the oral traditions are ethnically rooted, there are some shared stories in the Congo that cross ethnic boundaries, especially as they tie into the larger history of the kingdom of Kongo. In this regard, one old and popular oral tradition is the story of the Kongolese woman Beatriz Kimpa Vita. According to oral tradition, Vita was possessed by St. Anthony and was responsible for spearheading a massive spiritual movement during the civil war in the Kongo state aimed at restoring peace. During the occupancy, Vita prophesied and revealed the Jesus and Mary were Kongolese and that the Garden of Eden was in the Kongo. This oral account has been explored in more detail by historians like John Thornton who, in his book The Kongolese of Saint Anthony: Dona Beatriz Kimpa Vita and the Antonian Movement, 1684–1706, used primary documents from written records to reveal even more about this story. What is engaging about oral traditions, especially as seen in this case of Beatriz Kimpa Vita, is that the story evolves; in many ways, the oral interpretations allow the past to live dynamically in the present. Thornton’s book has helped shaped new narratives and energy that are still unfolding in Congolese society. Thus, both literature and oral tradition in the Republic of Congo have been very important cultural aspects of the society; both will continue to play a role in helping the people construct, analyze, and process their society.

Media

There are many different ways in which communication occurs in the Republic of the Congo. Some of the methods vary by location and time. For example, in the villages, communication traditionally involved the use of music or drums. Information was conveyed through social networks. The types of networks ranged from ethnic, government, and missionary channels, but they also included nongovernmental entities. The information networks occurred in the urban centers as well as the countryside. Now modern forms like television are widely available in the urban areas.

The Congolese primarily use messengers for communication, especially to relay information about the death of relative or other important events. Furthermore, communication also occurs in traditional marketplaces, which offer convenience for communicating messages using messengers. For example, the rural marketplaces have alternating days and are often located in a chief’s village. The marketplace is essential because it allows people to communicate with family in remote areas due to the frequency of trade with neighboring areas.

However, in modern times, communications have expanded past local or neighboring village marketplaces and now include countrywide and international communication through technology such as radiotelegraphy, which allows for an exchange of information over greater distances. Vendors are often charged by the courier to provide information to a particular person in some village, and then the vendor in that particular village will contact a courier to relay a message to the recipient of the correspondence. For instance, a vendor in a village is contacted concerning a message that a particular person will receive a phone call on a particular date; a messenger is then utilized to dispatch this information. Nevertheless, all levels of society use the messenger system. Kings and the traditional aristocracy often dispatch messages to each other through couriers.

Additionally, missionaries, both Protestant and Catholic, utilize couriers, as do nongovernmental entities such as Réseau d’Education Civic au Congo (RECIC). For example, the RECIC uses messengers in mass information campaigns delivering information to the public door to door. The use of the courier system by large organizations and the government stems from the lack of infrastructure in the country. Government entities like the Congolese postal service have used messengers. Even commerce depends on the use of messengers. In fact, messengers are often the only way an area can be reached.

Certain instruments like the drum are used to communicate special information or events. For instance, the aristocracy often uses instruments to communicate as opposed to using messengers. In the case of the drum, slow rhythmic drumming is associated with death, and the amount of drumming done is an indication of the status of the deceased. For example, when a chief dies, the drummer will drum five times; in the case of a chief’s wife, four times; and lastly, in the case of a chief’s son, the drum is only beaten three times. Conversely, fast drum rhythms are indicative of urgency. In the case of drumming communication, two specialists are employed: the drummer who creates the message and the drummer who decodes and interprets it at desired location. Messages are often intercepted at various relay stations and sent down the line to the desired location. In addition, other instruments are utilized, such as flutes, horns, and bells. In the case of the Catholic Church, which employs bells as a form of communication, relaying such information like church events is done by ringing bells at specific hours mandated by the church.

Present-day audiovisual and media communication in the Congo includes radio, television, telephones, and satellites. The current television station is TV Congo, operated by state-run Radiodiffision Télévision Congolaise. The current radio stations include two state-run stations: Radio Congo, operated by the state-run Radiodiffusion Nationale Congolaise, and Radio Brazzaville. The only private radio station currently in operation is Radio Liberté.

In 1937, radio was first introduced by Catholic missionaries; the official radio station of the Congolese government first transmitted in 1940. The station was known as Radio Congo Belge or RCB, which was a predecessor to the modern government radio station, RTNC or Radio-Television National Congolese. Most of the Congolese radio stations were established by the end of the 1950s by the Belgian government. In 1966, Tele Star was nationalized by the Congolese government and became Tele-Zaire. Tele-Zaire’s networks consisted of multiple production centers, studios, and stations based in both Kinshasa and Lubumbashi. The government also established an institution for journalism known as Institut des Sciences et Techniques d’Information (ISTI).

The liberation of the Congo press in 1990 led to privately owned audiovisual units. The broadcasts are in French, the official language, as well as Kikongo, Lingala, Swahili, and Tshiluba. However, communication systems need improvement as only a small number of people can be reached by phone due to the quality and age of the equipment.

The first newspaper in the Congo area was Minsamu Mia Yenge in 1892, published by Roman Catholic missionaries. The press was a tool of political control. Thus, during colonial times, the press was under the control of the colonial administration. This kind of government regulation would extend to the postcolonial setting. The government controlled the administration, the journalists, and the printing expenses; therefore, the government owned the bulk of the press and used it to support governmental propaganda. The activities and printed material of nongovernmental newspapers were often scrutinized and regulated. For example, four Brazzaville newspapers—L’Observateur, Talassa, Le Trottoir, and Le Glaive—were suspended, charged with, according to a 2013 Guardian newspaper story, “manipulating opinions, disseminating false news, inciting violence, and defaming state officials.”

The existence of a free press still requires negotiation, as those in power continue to control the press. Although the government respects the freedom of the press, this freedom has limitations. Today, the majority of newspapers are located in the urban areas of Brazzaville and Pointe-Noire; they include Le Choc, Les Echos du Congo (progovernment), L’Observateur (independent), L’Humanitaire, Le Tam Tam, and Le Semaine Africaine (Roman Catholic).
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Quick Facts

Capital: Yamoussoukro

Major Cities: Yamoussoukro, Abidjan

Population: 20.32 million (2013)

Government Type: Republic

Languages: French (official), Bauole, Bété, Agni, Malinke, Senoufou, (Dioula esp.)

Ethnic Groups: Akan (42.1 percent); Voltaiques (Gur) (17.6 percent); Northern Mandes (16.5 percent); Krous (11 percent); Southern Mandes (10 percent); other (Nigerians, Lebanese, and French) (2.8 percent)

Religions: African Traditional Religions (25 percent–40 percent); Islam (35 percent–40 percent); Christianity (20 percent–30 percent)



Introduction

Geography

Côte d’Ivoire lies on the west coast of Africa. It is bounded to the south by 515 kilometers of coastline on the Gulf of Guinea on the north Atlantic Ocean. To the northwest, it shares a 610-kilometer-long border with Guinea and 532 kilometers with Mali to the north. To the northeast is Burkina Faso, with which it shares 584-kilometer border. In the south, Côte d’Ivoire has a 668-kilometer common boundary with Ghana to the east and a 716-kilometer border with Liberia to the southwest. Côte d’Ivoire has a total land area of 322,460 square kilometers. This includes 318,000 square kilometers of land and 4,460 square kilometers of water. Côte d’Ivoire has a coastal lowland with many fine beaches to the south. The elevation gradually rises to a smooth forest plateau in the central region. To the north is the upland savanna region.

Côte d’Ivoire has a tropical climate in the south along the coast, including its commercial capital of Abidjan. The rainfall is heavy, particularly in the low coastal region. It is hot and humid throughout the year, with tropical rains that reach their height during the six-month rainy season between May and October. Out-of-season flash rains are not uncommon. Yamoussoukro, the political capital, is further in the central region along the fringes of the forest. It gets warmer and drier as one moves from what used to be the largest tropical rainforest in West Africa in the south up to the central savanna zone that gradually transforms into semiarid further north toward the border. The temperature increases in the savanna grassland, and the effect of the Harmattan dry and dusty wind that defines most of the dry season from November is pronounced. Rainfall in the savanna averages about two-thirds of that in the forest region and is unreliable from year to year. Many of the elephants, from which the country derives its name, its national symbol, and the name of the national soccer team, have been decimated. Only occasional encounters between a few elephant herds and rural populations along the fringes of the savanna and the forest region remind citizens that Côte d’Ivoire was once an elephant country.

People and Ethnicity

Côte d’Ivoire, with an estimated population of 21 million, is made up of more than 60 distinct tribes, including the Baoule, Bête, Senoufou, Agni, Malinke, Dan, and Lobi. The country derives its name from the large herds of elephants that roamed its territory until only recently. The search for ivory, slaves, and colonial possessions that raged among Western forces brought both French and Portuguese merchants into contact with the kingdoms and chiefdoms in the area now known as Côte d’Ivoire in the 15th century. More permanent residential establishments built by the French were undertaken early in the 19th century. By 1842, the French claimed to have been granted territorial concessions from local tribes. The concessions provided the rationale to extend French influence along the coast and inland. Flowing from the Berlin conference of 1884, France formally proclaimed the coast and hinterland as a territory in 1893 and formally transformed the area into an autonomous republic in the French Union after World War II. As a result of the breakup of French West Africa that grouped all the colonial possessions of France in the subregion into a political entity, Côte d’Ivoire achieved independence on August 7, 1960. Côte d’Ivoire entered into a customs union in 1959 with Dahomey (now Republic of Benin), Niger, and Burkina Faso. Built of a plantation economy that attracted migrants from its northern neighboring states, especially Burkina Faso and Mali, Côte d’Ivoire’s economy is one of the most developed in sub-Saharan Africa. It is the world’s largest exporter of cocoa and one of the largest exporters of coffee.

Côte d’Ivoire was a classic one-party state under the rule of the Parti Democratic du Côte d’Ivoire (PDCI, Democratic Party of Côte d’Ivoire), that was itself under the control of strongman Felix Houphouët-Boigny. Houphouët-Boigny rule set up a neo-patrimonial system under his presidency from independence until his death in 1993. In 1982, Laurent Gbagbo founded the Front Populaire Ivorien (Ivorian Popular Front) as the main opposition party to the PDCI. The party was not legalized by the president for a long time until massive protests by students, farmers, and professionals forced the opening of the political space to the opposition. The first truly multiparty presidential election was only held in October 1990. Houphouët-Boigny claimed victory with 81 percent of the vote in that election. In 1993, Houphouët-Boigny’s successor, President Henri Konan Bédié, Houphouët-Boigny’s political godson of the same Bauole ethnic group, took over as president, and in September 1998, he sought a constitutional revision to widen the powers of the president.

Bédié also promoted the concept of ivoirité, which, roughly translated, means “pure Ivoirian pride.” The defenders of ivoirité see it as a term of positive national pride, but many observers read in it a ploy to drive out generations of Burkinabe and Malian migrants and their offspring from Côte d’Ivoire.

President Bédié was removed from office in a military coup in December 1999. Some believe his overthrow by the military was instigated by France because Bédié opened the Ivorian economy, before then almost exclusively controlled by France, to more international partners. General Robert Guei, who assumed control of the country at the head of a military junta, was removed from power through street demonstrations organized by the Ivorian Popular Front (FPI) and its candidate Laurent Gbagbo in the October 2000 presidential election. In September 2002, the rebel group Forces Nouvelles overran Abidjan and was pushed back to Bouake, where it established a capital for 10 years. Following presidential elections to end the rebellion that many believe were financed by France and Allasane Ouattara, a controversy over the outcome of the elections was resolved through the military takeover of the country by Forces Nouvelles, who, aided by France and Burkina Faso, captured Laurent Gbagbo. Former president Gbagbo was later handed over to the International Criminal Court. For some observers the role of the African Union, in bowing to the policy of France in the events that led to the perceived imposition of Alassane Ouattara as president of Côte d’Ivoire, has remained controversial. Also, many Ivorians consider President Alassane Ouattara to be a Burkinabe (a citizen of Burkina Faso).

Languages

In the early precolonial period, the dense forests covering the southern half of the area that became Côte d’Ivoire created barriers to large-scale sociopolitical organizations. In the savanna region to the north, dissimilar populations had neither the incentive nor the strength to overcome ethnic differences and forge a larger state. The introduction of slavery devastated the clusters of small communities and bred distrust among the peoples of the region. The concentration of internal migrants and of sundry populations from across international borders to the north of the country to the south, mainly Burkinabe, created a marginalized and underclass community that at the beginning of the 21st century sought for a voice and citizenship rights in Côte d’Ivoire, their adopted new state. These demands clashed with exclusive notions of membership of traditional communities and acceptance of rights, including, by extension, citizenship rights.

The population of Côte d’Ivoire is an extension of indigenous communities that flow across international boundaries. It is, therefore, ethnically and culturally diverse. Over 60 ethnic groups are often categorized into four major groups on the basis of language and culture. The groups are also distinguished by their locations and economic activities. In the southern half of the country, the Bandama River separates the East Atlantic and West Atlantic cultures.

Akan is a generic term for a group of related peoples who are found across the southern and central regions of the republics of Ghana and the Ivory Coast. Together, the Akan, classified as the East Atlantic group, constitute 42 percent of the population of Côte d’Ivoire. The largest ethnic group are the Bauole, a subgroup of the Akan who are estimated to comprise between 20 and 23 percent of the population of Côte d’Ivoire and are found in the forest region southeast of Bouake. The Baoule are part of the larger Akan family who migrated from modern-day Ghana to escape intertribal wars of the warrior Ashanti nation. Other Akan groups include the Abron and Agni.

The Kru, classified as the West Atlantic group, are estimated as 11 percent of the population. They are an outflow of the Kru/Krahn group in Liberia, found in the western frontiers with Liberia. Of the Kru population in Côte d’Ivoire, the Bété are estimated as the biggest at about 18 percent of the population. During the 20th century, the Bété achieved recognition for their success in cash cropping and for their widespread acceptance of Christianity. Because the Bété nurtured strong beliefs in the superiority of their culture and had a long history of resistance to foreign domination, they have often been accused of fomenting antigovernment dissent.

A third of the Ivorian population lives in the north, including Voltaic peoples in the northeast and Mandé in the northwest. The Mandé, including the Malinké, Bambara, and Juula, estimated to be 17 percent of the Ivorian population, are descendants of the invading Mali Empire. To the east of the Mandé are the Voltaic peoples. The most numerous of the Voltaic are the Sénoufo, making up about 10 percent of the total population. Côte d’Ivoire’s demographic structure has been altered significantly due to internal movements and international migration from the north, mainly from Burkina Faso and Mali, to the country. Non-Ivoirian Africans living in Côte d’Ivoire are estimated to be more than 5 million. About 50 percent of these are from Burkina Faso. The other half is divided between immigrants from Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Nigeria, Benin, Senegal, Liberia, and Mauritania. The country’s population growth rate, estimated to increase at 3.8 percent per year, has led to demographic growth and a population in which almost half of the citizens are under 15 years of age. Migration to the plantations in the southwest over a long period of time by Burkinabe immigrants and the high birth rates of the immigrants have led to radical changes in the population structure. This has led to tensions between the host communities and the immigrants. The immigrants and their descendants were alienated from the mainstream of Ivorian national process.

Religion

Adherence to Traditional beliefs is the predominant faith in Côte d’Ivoire. Believers in Traditional faiths are estimated to be 60 percent of the population. They are followed by Islam, with 25 percent of the population, which is mostly associated with the peoples of the north. Christianity, associated with the elite ethnic groups in the south, is followed by 22 percent of the population. Although religious affiliations are broadly associated with ethnoregional identities, internal migrations have diffused the spread of Traditional faiths, Islam, and Christianity across Côte d’Ivoire’s 19 political subdivisions. Meanwhile, Traditional faiths have been under severe pressure as Christian evangelization and Islam, supported by generous funds from Western and Islamic countries, respectively, have made significant inroads. Although Christian evangelization began with the arrival of French expeditions at the coast in the 17th century, it was not until the 19th century that Christianity began to gain roots.

The Bété are reputed to have been the earliest ethnic group to have converted to Christianity in Côte d’Ivoire. The spread of Christianity also coincided with the consolidation of France’s control over the country. Christianity was thus strongly represented among Westernized African elite who imbibed strong Western influence through contact with European colonialists. This has impacted the strong representation of Christianity in the official national calendar. The official preeminence of Catholicism was promoted by President Houphouët-Boigny who built a mammoth replica of the Basilica at the Vatican in the new national political capital at Yamoussoukro north of Abidjan, the economic capital. Yamoussoukro is home arguably the largest church in Africa, some would even say in the world, the Basilica of Our Lady of Peace, and also to the Grand Mosque reflecting a sometimes problematic competitive spirit that was an undercurrent of the 10-year national crisis of the country between 2002 and 2011.
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Ivorian Catholics pray during Christmas mass at the Saint Paul Cathedral of Abidjan. Christianity, Islam, and indigenous faiths are all strongly represented in Côte d’Ivoire. (Sia Kambou/AFP/Getty Images)

Meanwhile, Bible-believing Pentecostal churches, in particular the Charismatic and Prosperity strains, have made significant incursion into the Christian flock in the country, mainly in the south of Côte d’Ivoire. The Bété are recognized for their early widespread acceptance of Christianity. Islam is associated with a northern ethnic group. Although the national constitution declares Côte d’Ivoire a secular state, there is ambivalence about the legitimacy of Islam as integral to the Ivorian identity within official circles and in society. This was at the heart of the contentions that sparked the Ivorian civil war. Traditional Religion thrives along these main imported beliefs systems. Most Akan believe in Onyankupon, conceived as a supreme being. Also known as Nyame, it is not worshiped directly but is approached through intermediaries invoked through ritual sacrifices. In this faith, the human spirit is conceived as indestructible.

Traditional propitiation of ancestors in the north revolves around the notion of dual deities that play complementary roles in directing lives of the living. Divination is an integral part of religion, and the diviner’s role is largely prescriptive of courses of action to sustain the integrity and harmony of community life. They are prominent among the Lobi of the northeast.

Social Customs

Among the Akan and the Senofou in the north, social customs are derived from the practices of matriarchal lineage. Matriarchy is a form of social organization in which the mother or oldest female is the head of the family, and descent and relationship are reckoned through the female line in these communities. Individuals belong to their mother’s family group; power and land are passed down through a mother’s family line to her sister’s sons. Accordingly, social customs, including heritage and the system of the organization of the household, conform to the matriarchal system. Inheritance is passed on traditionally from maternal uncles to nephews. Maternal uncles are responsible for the upbringing of their nephews and nieces. Other ethnic groups are patriarchal and customs are male dominated. That is case with the Bété and Nyula, who pass down inheritance through the father’s line to the sons. In most traditional societies in Côte d’Ivoire, women do not have the right to inherit land, but only to use that of their husbands or families. Legislation was enacted in 1983 to allow women greater control of their property after marriage.

Social customs have traditionally derived from religion. As communal ceremonies, rites, and rituals are important to many traditional belief systems, ceremonial dancing, ancestor worship sacrifices, mask carving and ceremonies, fetish priest ceremonies, and divination ceremonies are integral to communal religious life. Within the context of the pervasive influence of traditional beliefs across religious divides especially in the south, death, especially of the old and aged, is interpreted as an important transformation from the realm of the living to the realm of the ancestors. The lineage organization revolves around the religious beliefs that are expressed in a ritual system that focuses on ancestral propitiation. Once a man reaches full maturity, he purchases a stool, which is considered an exclusive possession and an extension of his personality. Upon his death, this object is placed in a special room that serves as common repository for the lineage as a whole.

Generally, in Akan thought, a person is made up of two elements: the spiritual sunsum, or immortal part, and the okra, the platonic soul. Most Ivoirians believe that a person’s soul lives after death and a link is maintained between the spirit of the dead as an ancestor and the living. It is the responsibility of the ancestor to protect the living and the responsibility of the living to propitiate the ancestors. A life well lived is thus celebrated. Relatives spend a great deal of money to provide the proper funeral services and memorials for their loved ones, which usually take place 40 days after the death and involve dancing, drumming, singing, and feasting that goes on for days, even weeks.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Lifestyle and leisure in Côte d’Ivoire reflect the location of the individual in the clearly demarcated social hierarchy. At the apex of the social pyramid are French expatriates. They are associated with the best and exclusive clubs and in the company of the trendiest of escorts. It is the expectation that a senior Ivorian government official, including senior military officers, would have a wife, a mistress, and an alternative home abroad in Paris. Following traditions developed from the political evolution of the country when Ivorian parliamentarians served in the French parliament and hence lived abroad, the home of the Ivorian elite in Paris complements often tastefully furnished apartments in select neighborhoods of Cocody, Cocody extension, Deux Plateau, and Riviera that house the Golf Hotel, with its 18-hole golf course, in the economic capital of Abidjan. Once appointed into a high government post, it is conventional for the elevated to be offered such a perquisite of office by the government. Added to this would be a privately built country home to which most members of this class retreat from time to time. A weekend in Assini, with its good beaches further away from the more popular destination, Grand Bassam, provides another retreat for the wealthy.

Senior executives in government, military, or business are also expected to belong to Western fraternities. Membership in such exclusive fraternities may often be formally required or informally facilitates acceptance into the inner circles of politics and business. Members of this class also have strong linkages to prominent political and business families in Europe, in particular in France. Some of these are cemented through familial bonds in marriages consummated with white French women or mistresses who are more recognized than the legal or traditionally wedded spouse. The children of this class attend schools abroad under the watchful eyes of French godmothers, godfathers, and nannies.
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Disco dancing in Yopougon Township, near Abidjan. The nightlife is enjoyed by many in Côte d’Ivoire, particularly urban youths. (Nigel Dickinson/Alamy)

In Côte d’Ivoire, the middle class lounge in clubs like Life Star, a members-only watering hole. Bar des Sports, located at Rue du Commerce, Le Plateau, in Abidjan is the favorite bar among French expatriates. It caters to French tastes with French-designed interiors and instantly transports the homesick French expatriate to France. Discotheque de Vendome on Boulevard de Republique, Plateau, in Abidjan is a welcome destination. Treichville has a constellation of different bars for different classes of clients. The hoi-polloi are found on Rui Princess, a grass root boulevard that springs to life at night with incredible array of offerings for the adventurous. Other places of note include the following:

Butterfly Lounge

Highlights: live jazz music on Thursdays nights

Address: off Blvd de Marseille, Zone 4, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire

Jaguar Bar

Highlights: live music from Wednesdays to Sundays.

Address: Blvd Delafosse, Treichville, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire

Jamaica City

Highlights: inexpensive drinks and live bands that play reggae music.

Address: opposite Prima Center, Zone 4, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire

Le Cabane Bambou

Highlights: disco with live music

Address: Ave 27, Treichville, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire

P’tit Monde

Highlights: nice, pleasant interiors

Address: Blvd Delafosse, Treichville, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire

Scotch

Highlights: swanky bar with a swimming pool in the courtyard

Address: Blvd Delafosse, Treichville, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire

Underground performances of mapouka—a dance of scantily clad women gyrating at the waist in sensuous movements—is Côte d’Ivoire’s closest thing to a striptease show. It can be found in parts of Abidjan. Less provocative versions have made their way to mainstream entertainment places and dances.

The elite do most of the important shopping abroad, from Paris to Venice to the United States. Supplementary needs are offered and taken care of in Côte d’Ivoire at the shopping malls in Hypermarche Sokosse or Prima Center, among many others. Also, large typical African markets, some held in the open air, operate throughout the week. These markets stock everything from yam, rice, maize, and millet-based, locally processed farina to imported canned vegetables; assorted meats, including bushmeat (game); fresh and imported frozen fish; and condiments for traditional cuisine. Although they are found throughout the country, the largest markets are located in Abidjan: the Treichville, Abobo, Yopougon, and Adjame markets. In fact, the size and number of local markets are a reflection of the demography of the immediate town or even region. Along the margins of the markets, vendors sell fried or roasted plantains, roasted groundnuts (peanuts), and locally processed palm oil. The markets offer prepared foods for takeout. Smaller local markets are found throughout Côte d’Ivoire. These markets also serve as important meeting points where the banter and haggling between the sellers and buyers provide insights into the conditions of the state and the pulse of the larger society.

Well-known eateries in Abidjan include La Croissete, described as one of the city’s French best picks; La Aboussouan, which offers the haute cuisine versions of popular Ivorian dishes; Nuit de Saigon, which is Abidjan’s best Vietnamese restaurant; and Galarie Kajazoma, part art gallery and part restaurant noted for its Kedjenou. Wine is an essential complement to dining experience in Abidjan.

Employment

Labor laws date back to the French overseas labor code of 1952, which predates independence from France. The labor legislation allowed for collective bargaining, trade unions, and a government-set minimum wage. However, as the majority of the labor force works in agriculture or in the informal sector, the minimum wage does not apply. Forced labor is prohibited by law. As in most developing countries, measuring employment and unemployment remains difficult, especially as official figures available tend to paint a rosy picture due to their political implications. The concept of unemployment remains problematic in a largely agricultural society with no clear distinction between unemployment and underemployment. Due to methodological challenges, including defining the contribution of women who work in the home and who also make significant contribution to the subsistence sector of the agriculture-based economy, it remains difficult to determine the percentage of the population and proportion of women who are actually active in the labor force. However, it may be surmised that, in general, the national unemployment rate is estimated to be lower in the rural areas and higher in the urban areas.

Employment is a major problem for the government. Because of 10 years of difficulties in Côte d’Ivoire from 2000 to 2010, Ivorian youth cannot find jobs. The main sector where the government hopes to create more jobs for the youth is in the agriculture sector. The government’s agriculture program represents a US$4.5 billion investment between 2012 and 2016, from which it hopes to create 2.5 million jobs. The cocoa and coffee plantation system are the mainstay of the Ivorian economy. The country is also the largest exporter of cashew nuts and the largest producer of cocoa in the world.

The agricultural plantations, therefore, employ a significant proportion of the workers. Almost 70 percent of the labor force is engaged in commercial agro-plantation and subsistence agriculture, including livestock raising, forestry, or fishing. Both men and women work in the fields and harvest the crops. Men perform the heavier agricultural work, as well as mining, construction, and industrial work. Côte d’Ivoire’s major industries are agricultural: coffee, cocoa beans, bananas, palm kernels, corn, rice, manioc (tapioca), sweet potatoes, sugar, cotton, and rubber. Côte d’Ivoire also produces cotton fiber in the savanna. In the savanna belt, a significant proportion of the labor force is invested in the cotton farms. The region is the third-largest cotton producer in Africa, after Egypt and Sudan. Côte d’Ivoire exports about 80 percent of its crop.
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Women from a local cocoa farmers’ association process cocoa beans in Djangobo in eastern Côte d’Ivoire. These women belong to an all-female growers association, in which each member owns and plants her own field. (Thierry Gouegnon/Reuters/Corbis)

Meanwhile, Côte d’Ivoire has traditionally depended on foreigners for unskilled labor in the plantation. Due to political and sociological factors, poor migrants from Burkina Faso, Mali, and other parts of West Africa formed the bulk of unskilled labor in the agricultural plantations and in the construction sector. Immigrants traditionally have accounted for 70 percent to 80 percent of the unskilled labor force in the rural sector. According to official figures in 1988, the most recent for which figures are available, 81.8 percent of the salaried positions in the primary sector (agriculture and raw materials) were filled by non-Ivoirian Africans, while only 16.9 percent were filled by Ivoirians. This demographic change and its economic and political implication were at the heart of a decade of political crisis that destabilized the country.

Côte d’Ivoire emerged from a decade of political crisis in 2011. The most active group in the conflict was the unemployed youths who had missed the opportunity to acquire skills. Many of the unemployed youth are limited in terms of their productive capacity. Many have not experience a working life or a first job. Consequently, employment remains a major challenge in postconflict Côte d’Ivoire. The National Institute of Statistics estimates that 60 percent of Ivorians between the ages of 15 and 35 are unemployed. Migration into urban centers to seek illusory job openings and reluctance to return to the rural areas impede employment opportunities for many youth. About a half of the population of the country are estimated to live in Abidjan, the economic capital, and Bouake, further to the north.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Although women played an active role in the independence struggle at the grassroots level across French West Africa, including in Côte d’Ivoire, independence did not significantly change their traditional subordinate status to men. Improvements to achieve gender parity have been made over time, but the pace has been slow and women still lag behind. In Côte d’Ivoire, division of labor among the sexes permeates all facets of life, from the family to the community and also reflected in the disproportionate representation of males in national processes. Customs around marriage and the organization of family, as with division of labor between the sexes, are linked to social customs and religion. The subordinate status of women is manifest across all the social systems, matriarchal and patriarchal, in Côte d’Ivoire. In matriarchal societies, lineage lines are traced through women. However, in the critical aspect of land ownership, women are effectively discriminated against; they work land under the authority of male members of the line. As a result, the plantation economy, the mainstay of the national economy, is therefore largely under the control of men. Women cultivate subsistence crops, which earn them some money at the market, but this kind of farming exists on the sidelines of real commercial enterprise.

In rural areas, there is a clear division of labor on gender lines. Men are responsible for clearing the land and harvesting cash crops like cocoa, rubber, and coffee. Women are also discriminated against in securing critical loans, due to inability to meet the lending criteria of banking institutions. Since property is often in the name of the male, the ability to use a house as collateral for a loan to develop profitable cash crops, specifically coffee and cocoa, cannot be met by aspiring women entreprenuers or farmers. Women, therefore, tend vegetable gardens and other staples, and they keep the home, performing most household tasks. This traditional arrangement, which is unfavorable to women, is replicated across many sectors or facets of community and national life.

Since the national economy is dominated by the plantation economy, women are therefore disadvantaged and economically disenfranchised. This translates into marginalization of women in decision making at all levels, including the national political process, which is heavily male dominated. There are a few prominent women in leadership roles in politics, and their numbers have remained small over the years and into the post–civil war era. The first woman was elected to parliament in 1965. In 2005, only 8.5 percent of parliamentary seats were held by women.

However, changes in the law since the demise of President Houphouët-Boigny have brought improvement in the legal status and educational opportunities for women at all levels. The consequence has been significant movement of women into the highest levels of business and government. By 1987, about one-sixth of the students at the National University of Ivory Coast were women, and the number of women in the salaried workforce had also increased. In 2014, about one-fourth of the civil servants were women. They also occupy positions that were closed to them in the recent past, such as medicine, law, business, and university teaching. These improvements notwithstanding, Côte d’Ivoire has consistently ranked in the lowest quarter of the gender development index, dropping from 145 in 2005 to 166 out of 177 countries in 2007. Of the 156 countries with both human development and gender development index values, 150 countries have a better ratio than the Ivory Coast. Men still dominate positions in the civil service and the security sector, including the armed forces, the police, the foreign service, and top-level bureaucrats in immigration and customs. Although it is official government policy to encourage gender parity, there are significant challenges, mainly cultural in nature, in surmounting them.

Marriage is a union of two families, and the newlywed couple is an addition to a system of integrated kinship organized either through the patriarchal or matriarchal lineage. The family encompasses all the nuclear unions and their offspring within the lineage. The head of family is the lineage head who has a say, almost a final say, in the affairs of the lineage. Marriage may also entail a communal ceremony. Among the rural Senufo-Tagba, all the girls of a particular age set become brides at the same time. This transition from youth to womanhood takes place in a weeklong ceremony of ritual and celebration that is carried out once a year among the women of the village. The objective is harmony within the lineage, rather than the narrow well-being of a nuclear household constituted by a man, wife, and their children. This arrangement is in tension with modern developments, especially as lineage members settle in different places. The concept of the nuclear family has become ascendant as Western influences grow. Divorce rates are very high. Some estimates place the divorce rate in the country at one out of every two marriages ending in divorce. Meanwhile, the concept of deuxieme bureau, denoting the tendency for men to have second wives or mistresses outside the formal legal or church marriage, is common. Such informal liaisons, often rationalized on cultural grounds, are sometimes accorded recognition in social cycles and in Ivorian society in general.

Cuisine

The cuisine of Côte d’Ivoire follows the traditional African practice of a main base dish usually made up of processed tuber, grain, or plantain or even banana and accompanied by sauce, stew, or soup that is often cooked with a vegetable. The base of traditional cuisine of Côte d’Ivoire consists of tubers, grains, plantains, and vegetables grown locally. The principal food crops are the féculents or starches, which make up 76 percent of the value and 60 percent of the bulk of staples output. These are cassava, cocoyam, yam tubers, maize, sorghum, and millet grains as well as plantain. The base items are processed in a variety of ways to prepare the main dishes of Ivorian cuisine: boiling, steaming, frying, grilling, pounding, or mixing. These starches are often boiled in water, and a flour or farina are made from this array of base elements. The main dishes are accompanied by many types of soups, sauces, and gravies made from palm nut butter, okra, vegetables, and groundnuts. These constitute the base ingredients in soups, gravies, and sauces. Eggplant may be added to and cooked in the various soups and sauces. The ingredients are all locally sourced.

Fish comes from fresh water inland rivers as well as the sea and is either cooked directly in soups or sauces or smoked over fire for a particular flavor. Smoking dried fish is a local way to preserve it before introducing it into soups. Small fish, including crayfish, may be sun dried and ground into a powdery form then sprinkled into soups and sauces for a richer flavor. Chicken, pork, and beef feature prominently in Ivorian dishes. Large rodents, especially the grass cutter, initially trapped in the wild but now bred in captivity, are, as in most of West Africa, popular but expensive. Expensive menu items include bushmeat or game, either freshly killed or smoked. The types of bushmeat include antelope, deer, crocodile, and pheasants. These are only available in domestic settings. Large snails common to West Africa are eaten in sauce or grilled as a delicacy. The main condiments used in sauces, stew, gravies, and soups include pepper, alligator pepper, onions, tomato, and a variety of imported spices.

Various dishes are made by preparing variations of staple foods: cassava, yam, cocoyam, grains, and plantain. These items are boiled and pounded, fried, steamed, and grilled. They are combined in a variety of ways with different types of soups, sauces, and gravies. How the specific dishes are put together and served often reflects different ethnic and regional flavor palates. Grains feature more toward the north, while tubers and plantain are predominant in the south and the middle belt. Women pound millet and maize in large wooden mortars with pestles. Fish is much more common along the coastal regional regions. Chicken and beef are ubiquitous; pork is limited to the south.

Cassava, yam, and plantain are boiled and pounded either together or separately into foutou, a generic term for pounded paste made either from a tuber, plantain, or a combination of the two. It is traditional to the south of Côte d’Ivoire. In the north, farina or flour from millet, or sometimes rice, is mixed in boiling water to produce a grain foutou. Irrespective of whether it is made from tuber, grain, or plantain, foutou may be accompanied by different sauces, including sauce d’arachide (peanut soup), sauce gumbo (okra sauce), or even sauce de graine (palm butter/palm oil or a light sauce). The sauces, often liberally spiced with pepper and other condiments, contain fish, beef, or chicken. Kedjenou sauce contains meat or chicken steamed in a sauce of pepper, tomato, and onions cooked in vegetable or palm oil derived from the palm nut.

Locally grown vegetables like bitter leaf or pumpkin leaves may be cooked in a sauce of mixed peppers, onion, and tomato cooked with oil or groundnut paste with fish, chicken, or beef added. Ground melons are sometimes grilled. Alloco is plantain fried in slices or whole served with pepper stew or a chopped mix of steamed pepper, onions, and tomato. Attiu is made from corn paste and formed into balls that are served with any sauce or stew according to personal preference. Atcheke is grated, fermented cassava that is steamed and served with fish fried or fish grilled over open charcoal. It is served with mixed crushed pepper and onions that may be steamed or raw to give a very spicy taste.

Land snail is a delicacy that is cooked in a soup, stew, or sauce. It is also deep fried as a snack that may be served with alcoholic beverages or normal meals. Maquis are local restaurants. Some are open air, and they come in various sizes; here one can find a wide spectrum of Ivorian cuisine—from heavy foutou feasts to a snack of land snail served alone or with alloco. Palm wine and home-brewed beer are favorites for entertainment and are prominent at local ceremonies and festivals in the south.

Dress

As with everything else, dress in Côte d’Ivoire reflects the strong influence of ethnoregional culture. The Akan couture is dominated by the profusion of traditionally handwoven colorful kente and lavish gold jewelry, reminiscent of the famed gold mines that, in the days of the old Ghana empire, were so plentiful they depressed the price of gold worldwide. The term “one guinea” derives from the golden era of the Ahanti. The kente cloth is only matched in its prevalence by the extensive use of gold chains and nuggets as the main accessory for both Akan men and women. Men throw large, expensive, handwoven, brightly colored kente around one shoulder, usually over a white shirt and matched with sandals. Traditional sandals are made from wood and leather straps that are often dyed to match. Men wear long gold chains around their necks; these chains often flow down to their navels. Women wear blouses; the color depends on the occasion. They typically wrap the kente from the waist down. Akan women match their men in the lavishness of the gold jewelry; they are bejewelled from the neck to gold bands on their ankles. Beads also complement the kente, in particular for women.

The adinkra, dyed cotton in various colors with traditional patterns and symbols, is also used, usually for solemn occasions. The patterns are highly symbolic. Adinkra is historically traced to a defeated Gyaman king accused of replicating the Asante golden stool; he was killed for assaulting the symbol of the internal cohesion of the Ashanti nation. The adinkra traditionally features 15 stamped symbols and patterns, including nsroma (stars), dono ntoasuo (double dono drums), and diamonds that were made by using carved calabash stamps and a vegetable-based dye. Although currently portrayed as an Ashanti cultural heritage, adinkra and its symbols are believed to have their origins among the Gyaman in Côte d’Ivoire. Adinkra means “goodbye” and has become the dress of choice for funerals. In the past, adinkra cloths were only worn by royalty and spiritual leaders for funerals and other very special occasions. They are now worn by anyone, stylishly wrapped around women or men on any special occasion.

Among the Kru, the tapa cloth is preeminent. Handwoven and thrown on the shoulders by men and wrapped by women, it is also used as a headgear that is draped around the forehead by men and in the manner of the West African gele or traditional head gear. The tapa, which may also have colorful patterned lines or squares, is also matched with gold in chains, trinkets, and arm accessories.

From the north of Côte d’Ivoire, the Senofou adorn a handwoven cotton cloth with alternate dark blue and white vertical lines. The cloth may also be woven in patterned squares that men wrap across the waist. In rites of passage ceremonies for young women, the tapa is prominent. Young women tie the tapa well below breast line leaving the upper torso uncovered to reflect the fecundity of the tribe. Mature women tie the tapa above the breast line but expose the chest. The Guerre wear handwoven cotton material that is sewn into traditional African shirts. The shirt is embroidered along the deeply cut neck. The Dan and Yacouba employ the same material for a more elaborate African flowing gown. In both cases, they are matched with caps made from the same material.

The basic elements of Ivorian couture have been creatively modified to attract a generation of young Ivorians intent on dressing in other styles reflected around the globe. Contemporary Ivorians wear clothes made of wax cloth produced in Europe. Its ascendance reflects the hierarchy of power and impact of cultural imperialism and their economic implications. Ivorian popular couture is based on the use of imported wax cloth that mimics traditional designs. On serious occasions, such as weddings, Ivorians abandon their European imports to wear their traditional kentes and dida tappa wedding clothes. Bureaucrats and government functionaries typically wear Western shirts, suits, and ties.

Sports and Games

Football or soccer is the most popular sport in Côte d’Ivoire. It is played in all parts of the country, from large towns to rural villages. Côte d’Ivoire’s national soccer team, the Elephants, has been ranked over the years by the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) as one of the best teams on the African continent. The Elephants have always boasted a large squad of some of the best African players playing in the various European leagues. Some of the best-known names include the captain of national team Didier Drogba and Yahaya Toure; both of them at different times have won the annually contested title of the best African football player of the year. Other names of highly regarded Ivorian football players in the European league are Salomon Kalou and Kolo Toure.

As in many other African countries, although every town boasts of at least a football team, the Ivorian domestic league suffers from the ambition of the best talents to play in the more financially rewarding European leagues. The exodus of the best players has affected the quality of the domestic leagues and the shrinking of the regional fame of Côte d’Ivoire’s best local teams. Côte d’Ivoire hosted the 14th Africa Cup of Nations, the soccer championship of Africa organized by the Confederation of African Football. Côte d’Ivoire lost to Nigeria, who eventually won the tournament, in the semifinals of the 2014 Africa Cup of Nations hosted by South Africa. The national football team has played in the World Cup twice, in Germany in 2006 and in South Africa in 2010. Côte d’Ivoire also qualified to play in the 2014 FIFA World Cup. The country plays other sports and has been host for several major African sporting events. In 2013, Côte d’Ivoire hosted the African Basketball Championship. Rugby is also played in the country.

Côte d’Ivoire has competed in the Summer Olympics since 1964. In the 2012 Summer Oympics in London, Côte d’Ivoire was represented by a delegation of 10 Olympians who competed in six sports, including archery. Six of the 10 competitors were women. Muriel Ahoure, sprinter, was a medal hopeful. She qualified for the finals in her two events.

Festivals and Holidays

Given its geographical location, Côte d’Ivoire presents a variety of cultural practices of communities that have had to adapt to both forest and savanna environments. This translates into a rich cultural mosaic and religious belief systems that are deeply expressed in cultural practices and the celebration of festivals associated with them. Festivals in Côte d’Ivoire revolve around Traditional Religious beliefs that are entrenched in the cultural calendar of the community and are thus regionally, or even locally, focused. Many of the local festivals have developed national flavor and international appeal. As communal festivals, the rituals are important to the practice of indigenous religions. The rituals entail ceremonial dancing, pouring of libations, sacrifices to the ancestors, mask carving, mask outing ceremonies, priestly devotions, and divination. Traditional festivals have strong symbols used to invoke and propitiate the ancestors, reinforce important indigenous values, and to strengthen bonds within the community. In more recent, postconflict times, traditional festivals have been imbued with symbolism to advance harmonious intercommunal relationships and to promote peace at the national level. The communal character distinguishes festivals from national civic holidays that celebrate or commemorate important dates in national history such as Independence Day. National holidays also celebrate important global religious Christian and Muslim festivals.

Festivals

Annual Yam Festival

One of the most important festivals among the Akan is the annual yam festival. It is part festival and part ritual, which serves as a memorial service for the dead and asks for their protection in the future. It is also time of thanksgiving for good harvests. An important element in the yam festival is a ritual of purification at the shrine that helps to purge the community of evil influences.

Fêtes des Masques (Festival of Masks)

Arguably, Côte d’Ivoire’s most famous festival is the Fêtes des Masques (Festival of Masks). It takes place in the region of Man in November. During the festival, numerous small villages in the region and villagers, wearing colorful costumes and masks, hold contests to determine the best dancers. The dancing is to pay homage to the spirits of the departed elders who are embodied in the elaborate masks. The dancing masks are often symbolic of the return of the spirits to commute with world of the living.

Feast of Dipri

This eccentric April celebration is held in the town of Gomon, where people perform different kinds of rituals in order to exorcise and drive evil spirits out of the village. The event starts at midnight and continues until late afternoon the following day.

Carnival in Bouaké

The Bouaké carnival is a modern invention of the Ivorian celebration of Mardi Gras that is held in Bouaké in March each year. The weeklong carnival that starts with a trade fair is one of the most well-attended events in Côte d’Ivoire.

National Civic/Religious Holidays

Independence Day

Ivory Coast’s Independence Day is celebrated on August 7 each year to commemorate the country’s liberation from France. The event is marked across the country by various cultural activities, including an official parade of the armed forces, police, and paramilitary groups and immigration officers. Lively performances by national and private troupes entertain at official and private functions to commemorate the occasion. Festivities may linger on for a day or two.

Muslim Festivals

Major Muslim holidays are celebrated and observed in the Ivory Coast. These include the period of fasting known as Ramadan and the post-Ramadan feast known as Eid al-Fitr. Maulud, to commemorate the birth of Muhammad, and Tabaski, or the Feast of the Sacrifice, is observed by religious families. The event dates vary according to the lunar calendar. As is the practice in West Africa, Muslim festivals are timed according to local sightings of various phases of the moon. The dates cited for the festival in the national calendar are approximations. During the lunar month of Ramadan that precedes Korité (End of Ramadan), Muslims fast during the day and feast at night, and normal business patterns may be interrupted. Some disruption may continue into Korité itself. Korité and Tabaski (Feast of Sacrifice) may last up to several days, depending on the region.

Below are listed Public Holidays for January to December 2014.

January 1, New Year Day

January 14, Mouloud (Birth of the Prophet)

April 21, Easter Monday or Dyngus Day

May 1, Workers or Labor Day (May Day)

May 29, Ascension of Jesus

June 9, Whit Monday or Pentecost Monday

August 7, Independence Day

August 15, Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary

August 8, Eid al-Fitr (End of Ramadan)

November 1, All Saints or Hallows Day

October 26, Eid al-Adha (Feast of the Sacrifice)

December 25, Christmas Day

Christmas Day

Christmas begins with evening church services that may start on Christmas Eve (December 24). The duration of Christmas church services varies from church to church. Different church denominations also have their established traditions of celebrating Christmas. Although worship styles vary, they are often characterized by singing, group dancing, poetry recitation, skits, testimonies, prayers, and a sermon. Communities across the entire country, irrespective of religious affiliations, join in the celebration of Christmas. Ivoirian Christians do not exchange gifts on Christmas. They wait until the New Year to signal good prosperity. Holidays that fall on Sunday are often observed the following Monday.

Music and Dance

As in most of Africa, drumming, music, and dancing in Côte d’Ivoire have their roots in social and religious rites. In Africa, music has been the vessel for the transmission of local history and folklore from one generation to the other. Drumming, music, and dance are very important; they are highly symbolic and carry meanings in clearly defined situations. Drumming, music, and dance feature in all facets of life, from childbirth, ritual, war, and celebration. Music and dance are contextual; there is an appropriate and inappropriate situation for different kinds of music and dance among groups in Côte d’Ivoire. These attributes of traditional Ivorian music and dance have been carried over into modern music.

Against this background, traditional and modern music are distinct in Côte d’Ivoire. Yet modern Ivoirian music, including thriving Christian praise worship songs—coupled with a peculiar dress code featuring white handkerchiefs and dance steps—draw heavily from the rich tapestry of traditional music and dance. Artists of the modern musical genre, notwithstanding the clear external, regional, and international influences, are also distinguished by the local traditions that inform their beats and in which they are rooted. Dance and music in Côte d’Ivoire are also rooted in religion and culture. Accordingly, traditional music and dance forms are associated with various ethnoregional communities. Each of the ethnic groups are associated with its own folk music and dance principles.

The musical instruments of the ethnoregional groups are often sourced from the immediate environment. Among the Akan-speaking peoples of the south, where timber is widely available, wooden drums of different sizes and heights are formed from dried tropical wood that is then hollowed out and and covered in hide. The drums, drum beats, and related dance steps are associated with different occasions, such as royalty, ritual, funeral, and war. Drumming, music, and dance are important as a medium of communication. For ages, drums have occupied a very important position in the cultural life of the Akan. For example, in times of invasion, when one ethnic group attacked another, the fighting men (known as the asafo) were quickly summoned through the medium of the drum, usually the donno. The drum was used to convey information to the people, such as when the ohene (king) or chief in the community passes away. In addition, the drum is used during social gatherings, such as annual festivals, and during the installation of a chief.

The donno or atoungblan is a tall, heavy wooden drum that usually stands on wooden tripods or legs. It is often beaten with crosssticks made of wood branches to announce imminent danger. Also, a wide-surfaced, cavernous drum that comes in various sizes is beaten with the palms of the hands. Flutes, traditionally made from the bones of enemies killed in battle, are now made from wood. Mmong the forest peoples of Côte d’Ivoire, musicians use dried and hollowed-out wood that they stand up vertically or lay horizontally across the floor. They strike the drums with slim, lightweight wood branches. The drums are part of the ensemble of musical instruments, which include the talking drum, djembe, kpalogo, shekere (youroo), akombe, and cleavers. The drums are typically made with local materials such as gourds, animal skins, and horns.

These all form the instruments of traditional music. Much of traditional music is choral, reflecting the community base of entertainment. However, traditional solo music has been the main strength of the griot, particularly among the northern Mande. The griots serve as entertainers but, more importantly, as custodians of the memory of lineages. They are reputed as singers of truth and power in traditional societies.

The asafo dance is associated with war among the Akan. The asafo is the warrior class charged with the defense of the Ashanti state. Unlike the asafo dance, the adowa dance is reputed for its elegant steps and enjoyed as light entertainment. It is gracefully done by both sexes and infused with meanings that only initiates can decipher. The abissa dance, a purification dance, is associated with the Nzema. It is integrated into modern zoblazo music, made famous in the 1990s by Frederick Meiway, a well-known, popular artist with a reputation that extends beyond the West African coast.

To the north, the calabash and locally grown, hollowed-out gourds are important elements in music making. The talking drum is a miniature two-faced drum built by hollowing out dried wood and covering it with hide on both sides. The hide is secured by taut leather ropes that can be adjusted to achieve the right tonality. It is ubiquitous in West Africa. The use of the wooden xylophone and percussion defines music from the north of Côte d’Ivoire.

The Madinke are famous for their drumming and also for a traditional musical instrument called the kora. The kora is a 21-stringed guitarlike instrument made out of a halved, dried, and hollowed-out gourd covered with cow or goat skin. The strings are made of fishing line, which is traditionally made from cow’s tendons. It is played to accompany a griot’s singing or simply on its own.

Some consider western Côte d’Ivoire the most respected region for traditional dancing. A group of 300 may participate in a traditional dance ceremony. These dance ceremonies include the temate of Facobly, which pays homage to benevolent spirits for a good rice harvest. Another dance is one for hunters called Gouessesso et Danane (dance ceremonies of the Gouah); it is a collective gesture of the gratitude of young initiates to benevolence of God.

Some consider Ernesto Djedje the father of Ivorian popular music. The gbegbe music, a rhythm with roots in traditional Bété music, has become part of the popular music. Luckson Padaud’s laba laba draws heavily from the Bété musical tradition of ziglibithy, generally believed to have created by Djedje. Other prominent performers of this genre are Soeurs Comoe, Frere Djatys, and Sery Simplice. Other traditional music includes the coupé décalé, music with a very percussive beat and few lyrics.

Traditional music in African communities is understood as a force for change; it possesses a natural capacity to impact its environment. Its plays a significant role in both the material and institutional aspects of African culture. Popular modern artists in Côte d’Ivoire like Alpha Blondy and Tiken Jah Fakoly incorporate traditional musical elements and have achieved international fame. Directly influenced by reggae traditions from Jamaica, their messages typically accentuate a messianic fervor given the mass disillusionment with the activities of political elites.

Blondy sings politically motivated songs in his native languages of Dioula, French, and English. Blondy, born Seydou Koné, was born to a Muslim father and a Christian mother and was brought up by a grandmother who taught him to love everyone. This background is reflected in Blondy’s calls for respect for all religions and for the spirituality of all people. His is a profound message in a country divided along ethnoreligious lines that led to unprecedented bloodshed during the 10-year civil war. Blondy was named United Nations Ambassador of Peace for Côte d’Ivoire in 2005.

Fakoly, Côte d’Ivoire’s other well-known international star, sings lyrics designed to sensitize and wake up the consciences of leaders to the many injustices in Côte d’Ivoire and all over Africa. He was declared persona non grata in Senegal after criticizing former Senegalese president Abdulaye Wade, who sought to prolong his tenure in violation of the constitutional term limit and was suspected of preparing his son Kareem to succeed him in office. In addition, classical music is making an entry into the musical mix through the Abidjan Orchestral Ensemble.
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International reggae sensation Alpha Blondy headlines the open-air stage at the 2011 Womad Festival in Wiltshire, United Kingdom. Born in Dimbokro, Côte d’Ivoire, Alpha Blondy has produced hit songs in English, French, and Dioula, among other languages. His lyrics are often a social and political critique. (Samir Hussein/Getty Images)

Visual Art

Art has many varieties of expression in Côte d’Ivoire, including painting, sculpture, and dancing. All are rooted in the culture and religion of the various peoples of the country. In some communities, such as the Senoufou, diviners play an important role in art. Diviners participate in the arts to foster personal relationships with the spirit world and to enhance communication between nature spirits and humans.

Sculpture is the most prominent of traditional art forms in the country. It is highly symbolic, especially in its close association with the communal notion of the sacred, in its representation as a symbolic link between ancestors and the recently deceased, and in its use as a medium of invocation of the deities, large or small.

Given the important transcendental role of masks to various communities, especially in the south of Côte d’Ivoire, masks are the prevalent art form. The variety and intricacy of masks created by the people of the Ivory Coast are rivaled by few. Masks serve as communal vehicles to worship and celebrate. They are, therefore, loved and at the same time held in awe by the living. In their celebratory roles, masks are worn at festivals, in which case the mask is representative of the fleeting reincarnation of ancestors. During important parts of the festivities, the ancestors are feted and given supplications for their intervention in helping the living members of the lineage surmount challenges.

However, the spirits of particular masks may also be malicious, depending on the circumstances and contexts of their invocation. This is exemplified among the Senoufou, where a particular mask form is known as the kulié or “face of the dead.” Families who own kulié masks use them in public dances during agricultural celebrations and funerary ceremonies.

Masks are also associated with age-grade ceremonies or rites of passage. Prominent among these is the Poro society for men and Sande society for women across the forest region. Poro (or lô) is a universal age-grade initiation association common to all Senufo communities in West Africa. Much of the region’s artistic productions are attributed to this institution. Poro associations, restricted to men, also maintain similar face masks in performances to honor deceased members. Accordingly, only initiates who are closely associated with the particular genealogy of a mask can wear the mask, including ceremonial masks. Each mask is believed to possess a soul or life force. When a person’s face comes in contact with the inside of the mask, the person symbolically acquires the essence of the entity the mask represents.

The Baoule, Yacouba, and Senoufou are famed for their wood carvings. Wood carvings may represent spirits. Sculptures in that genre are often referred to as ndebele, madebele, and tugubele among the Senufo in northern Côte d’Ivoire. Among the Senoufou, statues of the Ancient Mother, the spiritual mother of the initiates and the community, are kept in a sacred grove. The main difference between the wooden statues and a mask is that the latter is highly mobile and an active participant in various rites and ceremonies.

Traditional Painting

The Senoufou, Baoule, and the Bété are renowned for their traditional painting skills. Recently, the introduction of the annual weeklong Marche d’Arts Spectacle Abidjan (MASA) in Abidjan has introduced a major cultural event to the calendar. MASA has brought a new dimension to the reputation and life on Rue Princesse with the participation of old and young artists and sculptors exposed to a mix of local and international art buffs.

Cinema

Cinema is an emerging art form in Côte d’Ivoire. With no more than two cinema houses in the capital, Abidjan, Ivorians get most of their visual entertainment from television. Film production is in its infancy, and it is struggling to make an impact in the face of a lack of sources to fund the industry. Côte d’Ivoire does not have a film school and has produced fewer than a hundred movie titles since 2004. Movies produced in the country include Coupé décaler by Fadiga Demilano, Les bijoux du sergeant Digbeu (The Jewels of Sergeant Digbeu) by Alex Quassy, Signature by Alain Guikou, and Un homme pour deux soeurs (A Man for Two Sisters) by Marie-Louisse Asseu. Abel Kouame produced Pokou, Princesse Ashanti (Pokou, the Ashanti Princess) in 2013. The government has created an agency to fund movies, but its impact may not be realized until the future.

Architecture and Housing

Architecture varies among the various ethnic groups in Côte d’Ivoire. Architecture and housing are differentiated and characterized by attempts to enhance the function of structures within specific social arrangements. In addition, the use of locally available materials across the various climatic regions within the country contributes to the differentiation and unique character of architecture in the country. The designs are influenced by religious and philosophical ideas undergirding societal life among the various peoples of Côte d’Ivoire. Indeed, in both the traditional and modern settings, key architectural masterpieces are associated with religious sites and expressions of the idea of the sacred and social standing within the communities.

Among the Akan of southeast Côte d’Ivoire, architectural forms replicate practices of the Akan main group in Ghana, especially in Kumasi. Akan architecture is not only elaborate in terms of function and building technology but also presents, as a reflection of the people and their spirit of independence, a variety of forms and design principles that encode expressive messages. The buildings are often suffused with symbolism that reflects social standing in the traditional setting. The central compound house, fihankra, is expressive of the communal character of living, particularly close family ties among members of the lineage. It is a creative employment of rectangles dominated by a central quadrangle with rooms on all of the four sides. The typical house, whether designed for human habitation or for the deities, normally consists of four separate, rectangular, single-room buildings set around an open courtyard. The inner corners of adjacent buildings are linked by means of splayed screen walls, whose sides and angles could be realigned to correct any required changes in the original design and layout.

The multiroom rectangular building with an open courtyard found in Akan houses, as captured by the fihankra symbol, marks the Akan concept of private and public space. The Akan fihankra building used as a home demarcates between the fie (inside, private) and abonten (outside, public). In traditional Akan society, the use of symbols on walls is associated with the ahenfie (the king’s palace) or royalty.

Religious symbols are pervasive in special spaces created for the sacred. Among the Akan, Nyame dua (God’s altar) is a tree stump that may be found in front of houses or in the open courtyard of the fihankra. The symbol signifies God’s presence and God’s protection. The tree stump may hold a pot to catch direct rainwater, which is considered holy water for religious ceremonies. Traditionally, roofs were thatched; corrugated iron sheets are now more frequently used. As in the southeast, houses among the Kru and other peoples of the southwestern forest zone may be either rectangular or round. Homesteads often delineate the public from the private space. Living homes are concentrated around a central and public domain. The public domain, a large quadrangle, is where the elders meet to deliberate on community and family affairs.

The Malinke of the northwestern part of the country have a rich history of traditional architecture. They employ the traditional baked-mud system associated with Sudano-Sahelian architecture. Through this method, they build round houses of mud and sun-dried brick covered by a conical thatched roof. Fences surround the dwellings, which are clustered in compounds. This art was very advanced as evidenced in the old earthern mosques in the village of Sorobango, near Bondoukou in northern Côte d’Ivoire, recorded in 1892 by Captain Louis Gustave Binger. The mosques featured a series of cones rising to five stories built from baked mud that have survived the elements over many centuries. Calls to prayer are still heard from the mosque.

Modern architecture is illustrated in the replica of the Basilica commissioned by President Houphouët-Boigny. The Basilica of Our Lady of Peace of Yamoussoukro, constructed between 1985 and 1989 at a cost of US$300 million, is dedicated to Our Lady of Peace in Yamoussoukro. The design of the dome and encircled plaza are clearly inspired by those of the Basilica of Saint Peter in the Vatican City, although it is not an outright replica. The cornerstone was laid on August 10, 1985, and consecrated on September 10, 1990, by Pope John Paul II. With a capacity for 18,000 worshippers, it was reputed as the largest church in the world. The mosque in Bondoukou is also impressive.

Literature and Oral Traditions

As with most African societies, oral literature—storytelling, folktales, and poetry—play a prominent role in the transmission of culture. Communal values are embedded in myths that support the continuity of the community’s understanding of the cosmos, its locus in this cosmos, and the values that sustain them. Oral traditions are thus functional instruments that cut across the spectrum of communities in Côte d’Ivoire. The griot is the vessel for the transmission of these. But beyond this, oral traditions codify the genealogy of families and the history of the clan, tribe, and the nation. It is also intertwined with the religious. Hence, despite the inroads made by Christianity and Islam, sacred chants persist in the oral traditions of the Malinke, the Bété, the Akan, and all communities in Côte d’Ivoire. Modern African literature owes much to traditional oral literature, literature written in local languages, and literature produced by ancestors. To ignore the continuity is to deny one’s legacy.

Ivorian written literature faces the same challenges and dilemmas confronting any African writer. Ivorian writer Veronique Tadjo sums up this sentiment when she affirms that African literature will bring nothing to world literature if it is a replica of Western literature: if the writers are just good, obedient apprentices ready to sacrifice to be accepted by leading Western publishers. French is the dominant language for written literary expression in Côte d’Ivoire.

Bernard Dadie is the most prominent Ivorian writer of the 20th century. Famed for his pioneering effort as a playwright in his work Assemiwen Dehyle, he also wrote the novel Climbie. The first generation of Ivorian writers also includes Gérard Aké Loba, born in Abobo in 1927. He won the Grand prix littéraire d’Afrique noire in 1961 for his novel Kocumbo, l’étudiant noir. Later he joined politics and was elected to the parliament as a representative for Abobo. He was mayor of Abobo in Abidjan from 1985 to 1990. He died in 2012 Aix-en-Provence, France. Ahmadou Kourouma was born in 1927 and died in 2003 in Lyon, France. He was awarded the Livre Inter Prize and the Grand prix littéraire d’Afrique noire in 1999 for En attendant le vote des bêtes sauvages. In 2000, he recieved the Renaudot prize for Allah n’est pas obligé (Allah Is Not Obliged), whose characters strictly define and divide themselves as Muslim, Christian, or animist. Because Kourouma sets his story in the middle of the civil wars that burned through Liberia and Sierra Leone in the 1990s, the characters’ similarities are more apparent than their differences: Everyone is equally corrupt, violent, and power hungry.


The Griot as a Force for Change

The role of the traditional musician in African communities as force for change has been inherited by modern-day popular and populist artists in Cote d’Ivoire. These artists, consciously or unconsciously, make contributions to both material and institutional aspects of their culture. This is expressed in the careers of Alpha Blondy and Tiken Jah Fakoly, who are the most popular reggae artists in Cote d’Ivoire and have succeeded internationally, as well. During the civil war, many looked to the musicians to air popular sentiments abjuring the inability of the political class to find a pacific solution to the national crisis. Some artists were also critical of the meddlesomeness of international forces that aggravated the problems of the country.



Other key writers include Pierre Dupre, Jean-Marie Adiaffi, Isaie Biton Koulibaly, Zeguoa Gbessi Nokan, Tidiane Dem, Amadou Kone, Grobil Zirigon, and Paul Yaw Akoto. South Africa–based Veronique Tadjo, born in 1955, is a writer, poet, novelist, and artist. With the experience of living and working extensively in African countries and in the diaspora, she identifies herself as pan-African—and not merely in a political sense as this identification colors her literary interventions. The pan-African sentiment is amply reflected in the subject matter, amorphous structures, indistinct locales, imagery, and allusions associated with her work. For Tadjoe, through creativity, the writer attempts to put some order into chaos. She looks beyond the destruction to let life in again and reaffirms our humanity. Her novel Reine Pokou (Queen Pokou) received the prestigious Grand prix littéraire d’Afrique noire in 2005. Fatou Boli Flore Hazoume and Gina Dick are other notable literary women.

The primary challenge for Ivorian writers is the lack of domestic publishing houses and a domestic market. Accordingly, most potential writers have to go into exile to write and eventually have to align their writings to conform to the tastes of European readers and publishers. Tadjo argues, “How can a writer define himself or herself out of the social context from which he or she emerges—that is to say the African continent?” (“Veronique Tadjo’s Literary Pan Africanism”). That is the challenge bedeviling not only Ivorian but also African literature.

Media

The Ivorian media is fundamentally partisan; it reflects the strong influence of diverse media ownership interests in the country. Although the legislature has introduced a number of laws to promote freedom of the press and of information, visible abuses occur due to extreme partisanship that tends to distort public discourse and foment hatred in the unstable country. Every administration tends to accommodate the excesses of the media aligned to it and, at the same time, tries to constrain the freedom and influence of rival newspapers through periodic bans and incarceration of journalists.

The state controls the largest radio stations, including the only one with national reach and political content; it owns 2 of the 13 major radio stations in the country. It also controls Fraternité Matin, the daily newspaper with the largest circulation in the country, a news agency, and the national television station Radiodiffusion Télévision Ivoirienne (RTI). This control of media outlets gives the government and the party in power significant leverage to manipulate news and information. The country’s 14 television stations are broadcast on 900,000 television sets to approximately 9 million potential viewers.

The literacy rate is 48.6 percent. Whether electronic or print, Ivorian media is essentially French. In the early 21st century, daily newspaper circulation rates were low: 16 per 1,000 people compared to 228 in the United States, 237 in France, and 14 in neighboring Liberia. Partisan editorials and biased news coverage closely reflect the influence of political party ownership of media in the country. The main newspapers include the government-owned Fraternite Matin and Ivoire Soir; Le Patriote, owned by the president’s RDR party; progovernment Nord-Sud; the Nouveau Revel, established by the PDCI; Notre Voie of the FPI; La Jour; AFP-Côte d’Ivoire; proestablishment Abidjan.net; and pro-Gbagbo Ivorien.net. The newspapers are the veritable battleground upon which the parties try to establish their partisan bases. According to Zio Moussa (2012: 29), they are the “voice and amplification box of political parties and their activists” and orchestrate “political violence, verbal and physical violence” to increase the power of “armchair journalists.” Accordingly, most Ivorian journalists are trained in France.

Freedom House, an independent watchdog organization, observed that, in 2012, the media environment in Côte d’Ivoire showed marked improvements as the country continued to recover from the previous year’s violence in the wake of a disputed presidential election. Improvements have included a generally less restrictive legal and political environment and a decrease in harassment and attacks on foreign and local journalists. It is also observed that there is greater space for critical reporting and radio and television airwaves have opened up to private broadcasters. Some of these developments may be attributed to attempts to advance national reconciliation in postconflict Côte d’Ivoire. However, the end of the civil war and the incarceration of former president Laurent Gbagbo at the Hague has not dampened the partisanship of Ivorian media.

The Observatory for Press Freedom and the Professional Code of Ethics (OLPED) was established in 1995 to protect the integrity of media through the promotion and defense of press freedom; protection of people’s right to free, complete, honest, and accurate information; and assurance that a professional code of ethics, norms of social ethics, and the security of journalists are observed. The establishment of OLPED occurred at the height of political tensions and followed political uncertainty after the practice of life presidency was ended in 1993. The establishment of OLPED in 1995 took place at a decisive turning point between the death of Félix Houphouët-Boigny and his succession through the ballot box. Its creation emphasized the lack of professional ethics displayed in the Ivorian media. The intense struggle for power that began around 1993 was reminiscent of the role of the Rwandan media in the mass exterminations that took place in that country in 1994. OLPED was an attempt—and ultimately a futile one—to keep Côte d’Ivoire from the fate that befell Rwanda.

Lack of professionalism remains a major issue for the media in Côte d’Ivoire. Against this backdrop, even media regulatory bodies such as the National Press Council (CNP) have been compromised. Under the Gbagbo government, the CNP frequently suppressed critical journalism. Freedom House affirms that the pattern has persisted under the Ouattara presidency; the CNP largely works on behalf of the government. The paper Le Temps has been called out for its role in inciting hatred. As of 2012, pro-Gbagbo papers also continued to face regulatory pressure. Pro-Gbagbo partisans have taken to the Internet to propagate their cause and to counterbalance the heavily proestablishment slant of the state media and RDR-sympathetic media. Despite the decline in the media in the south, particularly in Abidjan, reports from the north indicate that access to news and information remained very limited in districts now largely controlled by local warlords.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Djibouti

Major Cities: Djibouti, Ali Sabieh, Tadjoura, Dikhil, Obock, Arta, Holhol

Population: 810,179 (July 2014 est.)

Languages: French (official), Arabic (official), Somali, Afar

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Somali (60 percent); Afar (35 percent); other (includes French, Arab, Ethiopian, and Italian) (5 percent)

Religions: Islam (94 percent); Christianity (6 percent)



Introduction

One of Africa’s smallest countries, the Republic of Djibouti is not only a rare example of stability in the Horn of Africa, it is also a place rich in culture and traditions. Throughout its history, Djibouti’s favorable location played a role to attract visitors as well as resources needed for its sustenance. For thousands of years, Djibouti, like its neighbors, flourished in the Horn of Africa and had been known to ancient geographers and seafarers before European colonists arrived. The area was famous for its trading activities in imported cloths, firearms, salt, coffee, wax, hides, perfumes, and slaves. The country’s location also contributes to its poor performance in its drive toward food self-sufficiency. Djibouti has little arable land and few goods for export and must import most of its food. Recently, the country has gained attention and economic support from France and the United States because of its stance against international terrorism and for providing a military base for both the French and the Americans.

The area we know today as Djibouti remained under the traditional leadership of the Afars and the Issas for several centuries. The Afar Sultanate of Rahaita ruled in the north, Tadjourah in the west, and Gobaad in the southern parts of present-day Djibouti. Some parts of the west fall under the Sultanate of Awsa. The Issas, on the other hand, were subject to Ougas rule in the southeast of the territory. However, there was no clearly defined territorial demarcation or common political framework that tied them together. The two groups came for the first time under one rule during the French colonial era.

The country as we know it today was also a by-product of European colonial expansion into Africa. France, in the late 19th century, created the territory of French Somaliland precipitated by British occupation of Egypt during the era of European imperialism, or what had been aptly phrased as the “scramble for Africa.” During that period, colonial powers created spheres of influence and introduced systems of rule for economic and political reasons. In order to have a firm grip on their conquered territories, colonial powers also practiced divide and rule as they imposed the superiority of one ethnic group over the other. In Djibouti, this division continued to affect the populations even to this day.

The nucleus of the modern state of Djibouti was formed after 1859. In 1862, the French concluded a treaty with the local Afar sultan of Obock and began to promote friendly relations with the local Afar chiefs. Due also to increasing European involvement in the area, such as Italy’s expansion from its Eritrean base at Assab and the British activities in Egypt, France needed a base on the East African coast. In 1892, Obock was abandoned in favor of Djibouti City, which became the capital. The city was designed by the French with all the major government institutions placed in the center of the town. The city grew fast and became a magnet for both Djiboutians living the countryside and migrants from other African countries, Arabia, and Asia including some European countries. From the 1890s, the French signed various treaties with the ruling Afar and Somali sultans, arrangements that lasted until the mid-1940s. Under these treaties, the area became known as Côte française des Somalis (French Somali Coast) and remained a French territory until 1977, when it gained independence from France.

At independence, Djibouti inherited enormous political, social, and economic problems because the French had not adequately addressed the divisions between the ethnic groups, the Afar, the Issas (Somalis), and Gadabursi. Some of these groups have been in close contact for centuries but, despite this friendliness, issues of political and social differentiation persisted between them. The French colonial administrators relied on the Afars and the Issa Somalis marginalizing the rest of the minority ethnic groups. Consequently, the politics of today’s Djibouti continued to be dominated by the two large groups, the Issa-Somalis and the Afars. Equally, the relationships between Afars and Issa-Somalis remained fragile due to their cultural traditions. While the Afars had chiefdoms and organized states, the Issa-Somalis were largely nomadic pastoralists and traders. Customs and traditions of this tiny nation still reflect many of the features of the past, in the form of relationships, peculiarities of clothing and culinary arts, pastoralism and land tenure, inheritance, marriage, and farming.

The government of Djibouti is a presidential system of government with a prime minister and a Chamber of Deputies. The first constitution was adopted in 1992. Under the constitution, the president, who serves as head of state and head of government, is elected by universal suffrage for a term of five years, without any limitation on the number of terms served. The National Assembly is the legislative arm of the government and comprises 65 members who are presided over by the prime minister. The judiciary is divided into three separate court systems: customary, sharia, and a system modeled on the French judicial system. The customary system that deals with only civil matters operates in the capital and the four major towns of Ali Sabieh, Dikhil, Tadjoura, and Obock. The sharia court is presided over by a Muslim judge who deals with family issues, and the main court system is based on the French model. The Supreme Court constitutes the top court of appeals for this system. Its jurisdiction includes appeals from both the customary and sharia court systems. Administratively, the country is divided into six administrative units: five régions (Ali Sabieh, Arta, Dikhil, Tadjourah, and Obock) and Djibouti city.

The country has a sizeable army with the president as commander in chief, a navy, and air force. The opening of the Suez Canal greatly increased the strategic importance of the Red Sea and its littoral states. From this strategic point, Djibouti constituted an important base for the French navy, providing vital logistic support and a seat for a regional command. These numbers are now boosted with the presence of American soldiers giving Djibouti important financial resources.

Djibouti’s problems also emanate from its location and ethnic composition. While the Afars maintain strong cultural links with Ethiopia, the Issas preserve cultural ties with Somalia. A few years after independence, these cultural relations regarded as troubled often led to political skirmishes in the country, particularly in 1977 and the 1990s. In 1991, an armed rebellion by the Front for the Restoration of Unity and Democracy, a predominant Afar group, sharpened the political tensions between the ethnic groups. In 1992, the crisis opened up windows of opportunities for political dialogue that resulted into holding multiparty elections and an end to political violence.

The differences between the different ethnic groups have been related to the politics of citizenship in Djibouti, where the issue of who qualifies as a citizen has long been controversial. Since independence, Djibouti has had two presidents. Hassan Gouled Aptidon was elected in 1977 and ruled for 22 years until the current president, Ismail Omar Guelleh, replaced him in 1999. From 1981 to 1992, the country maintained a single-party rule. Despite its ethnic diversity, the key players in politics are the two dominant ethnic groups, the Issa and Afar, though a seat in cabinet is reserved for each of the other ethnic groups.


Urbanization

Did you know that Djibouti is one of the most urbanized countries in Africa? The excessively dry climate, irregular rainfall and drought, and limited water and food crops made life hard for citizens in the rural areas, catalyzing a strong rural–urban migration.



Geography

Sitting firmly at the southern entrance of the Red Sea next to the Gulf of Aden, the Republic of Djibouti shares geographical and physical peculiarities with its neighbors: Ethiopia to the north, west, and south; Eritrea to the north; and Somalia to the southeast. Djibouti has often been described by many names, such as a “cross-roads” country because of its location at the intersection of Africa, the Middle East, and Asia; the “hell of Africa” or “the valley of hell” due to its often inhospitable climate; and the “eye of the cyclone,” which is a reference to the country’s once special role as an island of stability in the troubled region of the Horn of Africa.

The landscape of the country is mostly flat. Located near the Mediterranean, temperatures vary from cool to hot with low rainfall throughout the year. The cool season lasts from October to April and typifies a Mediterranean-style climate in which temperatures range from the low 70s to the mid-80s°F (low 20s to low 30s°C) with low humidity. The hot season lasts from May to September. Most of the land is unsuitable for agriculture, and people survive as nomadic pastoralists or by fishing. The northern part of the country is rich in flora and fauna including a variety of tree species, birds, and animals as well as a varied marine life along the country’s approximately 370-kilometer coastline.

People and Ethnicity

Djibouti’s population is 861,000 according to a 2013 population estimate. It is sparsely settled, made up of small towns. The majority of people live in Djibouti City, the capital and administrative center. In 2011, life expectancy for men was 58.7 years and 63.8 for women. The population is a cultural mix of several ethnicities. Apart from the Isaas and Afars, the population includes the Gadaboursis. The Issas are a subgroup of the Somalis; recent migrants from Northern Somalia are attracted by job opportunities to the port of Djibouti City.

Arabs and Yemenis mainly work in the commercial sector. Though Arabs constitute a small number of the population, they are an economically powerful group who control the business sector. There are also significant numbers of refugees and other migrants from the neighboring countries. Added to these are a large number of French and other Europeans, including thousands of French troops and their families.

Languages

Due to the ethnic diversity and its location as a magnet for immigrants, a number of languages are spoken in Djibouti. French and Arabic are the official languages. French is the language of instruction and of administration, while Arabic is also widely spoken and used in numerous schools in order to be able to read the Koran and pray as Muslims. In addition, other languages are important means of communication, especially the indigenous languages of Issa-Somali and Afar. Also spoken are a number of immigrant Asian languages, such as Chinese, Hindi, Amharic, Omani spoken Arabic, Tigrigna, and also a small percentage of Greek.

Religion

Though Djibouti can be considered as a modern nation, its religious traditions are centuries old and enduring. Religion and religious traditions form the foundation of Djiboutian culture and society and also shape the worldview of its citizens. In many ways, religion also serves as a channel through which Djibouti maintains relations with its neighbors and through which the Djiboutian society and peoples identify themselves. There are generally many religions including Islam, Christianity (Roman Catholics, Anglicans, and Protestants), Orthodox Greek, and Baha’i. Out of these religions, Islam is the main religion and about 95 percent of the population consider themselves Muslims. Islam was introduced in the area during the eighth century from Arabia and became widespread through trade along the trans-Saharan highways and along the Indian Ocean and across the Red Sea.

Most of the population follows the Sunni traditions of Islam and are governed by sharia. The majority of these Muslims also follow the Shafi’i school of law. (In Islam, there are mainly four school of laws: Shafi’i, Hanafi, Maliki, and Hanbali.) The influence of Islam on the Djiboutians is noticeable from various aspects of the country’s culture and traditions; dressing codes, forms, and patterns are modeled along Islamic dressing culture as Islam principally defines what to wear. The men usually wear long dresses, and the elderly put on turbans. The women, especially married women, cover their heads and wear long dresses and skirts.
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A Muslim dockworker pauses for prayer at the Port of Djibouti. Djibouti’s population is overwhelmingly Muslim, owing to contact with the Islamic world dating back to the time of the Prophet Muhammad. (Carsten Koall/Getty Images)

The presence of other religions in the country presupposed a religious harmony unprecedented in some of the neighboring countries. As such, the coexistence of Muslim and Christian values has produced respect for the followers of either religion. This religious tolerance made Djibouti stand out as an abode of peace in the region.

Social Customs

The customs and lifestyles of Djiboutians need to be understood in the context of nomadic life, Islam, and Western culture. In fact, the Djiboutian lifestyle can be considered as a mixture of the cultural elements of African, Arab, and European, particularly with the advent of French rule during which most Djiboutians developed and adapted to French culture and mannerisms. While all these populations may have particular cultural characteristics such as in cementing of marriage bonds and social organizations, they also share much in common due to Islam and colonialism. For example, as Muslims, the people are guided by the words of the Koran (Muslim holy book) and hadith (deeds and teachings of Prophet Muhammad) in their daily life and relationships.

In general, Djiboutians are very friendly, social, and welcoming. Group and personal relationships are important among all the nomadic groups; they tie relatives and their allies together. Social customs such as greetings are a sign of respect and respect for elders. Islamic clerics are key elements in their social relationships. The appropriate way to greet someone is to extend the right hand. Other important social etiquette regarding relationships among the nomadic Afar groups includes a guest accepting a drink of milk from a host. This creates a bond between the two in which the host takes responsibility to protect the guest in times of trouble and hostilities.

Traditionally, Djiboutian society tends to be hierarchical and is based on a castelike system. The Afar are organized in sultanates and form strong ethnic linkages, and they usually distinguish between the more prestigious “red” clans (the Asahimara) and the “white” clans (the Asdohimara). The need for mutual assistance and trust among these communities also affects the land tenure system and land distribution. With little arable land and almost no agricultural tradition, Djibouti has not developed national legislation regarding land tenure or natural resource management. Traditional tenure systems presently regulate the distribution and use of grazing land throughout the countryside.

Land is held, used, and managed by extended family units within a structure of Afar and Issa sultanates whereby customary rules govern access to pasture land and water points. Though men own the land and animals, women rarely inherit land and can own some animals mainly given to them as bride-wealth. Land use is often determined by social relationships. For example, among the Afar and Issa, land for pasture can be loaned to others for their support in the event of crisis. What makes the issue of land tenure complicated is the issue of social hierarchy: the Afar tend to be hierarchical while the Issa and Gadabursi are more egalitarian, though they too have positions of authority.

Another enduring cultural practice in Djibouti is circumcision. Through this tradition, boys learn about the norms and values of their society and are initiated into manhood. As in many African communities, initiation marks an important stage in the lives of initiates as they can assume responsible positions in their various communities. Female circumcision or female genital mutilation is also common in Djibouti. Though the practice varies from one ethnic group to another, it generally serves to preserve group identity, maintain cleanliness and health, preserve virginity, promote family honor, prevent immorality, and further marriage goals, including the enhancement of sexual pleasure for men. However, this practice has been proven to negatively affect the physical and mental state of those who endure the practice.

Employment

Djibouti’s economic and strategic options have been driven by many factors. Following the war between Ethiopia and Eritrea in 1998–2000, the former channeled almost all of its imports and exports via Djibouti and relocated its merchant fleet to the city’s port, increasing its economic opportunities. Also, after the September 11 terrorist attacks, the United States created a Combined Joint Task Force–Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA) and increased its military presence in Djibouti, making it the sole permanent base on the African continent. It is also the launching pad for drone surveillance and attacks, as well as the logistics hub for antipiracy and other multilateral missions in the region.


Economy

The lack of natural resources and a nascent industry in Djibouti have made the country rely heavily on foreign assistance to help better its balance of payments.



Lack of natural resources and any viable industry or refinery makes the country dependent on food imports, especially grain and meat from Ethiopia and Somalia, respectively. In fact, it is often said that Djibouti’s economy would collapse without the French contribution. Therefore, the country continues to be dependent on imports of consumer goods and other construction materials. Besides the French contribution to the Djiboutian economy, the country’s GDP is also dependent on exports of leather, livestock, fishing, and other commercial activities and income from the service sector, particularly telecommunications and tourism.

One of the most profound income-generating avenues for the country is its international seaport that handles transshipment of goods to neighboring countries. This alone contributes almost 75 percent of the country’s GDP. The sector has greatly expanded since 1998, when Ethiopia decided to shift all of its import-export activities to Djibouti. Easily accessible to the world’s busiest shipping lanes and to the Arabian oil fields, the port serves as the sea terminus for the Ethiopian railroad to Addis Ababa, as well as an international transshipment and refueling center.

The country relies heavily on imports and exports of consumer goods. For example, recent estimates of imports of oats for domestic use (excluding large re-exports out of Djibouti) stands at about US$200 million annually, which amounts to about one-tenth of total country’s imports. The country also relies on cross-border trading and has now become a major economic activity in the area. The country depends on livestock trade, especially in recent years when Djibouti emerged as a new player, benefiting from the instability in Somalia and Somalia’s inability to effectively participate in international trade. The livestock trade has become a significant source of government revenue.

However, because of its harsh landscape and limited areas of arable land, agriculture is not a viable economic sector and is largely practiced at subsistence level only. Djibouti’s agricultural potential is severely limited due to several factors. Insufficient and erratic rainfall restricts food production to fruit and vegetable cultivation in irrigated plots and around wells. In rural areas, nomadic pastoralism is a way of life. Sheep and goats are raised for milk, meat, and skins, while camels are used for transport caravans. Local industry is limited to dairy production and bottling mineral water, and with an unemployment rate of approximately 30 percent, the country is heavily dependent upon foreign assistance.
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A large container vessel unloads its cargo at the Port of Djibouti. As Djibouti is situated at the meeting point of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden—one of the busiest trade lanes in the world—maritime commerce has always been an important element of the economy. (Derejeb/iStockPhoto.com)


Women

The International Monetary Fund’s 2009 estimate indicates that the integration of women in economic life is limited. The overall unemployment rate is 35 percent versus 70 percent for women. Unemployment affects women 68 percent, more than men at 54 percent.

The report also shows that 47.5 percent of women between 15 and 24 years of age became literate in 2006 but only 14.2 percent in rural areas and 48.4 percent in urban areas.



Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Djibouti is regarded as one of the most urbanized countries in sub-Saharan Africa, with some four-fifths of the population classified as urban. Despite the urbanization, most of the population is governed by traditional and customary rules. Like many other Muslim countries, Islam often defines relationships as prescribed in the Koran and hadith. Traditional belief systems specific to Djibouti tend to shape gender roles and marriage patterns. Moreover, the European presence, Christianity, increasing urbanization, and changing social, political, and economic conditions play a significant role in gender relationships.

Djibouti can be characterized as a patriarchal society: a male-dominated society where, according to custom and tradition, men tend to have more rights and higher status than women, especially in public life. Men dominate politics and business and generally tend to speak on behalf of women. However, during the last few decades, women have been able to participate in the political process and have served in cabinet positions and in other key government positions, such as the Supreme Court, and more women are entering small-scale businesses especially in the cities.

Marriage in Djibouti is conducted according to Islam and the religion defines issues of divorce, child custody, and maintenance. According to Islam, men can marry as many as four wives; this practice is especially common among the Somali Issa. However, among the Afar, polygamy is not very common, and men tend to have only one wife. Among both the Afar and the Issa, family, ethnic affiliation, and affinity remain important in the construction of a household. Family and kinship are important because marriage usually extends beyond the couples to their two extended families and those families’ allies. Accordingly, relationships are built along family lines, marriage, and friendships. Like in many African countries, it is the family that provides support or a safety net in times of need, especially following death, in baptisms, and in constructing bonds across kin groups and the larger society. Though Islamic law throughout the country governs marriage, marriage in the city is strongly supported by the French civic codes. Though Muslims can marry more than one wife, this is increasingly becoming difficult to do in the city because of limited economic opportunities.

Cuisine

One of the fascinating cultural traditions of Djibouti is its culinary traditions. The country is known for its rich and varied recipes that are a result of the country’s ethnic diversity and colonization. Djiboutian traditional cuisine greatly reflects its natural surroundings. The country’s long coastline provides access to fish and other types of seafood. Djibouti’s location does allow it to grow grain crops, though these crops have been seriously affected by drought in the past few decades.

The local diet consists mainly of grain products, which are made into flour and baked into different types of bread. A common type of bread is flatbread, which is usually made from wheat. Grain is also used to make porridge and consumed with milk. Other common dishes are the yetakelt wet (spicy vegetable soup), fahfah (soup), and lentil stew. Djiboutians also eat fruits and vegetables, mostly imported from Ethiopia and other countries. Some of the most favored dishes feature meat because of the availability of livestock. Djiboutians eat cattle, camel, sheep, and goat meat. They use the milk of these animals in various ways.

In the city, the cuisine reflects French, Arab, and African influences. Chinese, Lebanese, and Vietnamese migrants have also influenced the diet. Some of these migrants operate restaurants in the capital city, catering for the tourist industry while impacting local diets.

Dress

Djiboutian clothing mirrors the region’s hot climate. In rural areas, both men and women wear long and loose outfits. Among the Afar, men wear a garment known as sanafel, which is similar to the long dress worn by the Somali Issa. Women’s clothing known as guntina is recognizable by its bright colors and patterns. Married women tend to sport headscarves referred to as shash, and also often cover their upper body with a shawl known as garbasaar. Unmarried or young women, however, do not always cover their heads. Men typically wear macawiis, which is a saronglike garment worn around the waist. Among nomads, many wear a loosely wrapped white cotton robe that goes down to the knee, with the end thrown over the shoulder. Women typically wear the dirac, which is a long, light, diaphanous voile dress made of cotton or polyester that is worn over a full-length half-slip and a bra. Traditional Arabian garb such as the male jellabiya (jellabiyaad in Somali) and the female jilbāb is also commonly worn. For some occasions such as festivals, women may adorn themselves with specialized jewelry and headdresses similar to those worn by the Berber tribes of the Maghreb. An interesting aspect of dress in Djibouti is the difference between how the rich and poor dress. The rich in Djibouti, particularly the wealthy Afar, can be easily distinguished by harayto, a piece of cloth hung over the shoulder.
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A woman stands in the doorway of a home in Aseyla village near Lake Abhe, Djibouti. She wears a brightly patterned guntina and drapes her upper body with a garbasaar. (George Steinmetz/Corbis)

With the arrival of the French and other Westerners, Western culture was infused into Djiboutian society and accepted by many people, especially the city dwellers. It is not a spectacle to find men and women in Djibouti city dress in European-styled clothes and shoes, dining like Europeans and living in European-styled houses. Also, some Djiboutians have accepted Western religions and benefited from Western education. Due to increasing Westernization, people living in the city wear Western-style dress, especially government workers and diplomats.

Sports and Games

In most pastoralist societies, athleticism and physical prowess are considered a virtue. Under moonlit skies, young men would engage each other in wrestling and other physical sports under the watchful eyes of fellow youths and girls. Djibouti has similar traditions where tending animals requires both physical and mental aptitude. However, due to colonization, some of the sports in Djibouti owe their roots to the French presence. An example is the pétanque, also known as boules or French ball game. Boules is played by two players or two teams. Players take turns throwing or rolling a ball (boule) as close as possible to the target ball, called the jack (cochonnet). The sport became popular because it could be played either during the day or at night in the streets, and it required no admission fees. Also, Djiboutians show interest in handball, volleyball, and basketball, though facilities for these sports are not well developed.

Track and field is one of the predominant sports in Djibouti. During the 1980s, Djiboutian runners enjoyed a considerable amount of international success. In 1982, Djama Robleh won the silver medal in the marathon at the African Championships. In 1985, Ahmed Salah became a world marathon champion and also won a bronze in the 1988 summer Olympic Games in Seoul, South Korea. Unfortunately, Djiboutian runners have not been able to replicate the successes of the 1980s. In recent years, football (soccer) has also become popular, played at the national stadium in Djibouti City.

Festivals and Holidays

Holidays in Djibouti reflect the country’s religious orientations, Islam and Christianity. There are two official holidays in Islam: Eid Al-Fitr and Eid Al-Adha. Eid Al-Fitr is celebrated at the end of Ramadan (a month of fasting), and Muslims usually give zakat (charity) on that occasion. Eid Al-Adha is celebrated on the 10th day of Dhu al-Hijjah and lasts for four days, during which Muslims usually sacrifice an animal and distribute its meat among family, friends, and the poor. Also celebrated is the birth date of Prophet Muhammad, with prayers, preaching, and all-night vigils. During these festivals, Muslims wear immaculate traditional dresses, make sacrifices, and ask for forgiveness from one another.

However, because of the presence of Christians, Christmas in Djibouti is a festival celebrated with vigor and energy by most people, especially the younger generation Muslims and Christians alike.

Music and Dance

In Djibouti, music and dance, like other forms of cultural expression (poetry, stories, proverbs, and fables) have always been an integral part of people’s lives passed down from one generation to another. As in most of its cultural traditions, Djibouti’s music and dance reflects those of its neighbors, especially Somalia and Ethiopia, but in general, it is largely influenced by the Islamic culture. Traditionally, while each ethnic group has its own music and dance styles, among the pastoralist communities of the Somali and Afar, songs and poems reflect their way of life. For instance, traditional dances and songs are usually nostalgic in remembrance of great ancestors, warriors, and heroines (songs for weddings, boasting, praise, and war). Most of the songs are also about love and passion such as the balwo, a blend of poetry and music.

Due to the nature of traditional pastoralist lifestyle, musical instruments are light and easy to carry. Some of the common instruments are bowl lyre (made from gourd, shell, bone, or wood), tanbura (long-necked stringed instrument), and the oud (a short-necked string instrument) including a variety of drums and other wind instruments.

In Djibouti, folk dance is still popular and major social events are accompanied by singing and dancing. However, over the years, it has been mixed with modern European and other African dance forms. One of the enduring dance forms is the jenile of the Afar people that has a strong religious flavor. It is usually sung in groups with the jenile (man or woman) in the middle group amid hand clapping, foot stamping, and body movements.

Like in many African countries, music styles and genres of the country are changing fast, especially with the influence of Western music, the quest to commercialize, and rapid urbanization. As a result, the country is experiencing a rapid increase in popular music, musicians, and nightclubs. One of the popular clubs in Djibouti city is the Golden Club. Djibouti can also boast of many acclaimed musicians including Fatouma Mansour, Abdalla Lee, Merdes Hailu Yacin, Aden Farah, Hassan Waddo, and Aden Gaab.

Visual Art

Though Djibouti cannot boast of pyramid-like architecture and giant sculptures, ancient mosques and buildings and utilitarian art characterize the Djiboutian countryside. Utilitarian art includes movable furniture, household goods, and utensils. In Djibouti, the life of a pastoralist is dictated by the environment, which demands constant migration for the survival of humans and herds. Therefore, Djiboutian cultural artifacts tend to respond to such ways of life. In a sense, the beauty and utility of the thing lies in their ability to be moved at short notice.
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The jenile dance performed for an Afar wedding. Though the Afar have practiced Islam for centuries, the jenile dance may represent a remnant of ancient Cushitic religious practice. Today, this dance has been incorporated into the Afar’s Sufi Islamic rites. (Eric Lafforgue/Alamy)

One of the biggest artistic attractions in Djibouti is the multicolored textiles and rugs sold all around the country, especially at the market of Djibouti City. The textiles are made into long dresses worn by women mainly on social occasions and Muslim holidays, and some of the rugs are made from animal skins and form part of the import and reexport trade.

An acclaimed literalist to have influenced artistic creations in Djibouti was the French poet Jean-Nicolas Arthur Rimbaud (1854–1891). Rimbaud’s legacy is associated with the most popular cultural center in the city, which has become a venue for an annual music festival and a place for the display of contemporary music by Djibouti’s growing young musicians. Traditionally, each ethnic group has its own music and dance styles, all greatly influenced by Islam. Traditional dances and songs are usually nostalgic in remembrance of great ancestors, warriors, and heroines.

However, as in many African countries, art and artistic development are not a priority and therefore have gained very little government attention. In Djibouti, though the government’s support for arts is minimal, much of its assistance goes to the country’s National Tourism Office to promote the development of traditional and creative arts (paintings, sculpture, design, and music) primarily for tourist purposes. The drive to promote the arts is also strengthened by the existence of a national museum and a national center for the promotion of arts and culture. Djiboutians are creating a trove of literature and academic materials that are mostly published in France.

Architecture and Housing

Despite ethnic differences, the art and artistic traditions of Djibouti tend to be similar and determined more by religion than differences in the population. The long history of shared Islamic traditions between the Isaa and the Afar, the two main ethnic groups, created the dominance of the Islamic culture in many facets of Djiboutian life. Traditionally, Islam profoundly influenced the arts and architecture. Throughout the country, mosques with elaborate towers, minarets, and domes can be viewed from long distances, calling the faithful to prayers and praising the Almighty for his benevolence.

Most of the buildings in the major towns are characterized by arches and geometric shapes, and are richly decorated with Islamic artwork. The interior decoration of mosques and some buildings is elaborated with various forms of calligraphy and motifs. The colonial buildings built by the French in the city center as administrative headquarters and quarters for colonial officials could be characterized as Djiboutian architecture. These buildings and more recent constructions have given Djibouti City both a European and an African perspective of aesthetic.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Djibouti has had a long history with Islam and Islamic education. Therefore, it can be generally argued that a cross section of the Djiboutian population is literate in Arabic. Islamic scholars opened up Islamic schools throughout the region to teach the basic tenets of Islam, including theology and prayers (salat). Over time, Djiboutians learned Islamic poetry and songs.

The University of Djibouti (Université de Djibouti), built in 2006, is the only institution of higher learning in the country. Thus, many Djiboutian students go to France to pursue higher education. However, this does not mean that the country lacks credible institutions of learning, especially at the primary, secondary, and informal level. In Djibouti City and in some major towns, formal education is strong, with instruction in French and Arabic.

The structure of education is six years of primary education and seven years of secondary education. Besides this formal educational system, most children attend Arabic schools where the Islamic teacher and the family play a crucial role in education and the transmission of cultural values and mores of the society. Unfortunately, in rural areas, formal educational opportunities are limited, especially in the Afar regions. However, this lack is compensated for by education in the form of apprenticeship or simply learning by doing, which usually starts at an early age.

In Djibouti, oral literature and poetry have always been part of people’s lives and these traditions are passed down through dance and songs, stories, proverbs, fables, praise songs for heroes and heroines, and myths and legends. These were not written but existed in intangible forms, which the local people used in their everyday lives, especially among the pastoralist communities of the Somali and Afar. Hence, in Djiboutian culture, oral expression is greatly valued, as reflected through the Somali Issa tradition of oral poetry readings known as gabaye and storytelling in rural villages. Specialists relate these stories as they can include the histories and belief systems of the communities concerned.

Media

Though it may be difficult to establish the systems of traditional media in Djibouti, it is safe to say that Djibouti, like many other African countries, has developed various means to share news among its communities. Usually, this was by word of mouth and in the form of short messages written in Arabic. However, with the advent of European rule and subsequent self-rule, a limited number of media houses emerged in the country.

For instance, the only television station in the country, Radiodiffusion-Television de Djibouti, is government owned; so is the national newspaper, La Nation. There are a number of print and online newspapers including La Republique; the opposition Parti National Democratique; Le Renouveau, which is run by the opposition Party for Democratic Renewal; and La Voix de Djibouti, which is an exile news Web site. Reporters without Borders has recently described Djibouti as a “media black hole” because of the government’s intolerance of media.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Cairo

Major Cities: Alexander, Cairo, Port Said, Suez, Giza, Luzor, Tanta, Mansoura, Ismaila, Aswan, Minya, Faiyum, Asyut, Damietta, Beni Suef, Zagazig

Population: 85 million

Languages: Official: Modern Standard Arabic; unofficial: Egyptian Arabic, Sa’idi Arabic

Government Type: Democratic Republican

Ethnic Groups: Egyptian (98 percent); Bedouin, Nubian, and Beja (1 percent); Greek, Armenian, and other European minorities (1 percent)

Religions: Sunni Islam; Coptic Christianity; other Christianity; Judaism



Introduction

Egypt is one of the oldest countries and civilizations in the world. For Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821), “Egypt is the most important country in the world.” Culturally and politically, it is central to the beginning of what we now call the Middle East, past and present. Egypt, like most North African states (Morocco, Libya, Algeria, Tunisia), is peculiarly and strategically located. It is usually considered to be geographically African but culturally Middle Eastern. The story of Egypt translates into a historical evolution consisting of dynastic reigns, conquests, recoveries, triumphs, declines, and crises, as well as an interesting tapestry of cultural dynamics in terms of language, religion, and politics all stretching over a long archaeological time from the past to the present. Yet, all of these evolve on the same site of one of the earliest civilizations known to man (the others are the Sumerian, Babylonian, and Assyrian civilizations). If the Middle East is the “cradle of civilizations,” then Egypt is an interesting contribution to the civilizational expansion that spread southward to the rest of Africa and eastward to the Middle East, and to the rest of the world as we know it today. The historical continuities and discontinuities between the ancient/traditional and the modern/contemporary provide a framework that makes Egypt and its customs an interesting study in cultural and historical analysis.

Geography

There are two geographical terms that enable us to make sense of the location of Egypt on the map. These terms are “North Africa” and the “Middle East.” Egypt is located more in the Middle East than in North Africa alongside other countries like Israel, Turkey, and Iran (collectively referred to as bilad al-Mashreq or the “countries of the east”). The “countries of the west” in North Africa—Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya—are called bilad al-Maghreb.

Situated at the northeast portion of the African continent, Egypt occupies a huge expanse of land between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean Sea, and sits precisely on latitudes 22° and 32°N, and longitudes 25° and 35°E. It stretches 1,073 kilometers long from north to south and 1,226 kilometers wide from east to west (a total of 1,002,450 square kilometers). Egypt’s 390,000 square kilometers is bordered by the Mediterranean in the north, the Gulf of Aqaba in the east, Libya in the west, Israel and the Gaza Strip in the northeast, the Red Sea to the east, and Sudan to the south. And the famous and significant Nile River winds its way round the country. Egypt is further divided into five regions: the Nile River Valley, the Sinai Peninsula, the Eastern Desert, the Western Desert, and the Nile Delta. The preponderance of arid desert makes Egypt a hot and dry country, with its 84 square kilometer density concentrated in the Nile Valley and Nile Delta regions. The enclosure of Egypt by the desert led to a huge concentration of people in the Nile Valley and the Nile Delta, nourished by the Nile.

People and Ethnicity

In demographic terms (demography is the study of human populations), Egypt scores another first—it constitutes the most populated country in the Middle East, and the third most populous in Africa with approximately 86 million people consisting of ethnic Egyptians (98 percent), Bedouin Arabs, Libyans, Turks, Nubians, Syrians, Armenians, Greeks, Abazas, Bejans, Macedonians, Berbers, and other ethnic minorities. There are two significant factors that contributed to the molding of the Egyptian ethnic character. The first factor is the prominence of the Nile and its role in binding the Egyptians to the soil. The second factor is the historical evolution of the Egyptian identity and especially its subjugation in the hands of its many masters—Nubians, Assyrians, Persians, Greco-Romans, the Mamluks, Ottoman Turks, the French, and the British Empire. This history explains the ethnic configuration of the Egyptian society today. The third factor emerged from the relationship of the ancient Egyptians to other non-Egyptians.
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The Nile River Valley between Luxor and Aswan. For millenia, the Nile River has provided sustenance to the people of Egypt. In addition to fish and other riverine products, the Nile long provided fertile soils from the Ethiopian Highlands through annual inundations; however, the construction of the Aswan High Dam has put an end to the regular flooding of the Nile. (Elzbieta Sekowska/Dreamstime.com)

Before the fourth millennium BCE, the predynastic ancient Egyptian cities were divided into two kingdoms. This division was aided by the location of the people along the river Nile: Upper Egypt (also called the White Land) and Lower Egypt (or Red Land). The Hebrew name for the Egyptians, Mizraim or Mitzrayim (meaning “the two straits”), references this division. However, this distinction between Upper and Lower Egypt went into decline first with the cultural unification of Egypt under the influence of the predynastic Badarian and Naqada cultures as well as the political unification in the Early Dynastic period by Pharaoh Ahmose.

The dynastic periods were defined by the attempt to concretize Egyptian identity in opposition to non-Egyptians. For instance, the name “Egyptian” has played a large role in delineating who Egyptians are. The ancient Egyptians are usually referred to as Rmt (or the people). The fuller Rmṯ (n) km.t stands for “the people of Kemet.” Kemet is a reference to the black Nile Delta soil. Hence, Kemet signifies “the land of the blacks” or “the black country” (Asante 2007: 24). The relations of Egyptians with non-Egyptians is therefore represented in arts, language, and official texts as that of “humans,” “mankind,” and “people” with hordes of “barbarians” who must be subjugated to bring order out of chaos.


Cities of Ancient Egypt

Abydos: Major religious site on the west bank of the Nile in Upper Egypt, containing First and Second Dynasty royal tombs, as well as New Kingdom temples of Seti I and Ramses II.

Hierakonpolis: The largest and most developed urban complex of the Predynastic period, located in the southern part of Upper Egypt, it contains a mud-brick enclosure, a painted tomb, a temple dedicated to Horus, as well as many statues and votive offerings.

Karnak: A vast religious complex on the east bank of the Nile near the modern city of Luxor, it contains an immense temple complex dedicated to Amun-Ra and a slightly smaller complex devoted to the goddess Mut.

Memphis: A commercial center and administrative capital, located on the west bank of the Nile near the junction of Upper and Lower Egypt and 12 miles (19 kilometers) south of Cairo, it contained the royal residence and administrative offices, the building for embalming the sacred bull or Apis, the fallen colossus of Ramses II, and two temples devoted to Ptah.

Thebes: An extensive site in Upper Egypt on both sides of the Nile, including the modern cities of Luxor and Gurna, it contains the tombs of the 11th Dynasty kings, the mortuary temples for the 18th to 20th Dynasties, the Valley of the Kings, the Tombs of the Nobles, and was prominent in the Middle and New Kingdoms as an administrative center.



Goldschmidt explains that “the people of Egypt possess at least three identities: Egyptian, Arab, and Muslim” (2008: ix), and possibly in that order. The Nile River featured prominently in religious, political, social, and ethnic issues that distinguish Egyptian evolution. Being primarily an agricultural society, ancient Egyptians depended on the floodwaters of the Nile for sustenance and survival. The unintended beneficial consequence is that it grounded the attachment of the Egyptians, beginning with the fellahin (the peasant farmers), to the Egyptian soil. Most invaders were forced to adapt to this necessity and the formation of Egyptian identity.

Thirdly, Egypt occupies an important location in history that necessitates commerce, migration, and invasions. One implication of this is that from 525 BCE until 1952, Egypt was ruled by foreigners. The dynamics of adapting to or rebelling against their subordination created a powerful sense of collective and homogeneous ethnic identity. This also ensured that Egyptian society would be decorated by an ever-constant mosaic of minority ethnic groups. We can therefore sum up that the Egyptian identity is a nonexclusionary identity that allows other loyalties.

Languages

The evolution of what we can refer to as the “language of Egypt” also owes a lot to the dynamics of historical conquest of the Egyptians. Most of the foreign rulers of Egypt spoke a different language, and deliberately spurned the local language (Cleopatra was the only Ptolemaic ruler to learn the Egyptian language). This ensured that Egyptians modified their linguistic conventions each time a new ruler arrived on the scene. Egypt’s official language today is Arabic, but its national spoken language is called Egyptian Arabic (or Masri), a combination of many linguistic influences ranging from the ancient Pharaonic language to Turkish, French, and Modern Standard Arabic used in formal settings.

The ancient Egyptian language is arguably the oldest in the world. Its prestige can only be contested by the roughly contemporary cuneiform of the Mesopotamians. The indigenous Egyptian language is often classified as a part of the Afro-Asiatic (also known as the Hamito-Semitic) linguistic family. This implies that the language can be found in most of North Africa and Southwest Asia. It straddles Hamitic languages like Beja, Berber, and Oromo as well as Semitic languages like Arabic, Hebrew, and Akkadian. Its distinct nature, according to Allen, derives from its possession of non-Hamitic and non-Semitic features like a triconsonantal root structure and “roots of two and four to six radicals,” respectively (Allen 2013: 1).

The progressive diminution of this indigenous language has been traced through five stages: Old, Middle, and Late Egyptian; demotic; and Coptic. The famous hieroglyphs were employed as spoken and written language in Old and Middle Egyptian. Hieroglyphs refer to a writing system employing symbols and pictures to represent the sounds of a language. It derives from the Greek hierogluphikos or “sacred carving.” It is also found in Assyrian, Sumerian, and Babylonian cultures. The Egyptian hieroglyphic system has individual pictures and symbols that function mostly and variously as phonograms, ideograms, and determinatives. This system was founded around the architectural and religious invention of the pyramid in the Old Kingdom by Pharaoh Djoser. Djoser’s achievement consists in his attempt to reinscribe the “Sed” rites into a huge monumental display of architectural remembrance for pharaohs. This act of architectural remembrance also simultaneously became a semiotic revolution because it required icons, images, signs, and symbols that make visible the invisible. It is in this sense that the Egyptians consider the hieroglyphs as the “words of gods.”

When Middle Egyptian went into decline around 1600 BCE, the hieroglyphic texts continued throughout the ancient period in written form, especially in religious texts. Following the decline of the hieroglyphs, a new and simpler system of writing called hieratic (from the Greek hieratikos or priestly), came into existence as the language of administration as well as for literary, scientific, and religious usage. Hieratic is distinguished from hieroglyphs by its more cursive form with a dot occasionally separating one thought flow from another. While hieratic was used side by side with hieroglyphs, especially for the Old and Middle Egyptian (hieroglyphs for formal documents and hieratic for temporary texts like letters, accounts, etc.), hieratic dominated the Late Egyptian language. Its dominance of the ancient Egyptian language lasted from 2500 BCE to 650 BCE when a more cursive and abbreviated linguistic script took its place. Demotic script (from the Greek demotikos or popular), as both a writing and language system adapted for general use of the society, is now two steps removed from the ancient hieroglyphs (which by now had become the main text in monumental inscriptions). Hieratic immediately receded into religious use. The last stage in the winding down of the ancient Egyptian language is called the Coptic phase. Coptic (from Copt, the term for the Egyptian Christian Church) is a simplified system made up of Egyptian and Greek linguistic forms. It replaced demotic around 350 CE.

The dominance of Coptic over the secular and religious life of the Egyptians was critically restricted in 705 CE when the Umayyad Dynasty commenced and its viceroy, ‘Abd-Allah ibn ‘Abd al-Malik, decreed the use of Arabic in all state affairs in Egypt. The Muslim conquest of Egypt, beginning in December 639 CE, heralded the slow but steady Arabization and Islamization of Egypt. Over the countless years that Egypt was under the yoke of subjugation, the Egyptians subjected the official Arabic language to serious linguistic modifications that culminated in the modern spoken vernacular in Egypt today. The colloquial Arab is called al-lahga al-masriya while the classical Arabic goes by al-lugha al-ʿarabiyya.

Religion

Modern Egypt today is predominantly an Islamic nation. But it was preceded by the ancient Egyptian religion and coexists with Coptic Christianity. The ancient Egyptian religion was a polytheistic pantheon of gods and goddesses who supervised order in the universe. Like most pantheons, the Egyptian gods and goddesses possess names, filial histories, as well as cosmological functions and roles. The gods maintained ma’at (or maat), the principle of order, balance, truth, and justice in the universe. This cosmological concern for order and balance was transformed into a political and social concern through the mediatory status of the pharaoh. This intermediary function was very significant because the Egyptians believed that every dimension of their existence was part of the divine will and supervised by one of the gods or goddesses. If that order were disrupted, if ma’at were undermined, then anomie would encroach and take over the cosmos. A large part of the duty of the Pharaoh therefore involved a large and elaborate religious practice centering on rituals and offerings.











	The Transformation of Indigenous Egyptian Language




	Arabic

	Coptic

	Greek

	Egyptian




	Tūt

	ƟΟΟϒТ

	Θωυθ

	Ḏḥwty




	băba

	ΠϸΟΠє

	Φαωфι

	Pn-ỉp.t




	hatūr

	ƧϸƟωР

	Aθυρ

	Ḥw.t-ḥr




	kiyahk

	ΚΟΙϸƧĸ

	Xοιακ

	Kз-ḥr-kз




	ṭūba

	ТωBє

	Tυβι

	Tз-‘b.t




	amshīr

	ϺϣΙρ

	Mɛχɛιρ

	Mḫr




	baramhāt

	ΠϸρϺƧΟТΠ

	Φαμɛυωθ

	Pn-‘lmnḥtp




	barmūda

	ΠϸPϺΟϒТє

	Φαρμουθι

	Pn-Rnnwt.t




	bashens

	ΠϸϣωNС

	Παχωυ

	Pn-Ḫnsw




	baūna

	ΠϸωNє

	Παυνι

	Pn-’in.t




	abīb

	єΠHΠ

	Eπιфι

	’lp’ip




	misra

	ϺєСΟPH

	Mɛσρη

	Msw.t-Rʿ




	Source: Ritner, Robert K. 2006. “Egypt under Roman Rule: The Legacy of Ancient Egypt.” In The Cambridge History of Egypt, Vol. I: Islamic Egypt, 640–1517, edited by Carl F. Petry. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.








When Amenhotep IV (1352–1336 BCE) came to power in 1353, he sought to undermine the pantheistic framework of ancient Egypt and displace Amun-Re as the “King of the Gods.” In fact, Amenhotep’s intention was to inscribe a monotheistic paradigm into Egyptian society through the enthronement of Aten as the official god. His experiment failed woefully; his presence or achievements went into total oblivion. Egyptian pantheism was too strong and resilient for a monotheistic revolution.

By the time Christianity made its appearance in Egypt, the ancient Egyptian religion had endured for close to 3,000 years. And this religion left a huge cultural imprint on the minds and society of the Egyptians. According to the Coptic tradition, Christianity was brought to Egypt around 40 to 60 CE by the Apostle Mark who then became the first patriarch of the Coptic Orthodox Church (“Copt” derives from either the Greek Aigyptos or the Arabic word qubt, both which translate as “Egyptian”). The conversion to Christianity occurred during the Roman period in Egypt, and it was occasioned majorly by the difficulties of Egyptian lives under Roman rule. Christian theology replaced the pharaoh with Jesus as an intermediary while eschewing earthly attachment. Most importantly, Christianity sought to replace the pharaonic eschatological afterlife with a “two-worlds” doctrine. In the pharaonic religion, the afterlife continues an Egyptian life cycle here on earth. In other words, whatever attitude leads to happiness and fulfillment here is equally favored in the next life. Christianity inverted this order with a compensatory theology that rewards the poor in the afterlife. The ancient Egyptian religion conceived of the cosmos as requiring ritual sustenance in a manner that incorporated humans into the divine will. No redemption is needed from such a world because cosmological coherence and continuity derived from the unending attempt to ritually reconcile the human and the divine. Christianity, on the other hand, is a redemptive religion that reviles the world and seeks deliverance and release from it.


Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt

Amun: Principal god during the New Kingdom, closely associated with Re

Anubis: God of burial and the afterlife, usually depicted with a jackal’s head

Apis: The sacred bull of Memphis, closely associated with kingly authority

Aten: The sun disk; the sole deity during Akhenaten’s reign

Bastet: Goddess of motherhood, usually depicted as a cat

Hapy: God of the flood, depicted as a pot-bellied man

Hathor: Goddess of kingship, music, joyfulness, and fertility, depicted as a cow

Horus: God of kingship and the sunrise, often depicted with a falcon’s head

Imhotep: Deified architect of the Step Pyramid, god of learning and medicine

Isis: Goddess of motherhood and healing, wife of Osiris and mother of Horus

Khonsu: God of the moon, associated with healing

Maat: Goddess of truth, justice, and harmony, the daughter of Re, depicted as a woman with a feather on her head

Min: God of male fertility, dating from the Predynastic period, depicted as a man with an erect penis

Mut: Goddess of motherhood, wife of Amun

Nun: God of water or primeval chaos, from which order was created, depicted as a man carrying a boat

Nut: Goddess of the sky overarching the earth; important in funerary rites

Osiris: God of death, resurrection, and fertility

Ptah: God of craftsmen and creation, associated with the city of Memphis

Re: The sun god during the Old Kingdom, later the god of the underworld

Sekhmet: Goddess of pestilence, usually depicted as a lioness

Seth: God of confusion, storms, and the desert, depicted as an animal

Tawaret: Hippo-headed goddess of protection for women during pregnancy and childbirth

Thoth: God of knowledge and writing, patron of scribes, guardian of the deceased during their time in the underworld, depicted with the head of an ibis

Source: Goldschmidt, Arthur. 2008. A Brief History of Egypt. New York: Facts on File.



However, for close to two centuries, Egyptian Christianity was an illegal religious sect that faced serious persecution from Roman emperors Decius and Valerian, and especially Emperor Diocletian who was so brutal that the beginning of his reign in 284 CE became memorialized as the “Era of the Martyrs” marking the commencement of the Coptic calendar in Egypt. The deathbed decree of Emperor Galerius (305–311 CE) and the 313 CE Edict of Milan by Emperor Constantine granted freedom of worship and elevated Christianity to the status of the official religion of the Roman Empire. However, the end of religious persecution brought a different type of challenge in the form of doctrinal differences that factionalized the Coptic Church.

This doctrinal dispute interestingly began in Alexandria, where Christianity first took root in Egypt, between Arius, a priest, and Athanasius, Alexandria’s Coptic patriarch. The dispute concerns the divine status of Christ. Arius taught that Christ was not of the same divine substance with God the Father. Athanasius responded with a contrary theology: Christ has a consubstantial divinity with God. Consubstantial means Christ is “one in being” with God (from the Greek homoousios meaning “same substance”). When the Council of Nicaea, chaired by Emperor Constantine himself, met in 325 CE, the Nicene Creed justified Athanasius and laid the foundation for the doctrine of the Trinity in most of Christendom today. But the critical challenge was not really over. On the one hand, Coptic Christianity existed side by side, in an uneasy relation, with the pharaonic religion, which was then regarded as “paganism.” In spite of Emperor Theodosius’s 391 CE decree banning paganism, pharaonic religion remained tenacious.
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Orthodox Coptic Christians observe Palm Sunday in Simon Kheras Church in Cairo. The Coptic Church is the largest and the oldest Christian denomination in Egypt, traditionally tracing its origins to the arrival of the apostle Mark in Alexandria during the first century CE. (Ahmed Ismail/Anadolu Agency/Getty Images)

On the other hand, the Coptic Christians were defined by their belief in monophysitism (that Christ has only one single divine nature) or, rather (and most preferably), miaphysitism (two natures combined as one). Copts preferred the latter nomenclature because for them monophysitism does not capture the idea behind their particular Christology (or the nature and person of Christ). Monophysitism arose from the rejection, notably led by Bishop Cyril of Alexandria, of the decision of the Council of Chalcedony that decreed that Christ has two distinct natures—full humanity and full divinity. Those who accepted the Council’s “two-nature” dogma are referred to as Melkites.

Coptic Christians inevitably became a minority (between 3 million and 10 million Egyptians) by the time of the Arab conquest in 647 CE when most Egyptians converted to Islam. More than 90 percent of modern Egyptians are Muslims. The acceptance of Arab conquest served as a means of escaping the doctrinal predicament that most Egyptians found themselves enmeshed in between monophysitism and melkitism. Islam holds that there is only one God (Allah), Muhammad is his last prophet, and the Koran is the only revealed word of God. The simplicity of this Islamic doctrine does not prevent its own internal schisms, especially around the appropriate succession framework for caliphs who came after Muhammad as leaders of the Muslim communities. Sunni Muslims accept all four caliphs as legitimate successors of Muhammad. Shia Muslims accept Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law and chronologically the fourth caliph, as legitimately the first. A branch of the Shia, called the Ismailis, believe that Ismail, who ought to have been the seventh imam after Ali, was wrongfully passed over.

Social Customs

Ancient Egyptian life was one with huge religious significance. Apart from the official state institutionalization of religious practice, there also existed popular religious practices situated in homes and family tombs. Childhood was for the Egyptians a distinct state that required protection and care. Transition to maturity, for boys and girls, required socialization into adulthood. Ancient Egypt was, in a sense, a circumcising culture since there are evidences that the male child was circumcised as a teen. What is not clear is the extent to which the female child is subjected to circumcision (sebi). The cutting of a child’s sidelock also constituted a significant rite of passage. Social maturity was marked by a first marriage as well as scribal education or apprenticeship training that led, usually for the male youths, to taking up an occupation of office. On the other hand, transition to old age was an ambivalent one. While there was a widespread desire for what was considered to be “a good old age” (ỉɜw nfr), the Teaching of Ptahhotep also encapsulated the general scorn placed on it as a period of sickness, disease, and frailty that was essentially unproductive. Old age therefore became a marker of a transformation of social position: once work became impossible, the old became subjected to dependency, isolation, and rejection by the society.

Finally, death and funerary practices signal ancient Egyptians’ fascination with the afterlife. Transition from life to death was the most ritualized of all of the ancient Egyptians’ rites of passage. Beginning with the belief in the pharaoh’s divinity, ancient Egyptians began to build large stone burial sites as burial monuments for their kings. This initial belief gave rise to one of the most stylized funerary preparation, ritual practice, mortuary cult, and burial goods systems ever witnessed in any culture. According to Frood (2010: 488), there are three stages involved in the social management of death: separation, recovery, and maintenance. The first stage concerns coming to terms with the idea of a total separation from the deceased, through public grief and the preparation of the body for the funeral. The second stage, involving ritual performances, is meant to facilitate the settlement of the deceased into a new world not totally different from ours. The stage of maintenance puts in place the process of social remembrance.

The transformation of burial practices came after the unification of Egypt in c. 3000 BCE when burial ceased to be an ordinary attempt to do away with the death and became rather a significant practice of transfiguration. According to ancient Egyptian beliefs, when a person died, the transfigured spiritual essence—or A’akh—was dissociated from the corpse and ascended to heavens with the goddess Nut. Tombs became “houses of eternity” and death became the “gateway into eternity.” With the emergence of the cult of Osiris (and the tantalizing prospect of salvation, resurrection, and eternity it offered), death and burial became metaphysically more complex. The tomb became the abode for the Ba, the human soul represented as a human-headed bird, and the Ka, the astral being that journeys with humans throughout life and provides spiritual guidance. To die therefore was to “go to one’s Ka.”

Embalmment practice, or ut, is the priests’ creative response to the increasing loss of the earlier custom of burying at the fringe of the desert, which naturally preserved the corpses and their Ba. “Mummy” derived from the Persian word for bitumen, which came to be used in the embalmment process in the New Kingdom. Preservation was achieved through the use of natron, a natural mineral made up of a mixture of sodium bicarbonate and sodium chloride. There were several points in the burial process where social stratification intruded. For instance, in the wrapping of the mummy, all the poor had to give the embalmers was used cloth, or what later was referred to as the “Linen of Yesterday,” a phrase used by the kites, or professional women mourners, to signify the life of the deceased while on earth. The mortuary rituals also included a daily recitation of prayers and commemoration, as part of the maintenance of social memory. The rich had the means to engage mortuary priests who could conduct these rituals in perpetuity.

In Egypt today, the ceremony of el-Arbeiyin reenacts an ancient funerary custom in which the family of the deceased will take food to the grave for 40 days after burial, and distribute it to the poor. The 40 days’ interval, in ancient time, probably was the time required to set up and achieve mummification.

Lifestyle, Leisure, and Employment

There is a marked difference, from ancient to modern Egypt, between the rural dwellers—the fellahin—and the urban Egyptians. The rural-urban divide points to a simple hierarchical ordering of the Egyptian society symbolically reflected by the pyramid. Status, rank, and wealth were functions of the closeness and relationship to the pharaoh who sat at the very top of the society. He was followed closely by the vizier or prime minister (as head of the judiciary, the chief royal architect, and the custodian of the state archives), inner elite (those close enough to the king in terms of decision-making capacity). At the next level are other elites or titled persons ranging from provincial governors (or nomarchs who headed the various nomes or provinces), court officials, regional administrators, and specialists to scribes and military officers. Following this elite group were the nontitled middle class distinguished by its wealth. With the pharaoh at the head of the state, the lives of the ancient Egyptians were subjected to his administration, delegated to the bureaucrats who oversaw the public works, army, agriculture and farming, trading, shipping, foreign relations, justice administration and prison, health, and so on, all of which provided the framework within which the employment dynamics unfolded for the populace. Thus, apart from the king, the prime minister, and the inner-circle elites, there was also a huge middle level of state officials, major and minor. It was around these scribes, priests, and artisans that the administrative machinery of the Egyptian centralized state was centered.

The ancient Egyptian society is therefore better understood more in terms of a feudal hierarchy rather than the modern income stratification into upper, middle, and lower classes. Apart from the royalty consisting of a tiny percentage of those related to the pharaoh and wielding enormous official power, there were also a segment of free Egyptians and the unfree chattel. The free Egyptians were defined by two distinctive rights: the right to travel freely anywhere in Egypt, and the right to enter into free contractual agreements. They could purchase, own, and transfer properties as well as get married. It is this segment of the Egyptian society that found employment mainly within the bureaucracy that extended the powerful authority of the pharaoh to the rest of the people, especially in the forms of taxation, military service, and pyramid construction, and other corvée duties the king or the state might require.

After this group, we encounter the largest and poorest segment of the Egyptian society—the peasants and local craftsmen who constituted close to 90 percent of the entire population. This large group of peasants is divided into a combination of free Egyptians, serfs, and slaves who generally worked the land. Though the concept of “slavery” has a very limited use in ancient Egypt (since slaves could also own land), the slaves and the serfs were, in a sense, owned by the pharaoh and the wealthy people. Slaves were bought and sold while the serfs were tied to the land and managed by different masters to the extent that the land entered into economic transactions. The peasants are followed, at the lowest rung of the pyramid, by criminals, exiles, and outlaws. These last three segments of the ancient Egyptian society are largely also invisible especially from the material culture: mortuary landscapes, tomb scenes, titles, and biographies that form the elite source for reconstructing the hierarchical stratification of the society. The economic and social structure of Egyptian society remained highly centralized until the present. Agriculture, which formed the core of the economy, has now been reduced to 13.1 percent of the gross domestic product as of 2010. The industrial sector, which displaced the dominance of agriculture, is equally giving way to the service sector, which currently employs close to 50 percent of the population.

The lifestyle of the “ordinary” segments of the society is depicted in the textual and literary cultural products of the elite, as being socially deviant and liable to undermine ma’at. For instance, the Teaching of Khety (in the Middle Kingdom) characterizes the laboring nonelite as dirty and bestial: “And the field-worker laments more than the guinea fowl, his voice louder than the ravens, with his fingers swollen and with all sorts of excessive stinks” (Frood 2010: 479). Yet the surplus, which supported the elite in its nonproducing position, is the function of the arduous task of the peasants locked to the land in the rural areas. It is estimated that ancient Egypt had a population of between 1.2 million and 3.2 million from the Old Kingdom through the New Kingdom until the beginning of Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt. Only between 60,000 and 168,000 (about 5–8 percent) of this population lived in the urban centers (Morkot 2005: 184). The rest of the population lived in the rural areas and worked the agricultural lands. This became the basis of an agricultural economy with exchange of goods at its core, supplemented by coined money exchange. For example, the copper coin, or deben (further divided into 10 qites), played a huge role in market transactions as the basic unit of weight and value (approximately 91 grams).


Satire of the Trades

The Satire of the Trades was written by a man called Duaf for his son Khety. He is trying to encourage his son to work hard at his studies to become a good scribe. As an incentive, he describes the pitfalls of all other professions in graphic detail:

I will make you love scribedom more than your mother, I’ll make its beauties stand before you; It is the greatest of all callings. There is none like it in the land.

I have never seen a sculptor as envoy, nor is a goldsmith ever sent; but I have seen the smith at work at the opening of his furnace; with fingers like claws of a crocodile he stinks more than fish roe.

The jewel-maker bores with his chisel in hard stone of all kinds; when he has finished the inlay of the eye, his arms are spent, he’s weary; sitting down when the sun goes down, his knees and back are cramped.

The barber barbers until nightfall, he takes himself to town, he sets himself up in his corner, he moves from street to street, looking for someone to barber. He strains his arms to fill his belly like the bee that eats as it works.

I’ll describe to you also the mason: his loins give him pain; though he is out in the wind, he works without a cloak; his loincloth is a twisted rope and a string in the rear. His arms are spent from exertion, having mixed all kinds of dirt; when he eats bread with his fingers, he has washed at the same time….

Look, there is no profession without a boss, except for the scribe—he is the boss.

Source: Booth, Charlotte. 2007. The Ancient Egyptians for Dummies. New York: John Wiley and Son.



Thus, while it can be said that Egypt’s ancient economic structure was essentially agricultural, it must also be recognized that the towns and cities played significant roles in transforming this basic structure into a complex and hierarchical one the farther one moves away from the rural to the urban centers—the nome capitals and especially Alexandria. The economy became more sophisticated and highly monetized as Egypt transitioned from ancient to Ptolemaic, Roman, Byzantine, and Islamic periods. The evolving Egyptian state also became highly prominent in the determination of what constituted surplus before and after taxation as well as in the regulation of the economy. During the Mamluk conquest, peasants owned a usufruct right on the plots they farmed (aradi al-filaha), but they were subjected to a tax farming system that placed enormous tax burden on them. And the elites, who held the thread of power, occupied a position that was essentially nonproductive but that gave ample opportunity for leisure. The peasants, as well as the rural areas, have undergone significant transformation in the evolution of the long trajectory of Egypt’s history of subjugation and independence. As of 2011, peasants make up 57 percent of Egypt’s population, but this figure is increasingly subjected to the effect of urban migration by Egyptians eager to insert themselves into the growing industrial and service economy presently defining the shape of the Egyptian state.

In terms of work and rest, there are significant differences between ancient and modern Egypt. While modern Egypt has come under a lot of conquering influences, including modernity, the experience of work and leisure in pharaonic Egypt was altogether different. First, the idea of leisure was a strange one for most of the population that was engaged in energetic and large-scale agricultural production that did not allow for even the idea of a workweek and days of nonwork. The idea of a “week” or that of naming each day of that week had no place in the Egyptian language. The framework for the work schedule was determined largely by the flooding of the Nile that automatically created a seasonal flow or “calendar” required for weeding, plowing, sowing, and harvesting (Brier and Hobbs 2008: 85). The natural flooding of the Nile created three seasons by which the Egyptians ordered their agricultural rhythms: “‘Inundation’ (зḫ.t), ‘Seed-time’ (pr.t), and ‘Harvest’ (šmw). Each season contained four 30-day months, making a total of 12 months with five intercalary days” (Ritner 2006: 3). In fact, the flooding of the Nile created a pragmatic interlude that allowed ancient Egyptians to observe processions, holidays (or, most appropriately, holy days when the commoners got the opportunity to see the gods and participate in religious activities), festivals, and some form of rest.

Recreation was solely left to those who were not too encumbered by work, especially children, independent business people, marshmen, and other wealthy elites. Hunting and fishing for pleasure as well as sailing on the Nile played a prominent role in their recreation efforts. While bullfighting was the sole spectator sport of the pharaonic Egyptians, music in the shape of the orchestra band was another favored entertainment. The musical ensembles mostly consisted of drums, harps, oboes, and flutes (or essentially the reed pipes) to which mostly women dancers swayed. Other ancient Egyptian entertainments come in the form of board games or physical activities. The mehen, for instance, is much like the modern Snakes and Ladders, with a segmented serpent sketched at the center of the board. The senet and the tjau (or “robbers”) were remarkably like checkers. The senet board has a layout of three rows of 10 squares while the tjau board is made up of three rows of four squares at one end of the board, while the other end has eight squares with a dog facing a lion at the top and a lion facing two gazelles below. Children also had several types of toys, especially dolls, animal models, war chariots, and rattles, made of stuffed cloth, carved ivory, or wood.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The ancient Egyptian society, across its historical epochs, remained essentially male dominated. Occupation, for instance, was strictly mediated by gender: the men governed, managed the farms, and performed military services; the women handled the homes, danced at banquets, wept at funerals, traded and sold, and sewed. However, the women enjoyed an amazing level of prominence and responsibility. Like other freeborn Egyptians, women had full equality under the law; they owned properties and had the legal capacity to enter into contractual agreements. The weight of the law was also brought against them in terms of criminal activities. From the dynastic period and up to the early part of the New Kingdom, women actively held priestly positions like “God’s Servant of Hathor,” “Songstress,” “God’s Wife of Amun,” “Hand of the God,” and so on.

The household, as well as the framework of domestic production, was the major operating theater for women in ancient Egypt. Unlike the modern Egyptian woman who has won considerable emancipation beyond the home front, the ancient counterpart was severely limited in her roles, which involved raising children, cooking, and working. Domestic production was the woman’s own method of not only augmenting the family income together with the husband but also providing a means of personal support, since only very few employment opportunities were available to women. Like the old people who were scorned for being unproductive, widowed and divorced women were also regarded as objects of charity. The most stringent of the employment limitations was placed on bureaucratic positions. Within the palace, women were restricted to such jobs as overseer of the singers, overseer of amusements, mistress of the royal harem, overseer of the house of weaver, and overseer of the wig shop. Women also dominated the linen and textile trade, which began within the domain of the household, midwifery, wet nursing, professional mourners (kites), entertainment, and even prostitution. Training and literacy were limited among women.

In comparison, the lives of royal women were even more constrained. Their relevance was denoted by their relationship with the king. Without the pharaoh, a royal woman had no identity at all. She must therefore be either the “great royal wife” (the principal wife), king’s mother, king’s wife, king’s daughter, or king’s sister (a title of endearment that could also denote a wife). The great royal wife, in spite of her similarity to a modern “first lady,” only possessed a high-sounding name. Her role was at best complementary, and the title was not a permanent one—it could be relocated to another woman who caught the fancy of the king, at a moment’s notice! Likewise, the king’s daughter did not have any real power. However, the title of the king’s mother was a semidivine one that signified the female dimension of the king’s divinity. All the women who surrounded the pharaoh, especially his various wives, were subjected to a lot of matrimonial vagaries, one of the worst of which was to be transferred to a harem that was too far away from the king. Yet, in spite of the dominance and domineering influence of the king and the Egyptian men, some of the women became unconventionally famous: Ahhotep who effectively ruled Egypt while her husband, Seqenenre Tao II, and her son, Kamose, were at war (and eventually died on the battle field); Hatshepsut who, unlike Ahhotep, ruled Egypt for 15 years as a king rather than a queen regent; and Queen Tiye, the mother of Akhenaten, who was often represented as participating in rituals with her husband, Amenhotep III.

The family occupies a significant place in the understanding of the social and cultural framework of the Egyptian society, ancient and modern. Marriage stands as the primary institution that inaugurates social relations. The most significant feature of marriage in ancient Egypt is that it was essentially a cultural phenomenon (bringing two kin groups together) without the legal and religious dimensions that attend modern marriages. Usually monogamous, ancient marriages were contracted to raise children and extend the lineage. The custom, which appears uniquely African, was that the man took the first step by bringing the shep en sehemet or the bride-price to the woman’s family. The matrilineal basis of the society (family descent was traced on the female rather than male side) ensured that women received prominent, even if restricted, status in the society, especially throughout the Dynastic periods. This limitation, for instance, precluded the concept of a “ruling queen.” This is in spite of the various queens—Nefertiti, Hatshepsut, Mer-Nit, Nitoqert, Sobeknofru, and so on—who ruled ancient Egypt. These female rulers were accommodated, but they ruled as “pharaohs” and not queens. The succession practice was thus meant to pass from father to son except when certain historical factors brought a female heir to the throne. The kinship principle served as a significant framework not only for marriage and genealogical purposes; it was also the basis for filling priestly and administrative offices.

There were no formal ceremonies or rituals associated with marriages (or even divorce). Marriage was simply a contractual convention requiring the exchange of valuables on both sides after the negotiation had been successful. Usually, custom demanded the suitor to give a “virginity gift” as compensation for what the bride would lose—this did not apply to second marriages (Brier and Hobbs 2008: 79). There was also what could be called an “alimentation sum,” which the bride’s family provided periodically to compensate the husband for an extra mouth. The bride’s family was, however, required to also stipulate how the bride should be treated by the husband. A prenuptial agreement also included who owned what property and who would inherit what after the death of either spouse. There was no authorization needed for a divorce. If initiated by the husband, he lost the gift to the bride (or may have even been required to double it); if divorce was initiated by the wife, she was required to return part of the gift. The husband was, however, required to continue providing “alimony” to the wife until she remarried.

Cuisine

The prominence of bread as the center of the Egyptian’s culinary framework today owes a lot to the ancient Egyptians and their culinary inventiveness. Bread, onions, and beer constituted the ubiquitous staples of the ancient Egyptians. While beer lost out during the Islamic conquest of Egypt as a drink that was against the religious injunctions of Muslims, bread, onions, and other varieties of vegetable products persisted until the modern period. These staples constituted the limit of the ancient Egyptian diet, as dictated by economic reality. The hierarchical ordering of the ancient Egyptian society influenced the quality of the food available to the rich and the poor. The Egyptian land yielded a variety of fruits and vegetables—figs, pomegranates, grapes, garlic, radishes, cucumbers, melons, onions, dates, chicory, lettuce, cinnamon, apples, fava beans, leeks, chickpeas, lentils, cabbages, raisins, olives, dom nuts, and seneb berries. The Nile also provided several varieties of fish that supplemented the lean diet.

Barley and emmer wheat were two important indigenous grains that went into the making of beer and bread, respectively. Both were suited to Egypt’s hot climate and grew with little supervision. Once harvested, the top of the plants were threshed and the grains separated from the hulls. What was not needed was stored; the remaining was further ground into flour that would be kneaded into dough with the addition of water and a bit of day-old dough that already bred yeast to make the dough rise. Due to its being common among Egyptians, certain creative dynamics entered into the baking of bread, which came in various shapes and sizes: pyramid, hexagons, crescent, round, oval, animals and birds, and even the shape of women! According to Brier and Hobbs, “So important was their bread to ancient Egyptians that they gave it up during times of mourning, a custom similar to the Christian period of Lent, a meaningful sacrifice only because of the food’s importance. Otherwise bread figured in every meal—from a farmer’s breakfast of bread and perhaps milk to the most elegant feast set by a mighty pharaoh” (2008: 111). On the other hand, beer is almost native to Egypt. This is because its discovery could be assumed to be spontaneous and simultaneous in many cultures and societies. This, however, does not limit its incidence within the ancient Egyptian society. Depending on which side one fell on the rich-poor divide, bread and beer were supplemented by other varieties of fruits and vegetables, but most especially fish and wild fowls. The rich enjoyed beef, mutton, pork, goose, and pigeon.

The prominence of bread in the Egyptian diet has endured till today alongside the many fruits and vegetables. Oranges, bananas, lemons, almonds, mangoes, peaches, sugarcane, and tomatoes were added during the Greco-Roman period in Egypt’s history. The wide array of food constitutes for modern Egypt one of the beneficial areas in an otherwise tough history of conquest. And the rural Egyptians—the peasants—as well as the Coptic Christians serve as the conduit for making the riches of ancient Egypt available to the contemporary Egyptians. Yet, food variety and consumption in modern Egypt owe a debt not only to ancient Egypt but also to a host of other sociocultural factors, especially the opening up of the Egyptian society to other cultural influences in the Mediterranean region.

It has been said that “Egyptians eat food with bread, and not bread with food” (Hassan-Wassef 2004: 902). Any food other than bread is referred to as ghomous (or a dip). Bread (either the eish masri or the eish merahrah) is taken in a nutritional association with other food including onions; radish leaves; a mixture of salt, cumin, and sesame seeds; or cooked vegetables. It is also eaten as sandwiches with cheese, cooked meat, fried potatoes, or egg as fillings. Fava beans, which also feature prominently in modern Egyptian food intake, are equally associated with other food for full nutritional value. Thus, a complete ful dish will include dark green leafy vegetables, herbs, legumes, dried chickpeas, and fenugreek. A normal breakfast in Egypt, for instance, consists of white cheese (gibna bayda) or yellow cheese (gibna rumi), jam, bread, olive oil/yoghurt, and tea/juice. This changes during Ramadan, the Muslim month of fasting.
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Pita bread (eish masri or eish merahrah) served with ful beans and other common accompaniments. Bread has been a central component of Egyptian cuisine since the days of the pharoahs. (age fotostock/Alamy)

Ful medames is considered to be one of Egypt’s national dishes. It consists of slow-cooked fava beans (mashed or whole), garlic, olive oil, cumin, and lemon. It is taken as breakfast with the eish merahrah flat bread. Falafel (from the Arabic filfil or pepper), or taa’meya originated in Alexandria. It is made from ground fava beans, lemon juice, garlic, salt, and pepper with a little flour to bind them all. This is then deep-fried in oil to make a sort of bean cake. Koshari is a combination of macaroni and rice with lentils and garnished with fried onions and hot sauce. Molokheyyah, on the other hand, is a nutritious soup made from a leafy green by the same name (or nalta jutte). Umm ali is another national dish, which is a mix of raisins, nuts, pastry, coconut, and cream. It is usually soaked in milk and served hot. Other popular dishes include rice (or ruzz) cooked with nuts, onions, vegetables, and meat; salata (salad) made up of greens, tomatoes, potatoes or egg, and beans; kebab prepared of pieces of lamb meat seasoned in onion, lemon juice, and marjoram, and roasted; pigeon (or hamaam) prepared stuffed with rice or rubbed green wheat (fereek).

Tea (or shai) is Egypt’s national drink, followed by coffee, which is more an urban taste than a general one. Tea has various types: shai fetla (thread tea), shai kosheri (loose tea), shai bi-na’ana’a (minted tea). Other drinks include tamarind, red sorrel (karkadeh), carob (kharrub), licorice (erq’soos), ground ginger, ground cinnamon, mint leaves, cumin seeds, freshly pressed sugar cane juice and other fruits, sahlab (a milk drink made from ground orchis root), and so on.

Dress

The popular ancient Egyptian fabric was linen. This went into the making of the various garments Egyptians wore. All the good qualities of the linen proved suitable for the ancient Egyptian environment—its coolness was perfect for the hot climate; it allowed for the circulation of air around the body; it was strong; and its natural sheen made it fashionable. The weaving flax that yielded the linen fabric was therefore cultivated on a large scale. The flax yielded different kinds of fiber if harvested at different stages of ripeness: “When the flax stem was green, its soft fiber could be spun into the finest thread; when yellow, stronger fiber would hold pleats well; when brown, tough fiber could be woven into ropes and mats” (Brier and Hobbs 2008: 128). The utility of wool was limited because it was forbidden for use in the tombs and the temples. Yet, it was the number one fabric to ward off the cold. It was also the choice material for those who could not afford linen.

The simplest garment that linen was used for was the loincloth. This was a very simple triangle tucked in between the legs and tied with the two ends around the waist. Egyptian males wore the kilt, a knee-length cloth worn around the waist and tied in the front. The end of the kilt was loose enough (or cut into a curve) to allow for easy movement. The kilt, which was usually worn alone, could also be accompanied by a shirt. A stole might also be thrown across the neck and the chest. The women wore an ankle-length and close-fitting sheath that had shoulder straps. This sheath dress was later complemented by the tunic dress and then the wrap dress that had a fabric thrown around the shoulder. These simple clothes could be, however, dyed in different bright colors, but the favored color was white. Children remained naked until they had matured a bit and were ready to wear adult garments. Different social ranks and positions also came with different dress patterns. By the early Dynastic periods, cotton gowns with sleeves had begun appearing as the favoured apparel. In the Old and Middle Kingdoms, wigs appeared as the protection against dust and the sun. Egyptian sandals were also a practical addition demanded by the Egyptian environment. The New Kingdom brought elaborate embroidery with shells and small stones. By the end of the New Kingdom in 1070 BCE, new fashion styles and influences had begun percolating into the Egyptian society.

The long and pervasive Islamic conquest of Egypt affected every aspect of Egyptian society and culture. When Egypt was conquered in 641, one of the first consequences of Islamic rule, apart from the slow but irrevocable Arabization, was the sumptuary law of ghiyar (differentiation), which decreed difference in dressing between the Muslim and the non-Muslim (dhimmis). Under the Mamluk, for instance, there was a strict dress code: With regard to the outer garment, yellow defined the Jews, the Christian wore blue, and the Samaritans wore red. The non-Muslim turban was almost different. However, some of the basic garments and fabrics of ancient Egypt have persisted up to the present. There is a basis, in other words, to distinguish between “traditional” and “modern” clothing (even if the “traditional” dress has been transformed into some modern forms).

Modern dress is defined by American or European aesthetics especially suits, shirts, and trousers as well as the popular jeans and polos or T-shirts. The most “traditional” of the men’s wear is the prominent galabiya, the loose-fitting, ankle-length robe, with a turban or skullcap, and the kaftan (another ankle-length tunic with large sleeves and belted around the waist) worn over the galabiya. The high and low classes are distinguished by the quality of the material used and the elaborate detail of embroidery on the cloth. The lower class wears the drawers and the abaya or cloak over them when it is cold; the high-class male wears the drawers and shirt, a sidari (or short vest) over the shirt, and finally the kaftan. There are two types of over-robe worn over the kaftan: the jubba or the faragiya (often worn by professionals). Female dressing is distinguished by either the hijab (a headscarf that covers the head and neck) or the niqab (a light and soft veil that covers the head and face and leaves a narrow opening for the eyes). Veiling the head probably derived from a Byzantine dress culture adopted by Muslims after the conquest. Then there is also a very wide modesty garment called the tob sebleh, made of cotton fabric.

Sports and Games

Sports in ancient Egypt consisted of many varieties: charioteering, hunting, fishing, athletics, archery, acrobatics, water sports, and wrestling. These sporting activities were also incorporated into the ancient Egyptian school curriculum before boys and girls followed the gender path outlined for career choices. As with most aspects of the ancient Egyptian life, sports probably had a deep connection with the pharaoh, with his prowess and divinity manifesting, most often, in his ability to win wars and protect the Egyptians. Training for warfare could therefore be assumed to have found a suitable framework in sporting activities where suitable soldiers for the ancient Egyptian army were often recruited.

Chariot practice, for instance, was an important military/sporting activity. Charioteering had two dimensions. First, there were the chariot races, and second, there was the training in charioteering skills like driving and shooting while on a chariot. The normal chariot is drawn by two horses and carried a driver (in the case of the race) or a driver and an archer (in the case of the training). An Egyptian was trained to be both a driver and an archer. Archery, on the other hand, was essential for hunting and on the battlefield. A good archer, as demonstrated by Pharaoh Amenhotep II in the 18th Dynasty, must be able to shoot through a target made up of a copper plate. Ancient Egyptians hunted for lions, gazelles, deer, bulls, birds, and fishes. Hunting usually provided a good target practice to sharpen the archery skills on the chariot. Spears, bows and arrows, and lassos (if the animal needed to be caught alive) were the choice instruments for the hunt. Fishing was done for sport and for food, with the spear as the favorite fishing equipment.

Wrestling was another favorite and the most popular sporting activity of the ancient Egyptians especially for men and boys. Ancient Egyptians developed several forms of wrestling tactics similar to what is recognizable today. Wrestling contests were organized to honor a dead pharaoh. It was an important dimension of preparation for army service. Ancient Egypt provides one of the earliest evidences of martial arts initiatives. Martial arts were invented essentially to achieve physical balance. Sebekkha (or crocodile spirit) represents one form of martial art in ancient Egypt. In modern Egypt, this form of martial art has survived in what is called tahteeb and the Bedouin’s combat art called naboud. And martial arts were usually supplemented with stick-fighting. Stick-fighting and boxing scenes on ancient tombs also depicted ritual acts or reenactments of the activity of the gods. For instance, boxing matches were usually meant to depict Horus, the god of kingship, engaged in eternal battles against the forces of evil.

Apart from its military significance, athletics were also sometimes a ceremonial “fitness” activity that established the pharaoh as capable of safeguarding his territory. There were also ball games that involved the rich, the poor, and children. Most of the balls came in the shape of the softball, and they were made of wood, clay, or leather. The ball was thrown between two participants in a game of catch, or it was juggled. There was also a joust-type water game in which crewmembers in one boat used long poles to dislodge the crewmembers of the other boat and throw them into the water.

It should be noted that, given status difference between the rich and the poor, sports were essentially elitist. The peasants were just too busy to make time for elaborate sporting activities. Since sports were tied to the king’s prowess, those closest to the king enjoyed the pleasure more than those very far away.

Most of these sporting activities have been transformed into their modern counterparts. Their survival, for one, has been essentially due to their significance as military skills. The Mamluk and the Ottoman, for example, recognized the necessity of encouraging military readiness through the regular promotion of the furusiyya exercises involving games and training. The game of polo was brought to prominence by the Islamic conquerors in Egypt. When Egyptian rule came under the control of Egyptians, with the 1952 Revolution under Gamal Abdel Nasser, sports received a nationalistic boost. Like most other nations, modern Egypt is also a footballing country. The national team, appropriately named the Pharaohs, has won the African Nations Cup seven times (and consecutively in 1957 and 1959, and 2006, 2008, and 2010). Apart from weightlifting, wrestling, boxing (which was not a popular ancient sport), wrestling, athletics, and swimming, all of which had ancient correlates, other modern sporting events in which Egypt has excelled include basketball, handball, squash, tennis, volleyball, and martial arts (especially judo and tae kwon do).

Festivals and Holidays

In ancient Egypt, religion stood at the foreground of the people’s lives. The pharaoh was considered partly human and partly divine. He was the mediator between the many gods and goddesses who supervised the Egyptian cosmos and the Egyptians themselves who depended on them for guidance. The pharaoh therefore strove to maintain ma’at, or cosmological balance between the cosmos and the society that prevented primeval chaos from overtaking the world. He was assisted by the priests and the priestesses who oversaw the many temples built for the many gods and goddesses. One of the many responsibilities of the priests and priestesses was to organize rituals as well as the heb, or religious festivals, which celebrate or commemorate the lives of the gods and goddesses. Festivals also served the purpose of visibly demonstrating the beliefs and dogmas of the ancient Egyptians.

The priests and priestesses were tasked with two sets of rituals in the temples. The first set was the daily temple rituals that were meant to rejuvenate the gods in a daily process of rebirth. On a daily basis, the priest would enter the temple, take the statue of the particular god out of its box, freshen up its costumes, and present the god’s breakfast (lunch and dinner would also follow before the statue was returned to its box). Correct observance of this ritual ensured not only the favors of the god in terms of power, immortality, peace, fertility, and prosperity, but it also provided assurance against the return of chaos. The second set of rituals was the assortment of various festivals that reflected the unique history and mythology of the individual god. Some aspects of these festivals were performed inside the temples; most aspects came in forms of processions and spectacles. There were close to 60 such annual festivals and processions that involved singing and dancing, music, free food, and animal sacrifices.

The Festival of Khoiakh celebrated the death and resurrection of Osiris, the god of the underworld. Mythology depicts Osiris as an early king who was killed by his brother Seth. After Osiris’ body was mutilated and scattered, his sister and wife, Isis, collected and reunited these scattered parts. Horus, Isis’s posthumous child of Osiris, engaged Seth in a bloody battle that eventually came to the notice of a divine jury. Osiris and Horus won at judgment. Seth was outlawed; Horus became the god of the living; the resurrected Osiris was given the underworld of the dead as well as divine judgment.

The Great Feast of Opet was the day when the images of Amun, his wife Mut, and their child Khonsu were taken from the Karnal Temple to the Luxor Temple to commemorate their marriage. The sed festival was the period of the king’s jubilee celebrated after 30 years had elapsed for a king. Each of the gods also had a procession, like the processional Memphite Sokar festival that was instituted to remember the death, mummification, burial, and resurrection of Osiris at Abydos as well as the Beautiful Festival of the Valley in which Amun was taken from the eastern to the western bank of the Nile. The feast of Hathor was, however, a festival dedicated to pleasure and drunkenness.

Some of the festivals, apart from commemorating the gods and goddesses, were also designed to mark certain significant events in the people’s lives, especially agricultural processes: these festivals were usually associated with the lunar calendar. For instance, pese djentlu was the ancient Egyptian term that signified the first day and the festival commemorating the new moon. The Festival of the Djed Pillar was a ceremony of rebirth and spiritual refreshment represented by the growth of trees. This festival was connected to the Festival of the Emergence of Sodpet, which was celebrated to open the akhet season of the Nile’s inundation. Akhet, the first of the ancient Egyptian seasons, ran from mid-July to mid-November. It was followed by the peret winter season from January to early May; and shemu (“low water”) or season of the harvest, which lasted from early May till early September. The Festival of the Djed Pillar was usually celebrated on the first day of shemu.

The strength of some of the festivals is demonstrated by their persistence over time, especially through the cultural agency of the Copts who kept the pharaonic heritage mostly intact within the framework of the Islamic order. The Festival of Sham el-Nessim (Breathing of the Spring Air) is today a national holiday in Egypt. The name of this festival derives from shemu, the harvest season of the ancient Egyptians. Apart from the outdoor funfair and picnicking on the Nile, modern Egyptians have also retained the symbolic consumption of eggs on this day as an emblem of rebirth that shemu represented for the ancient Egyptians. This holiday has more meaning for the Coptic Christians than for the majority Muslim Egyptians because Sham el-Nessim coincides with the Easter celebration (marking the death and resurrection of Jesus), also celebrated in spring. It is celebrated in April on Easter Monday. On the other hand, the Wafaa el-Nil celebration reenacts the akhet festival of ancient Egypt that celebrated the flooding of the Nile. This occasion is commemorated in August. The Copts celebrate Christmas (the birth of Jesus Christ) on January 7. Egyptian Muslims celebrate Eid al-Fitr (the breaking of the Ramadan fast). The Egyptian Revolution Day (to remember the 1952 Revolution) is celebrated on July 23; April 25 is Sinai Liberation Day (to mark the withdrawal of Israeli forces from the Sinai Peninsula in 1982); Armed Forces Day comes up on October 6 to celebrate Egypt’s victory in the variously named October/Yom Kippur/Ramadan/1973 Arab-Israeli War. Egypt also celebrates Prophet Muhammad’s birthday, Labor Day, Muharram, and the Islamic New Year.

Music and Dance

Music and dance are performances central to our experiences as human beings. It has been said that the ancient Egyptians were obsessed with both life and death. Music and dance played a huge role in that obsession. Both had a sacred and a secular dimension. In the sacred format, songs and music were meant to extol the gods and goddesses and honor them. The rituals and festivals provided the opportunity for continuous flow of praises and dances. Like modern organized religions, the ancient Egyptian temples had a standing choir that regularly sang liturgical hymns and chants to the gods. A temple also had a musical troupe (ḫnr) and mrt-dancers consisting of both males and females. Dancing, especially by females, often accompanied rituals with lots of incense burning and instrumental music. Thoth, his wife, Hathor, and Bes are associated with music and dance.
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Egyptians enjoy a picnic at Al-Andalus Park in Cairo on Sham el-Nessim, a national holiday observed by Egyptians of all faiths. Derived from the ancient Egyptian word for the harvest season (shemu, meaning “day of creation”), Sham el-Nessim is a celebration of the start of spring. (Mostafa Sabry/Anadolu Agency/Getty Images)

The many banqueting scenes on tomb decorations attest to the role of music and dance in ancient Egyptian entertainment, especially among the elite. Wealthy Egyptians often employed or invited professional musicians and dancers for performances in their homes. The banquet feasts were particularly the occasion for much wining and dining and merrymaking to the sound of music. While the guests and the hosts were seated, the hired musicians would play all manner of musical instruments while other members of the band would keep up a rhythmic clapping to accompany the music. On the other hand, the dancers were also available to keep steps with the tune. Mostly made up of naked or skimpily clad women, these dancers provided the erotic component to the entertainment. The dancers also featured at the head of a funerary procession to a tomb, followed by mourners (especially the kites), singers, friends, relatives, and servants. These ordinary funerary dancers were, however, different from the muu dancers who were ritual dancers considered to be divine (with regard to their association with the Souls of Pe, the title of the legendary predynastic rulers of Egypt). The muu dancers, who were usually mute, were divided into three, each with different roles to play in a funeral. The first set of dancers met and gave permission to the approaching funeral procession to enter a necropolis; the second group stood at attention in the muu halls to perform at the funeral process; and the third group, considered to represent the souls of Pe, also performed at sacred and royal ceremonies.

The harp was a constant feature in the musical ensemble of ancient Egypt, accompanied by other instruments like the sistrum (sacred to the goddess Hathor) and the flutes. Other instruments include the rattles, tambourines, clappers, and some form of guitar. Cymbals, castanets, lutes, mandolins, lyres, (the single and double) oboe pipe, and small drums were equally popular, especially from the Middle to the New Kingdoms. Aerophones (wind instruments) like the clarinets, horns, flutes, trumpets, bugles, and oboes were also significant for military purposes.

Music also played a significant role in Coptic Christianity, which was a creative blend of pharaonic, Byzantine, and Islamic artistic traditions. The Coptic period in Egyptian music history was essentially dedicated to sacred church music, and its liturgical character benefited greatly from the temple liturgy of the ancient Egyptians. The choral practice of these ancient Egyptians was successfully retained by the Copts. There is a strong similarity between ancient Egyptian and Coptic chironomy (hand signals in musical performances). Coptic musical practice, especially with regard to the emphasis on the vowel in musical vocalization, is similar to the ancient Egyptian stress on the vowels in incantations. Coptic sacred music had to coexist with Arabic music tradition after the Muslim conquest of Egypt. Both Muslims and Copts share a tradition of celebrating their saints through the production of rich religious music. These celebrations called the mulids made use of the Egyptian flute, which is still a current instrument in modern Egyptian music and dance.

Arab music has a long history before it came into its dynamic relationship that created the unique modern Egyptian music. Arab music is differentiated by its emphasis on (1) the melodic modes (or maqāmāt); (2) instrumental improvisation (or taqsīm); and (3) the dominance of the song or poetry and a singer. The music tradition of the Sufi, especially in the Sufi zikr, provides a picture of a sanitized singer—the shaykh—who has been purged of the often licentious excesses of public entertainment like drunkenness and immorality. The shaykh as a mature, learned, and religious man is distinguished by his singing of worthy texts like the Koran and classical poetry like the qasā’id and the muwashshahāt. The recitation of the suras of the Koran provides the musical background to the Arab music heritage. The context for the performance of the shaykh is a maqām series made up of a waslat (a series of composition and improvised vocal and instrumental pieces or taqāsīm). Within this melodic mode, the shaykh and his orchestra would be expected to deliver to the audience the musical experience of exhilaration or euphoria (tarab) through his dexterous voice on the musical notes that move in tones, semitones, and quartertones. The traditional orchestra ensemble (al tacht) is made up of three basic instruments: the short-necked lute (oud), the Egyptian flute (nay), and the plucked zither with movable bridges and 78 strings (qanoun) that can produce several microintervals in the melody. The Arab violin (kamanija) and the tambourine (riqq) are later additions to this ensemble. Classical Arab music was first popularized by Umm Khaltoum and later by Abdul Halim Hafez.

When classical Arab music confronts the West, the result is al-musika al-shababeya, a unique youth production deriving from a mixture of Arabic and European or American musical contents. This is the musical mix suitable for the Egyptian middle and upper class. On the other hand, shaabi (popular) music serves the urban working class. It produces colloquial songs with strong satirical and critical contents (mawwāl). Shaabi in turn derives from baladi, the folk songs and expressions that rural Egyptians exported to Cairo. Shaabi music was given its first popular expression in Mohamed Mounir’s revolutionary album, Shababik (1981). An authentic alternative to the creative fusion between Arabic and Western music came through the effort of Hamid Al-Shaeri, in the form of al-jeel music that is a unique blend of disco beats and Nubian, Libyan, and Bedouin rhythms. And recently, in the wake of the Arab Spring, a new musical fabrication has evolved. The mahraganat (or festivals) is often called the electronic shaabi, a hybrid of local music, electronic sound, and hip-hop.

All these new expressions of the vitality of Arab music effectively inhibit the latent possibilities of ethnic Egyptian music more popular in the rural areas. These include Upper Egyptian saiyidi deriving its rhythm from the mismar saiyidi (or the wooden horn) and the nahrasan two-sided drum, the delta fellahi peasant music form, the simsimmeya music that derived its name from a stringed instrument like the guitar, and finally the Nubian pentatonic music.

Visual Art

The cinema was a latecomer to the Egyptian entertainment scene. It is certainly a latecomer in the visual arts, especially in a country with a rich history in painting and sculpture. Egypt’s leadership status in popular culture, especially in cinema where it is considered the “Hollywood of the East,” began in 1904 when motion pictures and cinema halls arrived in Alexandria and Cairo with British soldiers in World War I. Cinema production picked up in 1917 with a silent movie, al-Bahr byidhaq leh (Why Does the Nile Laugh?). The first talking picture came after 1925 with Awlad al-dhawat (Children of the Upper Class). Since Egypt as an Islamic society is culturally conservative, the same controlled reaction against music also confronted the cinema and cinema-going culture.

Modern painting and sculpture in Egypt is a creative composite of many years of visual art history as well as the nationalistic fervor of rethinking and reenvisioning the new Egyptian society on the cusp of modernity. Modern painters and sculptors are divided into two periods (1919–1936 and 1936–1952). In the first period, beginning with the Wafdist Revolution of 1919 (aggravated by the exile of Sa’d Zaghlul, a nationalist leader) and ending with the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936, European-trained artists—Mahmud Mukhtar (1891–1934), Yusuf Kamil (1891–1971), Raghib Ayad (1892–1982), Muhammad Naghi (1888–1956), and Mahmud Said (1897–1964)—pioneered thematic dynamics that contributed to the search for an authentic nationalist renewal for Egypt. However, these artists were really not able to produce art forms divorced from their European trainings. In the second period, ending with the Revolution of Nasser in 1952, the second set of pioneers—‘Abd al-Hadi al-Gazzar (1925–1965) and Hamid Nada (1924–1990) are representative—went beyond the European art forms to create an artistic framework that encapsulates Egyptian cultural experiences. There was an artistic movement from the objective depiction of the first pioneers to a deep psychological representation of the internal experiences of the Egyptian people and culture by the second pioneers. The al-Ruwaad (pioneers), however, benefited from over 2,500 years of pharaonic visual history, 900 years of Greco-Roman/Byzantine conquest, and over 1,400 years of Islamic legacy as well as the artistic influence of the European conquerors in the 19th century.

The ancestry of painting and sculpture dates back to the ancient Egyptian artists and their distinctive “stiff” and decorative arts. An average ancient artist would be surprised to be considered as one. They were simply craftsmen who remained anonymous in spite of the splendid cultural productions required by the complexity of cultural and religious dynamics. Further, the modern distinction between “higher” and “lesser” art forms—between painting and sculpting on the one hand, and pottery, jewelry, and cabinetmaking on the other—did not exist for the ancients. Artistic proliferation was substituted for innovative artistry. Craftsmanship, cooperation, and representative realism were the central, defining factors in ancient Egyptian arts circumscribed by utilitarian considerations. On the tombs and in monuments, beauty struggled with the urgent need to depict the manners and ways in which a person had lived his life on earth within the framework of ma’at, the cosmological ordering principle that linked the gods to mankind through the pharaoh. Only the pharaoh had a measure of authority to commission a work of art for pleasure and glory.

Beginning from before 3000 BCE, sculpture evolved as the major art form of the ancient Egyptians from crude stone carving to animal figures molded with clay until the artistry that created statuaries (the highest form being the colossal Sphinx statue), the pyramids, obelisks, and other highly stylized carvings were eventually achieved. Sculpture had a religious connotation: from the mighty statue of Pharaoh Djoser, it was believed that a statue could represent the person depicted. Thus, sacrifices left for a dead pharaoh could provide eschatological relief. Sculptors therefore became practically “enliveners” (Brier and Hobbs 2008: 184). Painting and mural works also grew until they became coincidental with sculpting, especially in tomb and temple reliefs. Most modern reconstructions of the daily lives of the ancient Egyptians derive from these paintings and murals. Brier and Hobbs remark:

Unlike later Greek art and that of other cultures that follow its traditions, Egyptian art never attempted to record a moment in time, never contrived to fit three-dimensional figures into the two dimensions available to a painter, never attempted to fool the viewer into thinking the real thing lay before him. The aim of Egyptian artists was simply to record an event for eternity, not capture a fleeting moment; to present a situation unambiguously, not show how it looked from a single point of view. Egyptians usually portrayed generic rather than specific situations because they wanted an object or gesture to be understood and identifiable. Superimposition, with nearer objects covering what lay behind them, was assiduously avoided to prevent any misinterpretation of an obscured object. Perspective, portraying objects more distant from the viewer as smaller than those closer to him, never entered the realm of Egyptian art. (2008: 184)

The beauty and strength of ancient Egyptian art endured through the Greco-Roman period in Egyptian history. The Greek and Roman artists introduced artistic individuality and secularization as the next level of Egyptian art. Greek gods and goddesses like Hermes, Aphrodite, Dionysus, and Eros entered into artistic representations. By the time the Muslim conquerors arrived, they came with the religious prohibition of representation in art. Painting and sculpture, for instance, were considered dangerous idolatry. Yet, medieval Egypt still went on to produce an outstanding visual art culture that led Ibn Khaldūn to pronounce Cairo as the umm al-dunya (mother or center of the world). The art culture was demonstrated through jewelry, metalwork, latticework (mashrabiyya), pottery, leatherwork, glassblowing, and textile design all overlaid with Arabic artistic inscriptions. Architecture and building, however, remained one of the greatest contributions of the Islamic dynasties to Egyptian visual culture.

Architecture and Housing

Art and architecture were twin achievements in Egyptian cultural development. Like its art, the architectural dynamics of ancient Egypt were motivated by its religious and metaphysical beliefs about the cosmos and the afterlife. Religion produced monumental architectural display. From around 3400 BCE, the ancient Egyptians replaced the reeds and plant materials that constituted the predynastic building materials with sun-baked mud bricks, limestone, and quarried stone. By the time Imhotep, the Third Dynasty vizier, designed the first burial pyramid for King Djoser, ancient Egyptian architecture-in-stone—the “Stone Age” or the Age of the Pyramid—had arrived. Starting from the Old Kingdom, and with Djoser’s pyramid, architecture became the structural means by which ancient Egyptians ritualized eschatological salvation for themselves. This monumental architecture was enhanced by a simultaneous development in mathematical science and what Assmann calls “lithic semantics” (1996: 54), an attempt at a semiotic representation of this life and the afterlife in signs and symbols inscribed on the tombs. Architecture became a funerary art that manifested in various forms of temples, mastaba tombs, and pyramid complexes (contrary to the use of mud bricks and wood that went into the building of ordinary, nonreligious houses that had no eternal values). Stone was the representation of immortality.

Nonreligious architecture revolved around the building of houses, fortresses, offices, and palaces. These buildings were, in the main, defined essentially by the climactic dynamics of ancient Egypt as a land of heat, with temperatures reaching 120°F, as well as extreme cold on wintry nights. The architect was therefore tasked with ensuring that the buildings were insulated enough—hence, the significance of adobe, the sun-dried brick made from a mixture of mud and straw. The average ancient Egyptian house consisted of three structural elements: (1) an open courtyard with a central pool of water; (2) a columned and roofed entrance that provided shade for family and friends; and (3) private apartments. Other refinements could include stairs to a roofed terrace, stables for animals behind the apartments, a toolshed, and silos.

There are two distinctive Egyptian contributions to architectural forms and three to decorative architecture that influenced the architectural art of later postpharaonic dynasties: the freestanding stone columns and pylons (tall vertical structures that form aesthetic entrances to temples); and the cavetto cornice (curved rather than projecting wall top), the torus molding, and kheker frieze (another top-of-the-wall decorative motif). The freestanding columns were resurrected as fluted columns during the Greco-Roman period. This architecture had three basic dimensions: the Doric, the Ionic, and the Corinthian orders. The Doric architectural order constitutes the more formal and plainer pattern of decoration in regular sequence (found, for example in the Parthenon). It is made of fluted columns without bases, but has cushion capitals (the upper part of a column) that support a frieze made up of triglyphs (carved blocks with vertical grooves) and metopes (square spaces on frieze). The Ionic order, which is more decorative, is made up of fluted columns with bases, with scroll-shaped capitals and friezes made in the motif of egg-and-dart. The Corinthian architectural order is different because of its floral pattern, which is often shaped in the form of baskets of acanthus leaves.

The architectural template of Islamic Egypt revolved around structural and building forms of the cities—mosques, tombs, wikalas (commercial apartments), zawiyas and khanqahs (residential buildings for Sufis), madrasas (theological colleges), hospitals (māristāns), and so on. Architectural projects were also meant to conciliate the ulama (learned authorities) and the umma (Muslim communities) while keeping the elites’ hold on power. The different dynasties created different styles defined around the materials, signs, and specific symbols that went into architectural frameworks. Architecture in medieval Egypt also spawned developments in calligraphic writings of Arabic on wood, gold and glass mosaic work, and metalwork. Stone remained the major building material complemented by bricks and wood.

The mosque was a central feature of architectural design common to the Islamic dynasties. There are three different building types, each serving a different function. First, there were the Friday congregational mosques (jami), which consisted of an outer wall enclosing an open space (sahn), a roofed, secluded area (haram), and the house of prayer (or bayt al-salāt). These inner spaces have covered porticoes (riwāq) running along their interior. These porticoes are usually complemented by capitals and columns gathered from the ruins of older buildings in the surrounding areas. The second type of mosque is the masjid, or neighborhood mosque. It is made up of a walled enclosure that has nine domes. This masjid is built in the cemetery, suggesting that it had a funerary function. The third type of mosque is also a space for daily prayer like the masjid. This is a tower mosque with two spaces one above the other.

The only minuscule influence of the Ottomans’ unique architectural style is found in the pencil-shaped minarets. It was the Mamluk Dynasty that took architecture to another level. While building was the preserve of the elite—viziers, amirs, caliphs, sultans, or governors—in both the Mamluk and Ottoman dynasties, the Ottoman elite concerned themselves with building unpretentious tombs, wikalas (commercial apartments) and suqs (markets), modest mosques and small-scale public fountains (sabil-kuttabs). With the Mamluks, the domes and minarets became prominent architectural features. The dome was not only a structural location for the mausoleum that housed the building’s patron’s body but also displayed decorative patterned carvings on the surface. Mamluks introduced minarets to schools and lodges for private use. Metalworking became also a significant dimension of the architectural patterning of buildings.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Oral transmission was the dominant tradition in ancient Egypt because only about 5 percent of the population was literate. Like most cultures based on oral tradition, the Egyptian culture produced many narratives that served as the basis for its literary framework today. Stories of all kinds, proverbs, songs, lullabies, sagas and legends, prayers, myths, hymns, poems, and many more narratives were the achievement of ancient Egypt. All these forms of cultural knowledge production were transmitted orally from generation to generation, and in different forms and styles. The codification of these narratives had to wait until the regulation of the hieroglyphic writing system (and the development of the hieratic form) as well as the expansion of the bureaucracy, especially in the Middle Kingdom under Senusret III. The elite social system, in other words, played a significant role in the transformation of Egyptian oral tradition into Egyptian literature.

This process of, and transition to, scribal education gave the ancient Egyptian literature its unique nature. This literature came in two categories, the sacred and the secular. The sacred literature consisted of the codification of the religious practices of the ancient Egyptians made possible by the development of the hieroglyphs (“sacred carvings”) usually inscribed on stone, wood, and papyrus. These sacred texts developed out of funerary practices; the texts were meant to assist the dead in the transition to the afterlife. This is why the most popular of these texts is called The Book of the Dead. It is made up of the Pyramid Texts (inscriptions carved on the walls of the pyramids in the Old Kingdom), and Coffin Texts (transcribed spells and magical incantations placed in the coffins of the ancient Egyptian nobles to avail them of afterlife benefits). Other sacred texts include the Book of Gates, the Destruction of Mankind, and the Ritual of the Divine Cult. The sacred literary texts also include letters that were written to the deceased especially given the belief that the dead had the power to change situations here on earth.

The secular texts consisted of the didactic, poetic, scientific, and legal texts, with lots of fantastic tales. Didactic or wisdom literature is made up of the philosophical thoughts of the ancient Egyptians. This literature is especially grounded on how Egyptians could live their lives in a manner circumscribed by respect for virtues consistent with ma’at: honesty, fairness, righteousness, moderation, and the like. These texts include The Instruction of Ptah-hotep (by the Fifth Dynasty vizier of the same name), the Instruction of Hardjedef (a Fourth Dynasty sage), the Instructions of Kagemni, the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant, Teaching of King Amenemhet, Tale of King Cheops’ Court, and so forth. A dimension of the didactic literature is the “pessimistic literature”—the Dialogue of a Man with His Soul, The Words of Neferti, and Dialogue of Ipuwer and the Lord of All—which predicted a dystopian future of woes and conflict for Egypt. The poetic literary texts tell tales about the pleasure of living life on the Nile; stories of love, affection, and the beauty of nature. An example is the hymn to Senwosret III (1878–1841 BCE). Others are Pleasures of Fishing and Fowling and Account of the Sporting King. The New Kingdom produced the love songs (i.e., Antef Song), and especially the Miscellanies used in Ramesside educational instruction and consisting of Middle Kingdom classics, technical manuals, records, prayers, hymns, and so on.


Letter to the Dead

To the able spirit Ankhiry.

What evil have I done to you that I should land in this wretched state in which I am? What have I done to you? What you have done is to lay your hands on me, although I have done you no wrong. What have I done to you since I lived with you as your husband, until that day [of your death], that I must hide it? What is there now? What you have attained is that I must bring forward this accusation against you. What have I done to you? I will lodge a complaint against you with the Ennead in the West [the divine law-court in the hereafter], and one shall judge between you and me on account of this letter …

What have I done to you? I made you my wife when I was a young man. I was with you when I held all kinds of offices. I stayed with you, I did not send you away … “She has always been with me” I thought … And see, now you do not even comfort me. I will be judged with you, and one shall discern truth from falsehood.

Look, when I was training the officers of the army of Pharaoh and his chariotry, I let them lie on their bellies before you. I never hid anything from you in all your life. I never let you suffer, but I always behaved to you as a gentleman. You never found that I was rude to you, as when a peasant enters someone else’s house. I never behaved so that a man could rebuke me for anything I did to you …

I am sending this letter to let you know what you are doing.

Source: Booth, Charlotte. 2007. The Ancient Egyptians for Dummies. New York: John Wiley and Son.



Scientific texts, or discourses, consisted of manuscripts on medicine, irrigation, mathematics, military exploits and strategies, geographical locations, astronomy, husbandry, and other texts dealing with the practical dimensions of Egyptian lives. Discourses include The Taking of Joppa, The Story of Wenamun, Spells for Mother and Child, and the like. Legal texts dealt with the legal ramifications of social relationship. This corpus includes wills, reports of criminal prosecution, lawsuits of various kinds, deeds of sale, census lists, and other administrative documents. Other texts provide fabulous relief for Egyptians: Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor, the Tale of the Doomed Prince, the Tale of Khufu and the Magicians, the Tale of Sinuhe, and many others.

We talk of Coptic literature today because, in spite of the decline of Coptic, its literary achievements did not entirely disappear. It has survived in three different dimensions—first, as a body of Christian-Egyptian literature, the minority Egyptian church embodying Coptic culture; second, the literature itself is still available to be read and appreciated; and third, it is equally embodied in the Arabic language as Coptic-Arabic literature. Coptic literary materials were first written on parchment, an animal material that contrasts to the papyrus, and then later on paper (around the 10th century). Its format was the codex. The content of Coptic literature is defined essentially by biblical thematic issues translated from the Greek and focusing on monophysitic doctrines. This literature revolved also around three religious developments—monasticism, Gnosticism, and Manicheism. Two of the most important Coptic texts are the Apocryphon of John and the Gospel of Judas, and the Life of Anthony, translated from the Greek version. Every other Coptic text—the sermons and liturgical texts—revolved around the Bible.

By the time Egypt commenced its modernization phase under Muhammad Ali Pasha, its literature had to also confront the Arabic influence confronting the Egyptian past. The coming of the Arabic printing press, the Arabization of Egypt and the Egyptian culture, as well as the appearance of the fully grown Arabic literature all constitute a serious transformation into Egyptian-Arabic literature. Islam, in its various manifestations, cast a long shadow over literary productions. This shadow was mediated by the patron system. Its most immediate form was the panegyrics composed in honor of patrons, but having limited literary values. Examples are Mar’i ibn Yusuf al-Maqdisi’s Qala’id al-ʿuqyan fi fada’il al-ʿuthman in praise of the Ottoman dynasty and state, or Muhammad ibn Yusuf’s treatise ’Uqud al-juman fi manaqib abi hanifa al-nu’man, in praise of Abu Hanifa. This bland literary form was followed by others including biographies (sira) of saints and nobles, discourses on magic and divination, theological treatises, poetry, tales (like The Thousand and One Nights), translations of earlier works, romances, and chronicles like Mustafa ibn Ibrahim al-Qinali’s Majmu’ latif.

After the rise of Muhammad Ali, modern Arab literature began to take shape. The introduction of the printing press and the stimulation of a vibrant Egyptian press gave a significant motivation to the emergence of the modern Egyptian literature as part of the nahda (renaissance). The newspapers played a prominent role in spreading the influence of Western literary styles already introduced through the Cairo School of Language, set up in 1835 and headed by Rifa’a Rafi’ al-Tahtawi, and the latter’s Takhlis al-ibriz ila talkhis Bariz, the chronicle of his trip to France. The translations of thousands of European technical and literary works were serialized in the newspapers, and they engendered new writing styles and forms in prose, poetry, and drama. Jurji Haydan, the Syrian, set the pace with over 22 novels set within the context of Islam. The culmination of this period was the publication, in 1913, of Muhammad Husayn Haykal’s Zaynab, the first Egyptian novel modeled on a Western literary framework.

The second stage of modern Egyptian literature began under the British occupation after Egypt was declared a protectorate in 1914. This unleashed a wave of nationalist and romantic feeling about the need to rediscover authentic Egyptian literary forms through recalling Egypt’s pharaonic past and the use of the Egyptian colloquial. This period was represented by ‘Awdat al-ruh (Return of the Spirit) by Tawfiq al-Hakim in 1933. The period also produced a successor to Haykal’s novel: Muhammad Farid Abu Hadid’s historical novel, Ibnat al-mamluk (1926). Naguib Mahfouz, the future Nobel Prize winner, was already active at this point. His popular trilogy, Thulathiyya, was already being written.

Romanticism went into decline after the end of World War II. Its death toll was sounded by the series of events that attended the eclipse of France and Britain as world powers as well as the creation of Israel in 1948. These political events had a sobering effect on Egyptian literature caught within the vortex of contrasting ideologies. Mahfouz, Husayn, and others began rallying round the idea of a committed, socialist literary tradition, loudly proclaimed by the literary journal al-Adab. The free verse form became dominant in poetry. And apart from the increasingly popular figure of Mahfouz, the most important literary work of that period after the Free Officers’ Revolt that brought in Nasser was ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sharqawi’s (1920–1987) al-Ard, described as the most popular modern Arab fiction in the Middle East.

Media

What we call the traditional mass media, comprising newspapers, radio, television, and other communication means by which information is distributed to a large number of people, is a modern phenomenon. In ancient Egypt, the hieroglyphic writing system constituted a communication medium inscribed on papyrus (a writing material made from the stem of a water plant) or on tombs constituted a very limited form of media because they were only accessible by the literate few among the populace, especially the priesthood and the scribal elite. This situation remained the same with the Copts who had to deal with the demotic form of ancient writing.

Muhammad Pasha Ali (1803–1849) is usually credited with opening up Egypt to modernity and especially Westernization. But his successes in modernization owed a lot to the brief but significant conquest of the French under Napoleon Bonaparte. The Ottoman dynasty conquered Egypt in 1517 as a province of Istanbul, but was displaced by the Mamluk Dynasty until the French under Napoleon conquered Egypt in 1798. Three years later, in 1801, a joint British-Ottoman invasion dislodged the French and the remnant of the Mamluk ruling caste. Before the three-year occupation was over, the French had revolutionized the Egyptian cultural life.

It was Muhammad Ali who consolidated the Egyptian nahda (or renaissance) of modern Egyptian culture begun by Napoleon. He founded the Bulaq press in 1822. By 1828, al-Waqa’I al-Misriyya became the first official journal. This was followed by Wadi al-Nil in 1866 as the first privately published Arabic newspaper. By the time of the 1952 Revolution, the printing press had led to the flourishing of many newspapers, periodicals, and magazines, and journalism had become a potent instrument for nationalism, especially in the hands of the political parties. Between Nasser, Anwar Sadat, and Hosni Mubarak, the fortune of the Egyptian press changed from nationalization (Nasser) to controlled ambivalence (Sadat) to liberal press freedom (Mubarak).

For instance, the status of Al-Ahram (The Pyramids), established in 1876, changed from private to political ownership. It is considered one of the most influential and semiofficial Egyptian newspapers, established privately by Bishara and Salim Taqla. There is also Al-Akhbar (the News) and Al-Goumhurya (the Republic), both of which are government owned. There are also newspapers that are partisan in nature: Al-Ahrar (The Free), Al Ghad (Tomorrow), and Al-Wafd (The Delegation). The independent newspapers include Al-Masry al-Youm (The Egyptian Today), Nahdet Misr (Egyptian Awakening), and Al Sherouq (The Sunrise).

Radio broadcasts in Egypt were preceded by wireless telegraphy introduced during World War I by the British. Private broadcasting proliferated in the 1920s until the government closed all private stations and established the first Egypt Broadcasting Service in May 1934 in Cairo. All broadcasts are regulated by the Egyptian Radio and Television Union. Radio is the second most popular mass medium in Egypt, after television. In 1981, the Egyptian broadcasting services were split into seven radio networks for richer and broader reach: the main radio network (the general program), Voice of the Arab network (Sout Al Arab), the cultural radio network (Al Shabaka Al Thaqafaieh), the commercial radio network, the Koran network, the local radio network (Al Mahaliat), and the overseas network (Al Mowaghat). Further subdivision involves the voice of the Arab network (into Palestine radio service, the voice of the Arabs broadcasting service, and the Nile Valley radio services); the cultural radio network (into the European service, the music program, and the “Second Program service”); the commercial radio network (into the Koran service and the Middle East service); and finally the local radio network (into 10 services covering Alexandria, Middle Delta, Upper Egypt, South Sinai, New Valley, North Sinai, and so on). The government monopoly of radio broadcast was challenged by the launching of three radio stations—the privately owned Nile FM and Nogoom FM in 2003, and the hybrid Radio Misr in 2009.

Television broadcasts appeared in 1960 and immediately became a national propaganda medium under Nasser. The national television began service with three channels (the third was later banned after the war in 1967). Apart from Channel 1 and Channel 2, Channels 4, 5, 6, and 7 were established successively in 1988, 1990, May 1994, and October 1994. The press, radio, and television services are complemented by satellite television and radio channels via ArabSat and NileSat launched in 1990 and 1998 respectively. These satellite service providers cater to both government and private channels, all in a bid to broaden the range of entertainment and information for Egyptians. The Internet is another medium available to Egyptians but with slow although steadily increasing reach.
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Equatorial Guinea

Omoniyi Afolabi
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Quick Facts

Capital: Malabo

Independence: 1968 (from Spain)

Major Cities: San Antonio de Palé, Malabo, Luba, Evinayong, Ebebiyin, Bata, and Mongomo

Population: 650,702

Geographical Size: 28,000 square kilometers (11,000 square miles)

Languages: Spanish, French, Portuguese, and indigenous languages such as Fang, Bube, Benga, Pichinglis, Ndowe, Balengue, Bujeba, Bissio, Gumu, Baseke, and Portuguese Creole

Government Type: Multiparty, Republican System

Ethnic Groups: Fang, Bubi, Ndowe, Combes, Bujebas, Balengues, Bengas, Fernandinos

Religions: Roman Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam, indigenous religion, Baha’i



Introduction

Like most small countries of Africa that discovered rich mineral resources after the departure of the colonialists, Equatorial Guinea has had its share of turbulent past and present in terms of dictatorship and corruption following independence from Europe. Its long history of colonialism under Spain has not eclipsed its indigenous traditions, most notably among the Bantu and the Fang. This cultural heritage must be contextualized by understanding the political history of this country. In the late 15th century, the Portuguese colonized the area that makes up what is known today as Equatorial Guinea. The Bantu migrated there in the 17th and 19th centuries.

The Portuguese eventually handed the territory to the Spanish in 1788, and, until 1959, the country was administered as a protectorate of Spanish Guinea. The colony became independent in 1968 and changed its name accordingly. Equatorial Guinea’s first decade of transition after independence was quite gruesome due to the incompetence and brutality of the then president Macias Nguema. In 1979, Lieutenant Colonel Teodoro Obiang, his nephew, overthrew President Nguema through a military coup. Conditions initially improved after international aid was administered and the country became a part of the Franc Zone of the CFA. Obiang continued to oppose the creation of a fair political system in the 1980s while continuing to establish his position through political repression. This led other countries—Spain, in particular—to stop providing financial support.

In 1991, a democratic constitution was finally created. Equatorial Guinea’s first multiparty legislative elections were conducted in 1993. Unfortunately, boycotts at the poll influenced and intimidated voters, but Obiang’s Partido Democratico Guinea Ecuatorial (Democratic Party of Equatorial Guinea) ultimately earned most of the positions. Placido Mico Abojo was the most recent leader of the opposition. He was imprisoned in 2002 for allegedly planning a coup against the president.

Oil deposits were discovered in the mid-1990s in the Gulf of Guinea, earning Equatorial Guinea international recognition as a supplier of oil. The discovery also contributed to the country’s economic boost. The development came with a few downsides, however, including a dispute with Nigeria regarding ownership of the island of Bioko, home to many of the latest oil rigs in Equatorial Guinean territory. Despite some steady progress and growth in recent years, the country is still perceived to be under a corrupt government.

The political history of Equatorial Guinea developed through three stages especially following the postwar era. The first stage, which extended through 1959, saw a status change from a colonial to a provincial state. This stage was influenced by the colonial policies of the Portuguese Empire. The second stage, from 1960 through 1968, witnessed the decolonization efforts of Madrid as a measure to preserve the territory as part of the Spanish protectorate. The third stage, which extends from 1968, was a decisive moment of national interest when Equatorial Guinea became an independent Republic.

Most ex-European colonies, especially those colonized by Portugal, Spain, and France, suffered assimilationist colonial policies; Equatorial Guinea was not an exception to that colonial rule. The population was divided into manageable categories of natives and assimilados. This allowed for a differentiation of natives at the lower end of the social hierarchy while the assimilados along with whites were in the upper echelon of privilege in the colonial structure.

The provincial status accorded Equatorial Guinea also marked the onset of nationalist waves such as the formation of the Movimiento Nacional de Liberación de la Guinea and the Idea Popular de la Guinea Ecuatorial. The two nationalist movements were able to institute some political pressures on Madrid especially through a referendum of December 15, 1963, that also led to a more unified movement, the Movimiento de Unión Nacional de la Guinea Ecuatorial. With the support of the UN, Equatorial Guinea gained independence from Spain on October 12, 1968.

Following independence, Francisco Macías Nguema was elected president of the Republic of Equatorial Guinea. In July 1970, Macías Nguema created a single-party state and appointed himself “life president” in 1972. His hold on power was firm, radical, and ruthless. Thousands were driven into forced labor. Even worse, gangs of boys aged 7 to 14 were conscripted to execute perceived enemies. The consequences were atrocious. Disease and starvation ran rampant, and the collapse of the economy was so complete that, between 1974 and 1979, there was no national budget. Fully one-third of the population fled into exile during this time. Macías Nguema first cut relations with Spain and the West. Then, in a nonaligned move that placed him neither with the capitalist nor communist bloc, he publicly denounced Marxism as a form of neocolonialism while contradictorily maintaining relations with such socialist nations as Cuba, China, and the USSR.

Since Equatorial Guinea granted special trade relations agreements to the USSR, in return, the USSR also granted special loans to Equatorial Guinea. For example, the Soviets established a fishery development at the naval base in Luba. In addition, the USSR supplied fish to Equatorial Guinea. Beyond the USSR, China and Cuba also provided technical, military, and financial assistance to Equatorial Guinea, thereby increasing her regional reputation and influence.

Given its strategic interest in Luba and Malabo Airport due to the colonial wars in Angola, the USSR was willing to accommodate the excesses of Nguema. He had been accused of egregious human rights violations via genocide against his own people by the World Council of Churches since he took office in 1968. In 1975, Nguema alleged that a coup had taken place, and he ordered the suspected 150 coup plotters executed. It is claimed that out of a population of 300,000, Nguema had killed an estimated 80,000, thus basically committing genocide against his own people, especially the ethnic minority of the Bubi people. Consequently, most people that Ngueme perceived as opponents as well as foreigners fled the country; thus, Nguema presided over a fragile economy for a very long time. Teodoro Obiang deposed Macías Nguema on August 3, 1979, in a bloody coup d’état. Macias Nguema was tried and executed soon after.

If the UN-sponsored 1982 Equatorial Guinean constitution is anything to go by, Teodoro Obiang is endowed with excessive powers that include appointing and dismissing cabinet members at will and by decree. He is also able to dissolve the chamber of representatives as well as negotiate or nullify treaties as commander in chief of the armed forces. In this sense, the turbulent history of Equatorial Guinea, especially with regard to dictatorship and draconian laws, is directly related to its rigid political dispensation. For example, Vicente Ehate Tomi, the prime minister, was single-handedly picked by Obiang and not judicially appointed. Obiang exuded zero tolerance for any opposition during his three decades of dictatorial rule. Though Equatorial Guinea is symbolically a multiparty democracy, elections have always been rigged to the benefit of Obiang. According to Human Rights Watch, the windfall of the oil boom has enabled Obiang to entrench and enrich himself at the expense of the citizenry. It is reported that in the last 30 years, at least 12 phantom or unsuccessful coups have occurred and the “culprits” have been summarily executed. In actual fact, the real coup attempts have been orchestrated by rival elites whose goals were to usurp the state’s financial resources.

President Obiang’s excess is not limited to censoring his opponents; he has indeed amassed some great wealth. A U.S. Senate investigation uncovered that Obiang received huge payments from U.S. oil companies such as Exxon Mobil and Amerada Hess. Despite this corruption, the U.S. Agency for International Development partnered with Obiang to set up a Social Development Fund to sponsor projects related to basic welfare, women’s concerns, environmental issues, and education. In 2006, Obiang signed an antitorture decree to ban all forms of abuse and improper treatment in Equatorial Guinea. He similarly instituted the modernization of the famed Black Beach prison in 2007 in order to improve the inhumane conditions in which prisoners lived. Contrary to these cosmetic efforts, Human Rights Watch confirms that civil rights continue to be violated by Obiang’s abusive rule. The anticorruption lobby Transparency International has placed Equatorial Guinea in the top 12 of its list of most corrupt states. Dismissing the international voices that call for more transparency, Obiang has for long held that oil revenues are a state secret. In 2009, Obiang was popularly elected to serve another term in what the African Union has deemed a free and fair election.

While the basic infrastructure of Equatorial Guinea has somewhat improved under Obiang, the reality is that most of these accomplishments have not benefited the masses. Though the majority of the national roads are tarred, the streets, including three-lane highways, are empty; and building projects completed mostly by the Chinese and the French are empty and unoccupied. When a British parliamentary and press entourage toured the country as guests of the president in 2011, The Guardian newspaper reported that very few of Equatorial Guinea’s citizens seem to be benefiting from the much-talked-about infrastructural projects and improvements.

Calling on the United States to strengthen cooperation with Africa, Obiang pleaded with African allies especially at the UN General Assembly. As an ally of the United States, Equatorial Guinea continues to benefit from good bilateral relations that are beneficial to the country despite its human rights abuses. With the new constitution that was approved in November 2011, the president is now limited to a maximum of two seven-year terms. In addition, the president is also the head of state as well as head of government—thus eliminating the position of the prime minster. In a consistent pattern of constitutional violation, the president reshuffled the cabinet and appointed two vice presidents. This violation thus contradicted the provision of the new constitution of one vice-president, a 70-member senate with 55 elected by the people, and 15 members hand-picked by the president.

There are many speculations and doubts about whether Obiang would return power to a duly elected new president after his term expires in 2016, including from reliable sources such as CNN during an October 2012 interview with Obiang, where he was asked about his plans for the future. He stated in no uncertain terms that the two-term limit was not applicable retroactively and will only be applicable after his current term ends in 2016. This begs the question of the seriousness of Obiang to relinquish power and follow the provisions of the new constitution of 2011. Obiang has been reelected four times before; thus the question of the two-term provision can only be cosmetic as there is no evidence that he plans to relinquish power even after the two terms beyond 2016. Two terms after 2016 implies that the nation would have to wait till 2030 before expecting a new president. This scenario is in no way different from a “civil” dictatorship that is sanctioned through fraudulent elections. It is remarkable that during elections, the ruling party always had its own favorite candidates. As a matter of fact, individuals were not the ones running for office; it was more the party and those favored by the president that could contest elections.

A case in point were the May 2013 elections, which triggered a series of popular protests by a group of activists from the MPP (Movement of Popular Protest). The MPP mobilized the people by calling for a popular but peaceful demonstration at the Plaza de la Mujer Square on May 15. The MPP coordinator, Enrique Nsolo Nzo, was summarily arrested and accused as a threat to national security. The Plaza de la Mujer Square was then occupied by the police. Mr. Nzo expressed the fact that the protest was legitimate and had legal permit required for such a peaceful protest. Tortured and humiliated, he became an example of how not to confront the government. In the end, the government instituted a censorship program that was designed to clamp down on any form of protest in the social media including the redirection of all searches performed online to the government official Web site.

Geography

Contrary to its name, when it comes to geographical location, Equatorial Guinea lies nowhere on the equator. Rather, it is located in the northern hemisphere, with the exception of the island of Annobón, which is located 155 kilometers (96.3 miles) south of the equator. Equatorial Guinea lies near latitude 2° N and longitude 10°E. It consists of many regions: Río Muni, the Cross-Sanaga-Biogo coastal forests, the Mount Cameroon and Bioko forest, and São Tomé, Príncipe, and Annobón.

Equatorial Guinea is bound by Cameroon to the north, Gabon to the east and south, and the Atlantic Ocean to the west. The mainland area consists of the islands of Bioko, Fernando Pó, Pigalu, Elobey Grande, Elobey Chico, and Corisco while the mainland or Rio Muni is an enclave that runs from narrow coastal mangrove swamps toward the heavily forested African Plateau. The interior plain gives way to several valleys, which are separated by the low-lying hills of the Crystal Mountains. The land is deeply cut by a number of rivers, including the Mbini, Rio Campo, and the Rio Muni. The islands are mainly volcanic, mountainous, and have rugged coastlines. According to recent statistics, 45 percent of the land is forested, 5 percent is pastured, 9 percent is agriculturally cultivated, and the other 41 percent is undergoing developmental construction. The capital of Malabo, which is located in the island of Bioko, covers 40 square kilometers (25 square miles) off the coast of Cameroon; Annobón Island covers 350 square kilometers (220 square miles) west-southwest of Cape Lopez in Gabon; and Corisco and the two Elobey islands are situated in Corisco Bay.

Equatorial Guinea is blessed with a tropical climate with wet and dry seasons that alternate accordingly. From June to August, for example, Río Muni is dry while Bioko is wet; from December to February, the reverse is the case. In between the seasons, there is a gradual transition with rain or mist occurring daily on Annobón, while the temperature at Malabo, Bioko, ranges from 16°C (61°F) to 33°C (91°F), though on the southern Moka Plateau normal high temperatures are only 21°C (70°F). In Rio Muni, the average temperature is about 27°C (81°F). Annual rainfall is estimated at from 1,930 millimeters (76 inches) at Malabo to 10,920 millimeters (430 inches) at Ureka and Bioko. Río Muni tends to be much drier. Tornadoes and violent windstorms are reported to be very frequent. Average temperature ranges in Malabo are from 21°C (70°F) to 32°C (90°F) all year.

Given its tropical weather, Equatorial Guinea’s economy is based mainly on agriculture. Rio Muni, which is the primary mainland region, faces the Gulf of Guinea and is bounded by Cameroon and Gabon. Bioko lies about 160 kilometers (100 miles) northwest of Río Muni; Annobón, the next-largest island, is some 480 kilometers (300 miles) southwest of the mainland. In Río Muni, a coastal plain rises inland to hills that reach elevations of more than 1,200 meters (3,900 feet) above sea level. Bioko is volcanic in origin and rises to two main peaks, the higher of which is 3,008 meters (9,869 feet) above sea level.

Much of the country is heavily forested, except at higher elevations on Bioko and in those places where the land has been cleared for farming. Cacao and coffee are major exports; cassava and sweet potatoes are grown in large amounts for domestic use. Logging is significant. Most of the manufacturing consists of processing farm and forest products. Efforts are being made to develop fishing and petroleum production, mainly by foreign interests. There are no railways and few good roads. An international airport and the country’s chief port are at Malabo, the capital. The basic currency unit is the CFA franc.

People and Ethnicity

Equatorial Guineans are mostly of Bantu origin, of which there are 12 main ethnic groups. The largest ethnic group, the Fang, is indigenous to the mainland. They constitute 80 percent of the population, while the Bubi constitute 15 percent and are indigenous to Bioko Island. Other ethnic groups include the Benga, Kombe, Kwasio (or Bujeba), Lengue, Fernandinos, and Spanish Equatoguineans, which collectively constitute about 5 percent of the population. The Benga inhabit a small coastal portion of Rio Muni, the Cape of San Juan, suburban enclaves of Rio Benito, Bata, and the islands of Corisco, Small Elobey, and Great Elobey. They are alternatively referred to as Ndowe or “Playeros,” that is, beach people in Spanish, and are one of several peoples on the Rio Muni coast.
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Fang women work in a river in Monte Alén National Park. The Fang are the largest of Equatorial Guinea’s 12 major ethnic groups and have dominated politics in the country since independence. (Carlos Mora/Dreamstime.com)

The Bubi, also known as Voove, Pove, Bobes, Adeeyahs, Eris, Fernando Poans, and Fernandians, are indigenous to Bioko Island. The Kombe people are indigenous to Equatorial Guinea and speak the Kombe language. The Bujeba or Kwasio are indigenous to Equatorial Guinea and speak Bujeba. They inhabit Northern and Southern Bata, and south of Rio Benito. The Lengue or the Balengue are indigenous to Equatorial Guinea and are speakers of Lengue. They inhabit the coastal region of the country’s mainland, between Bata and the Gabonese border.

The remaining two groups are either of mixed heritage or of Spanish descent. Fernandinos are multiethnic and multiracial populations of Equatorial Guinea who are so named after the Portuguese Fernão do Pó, who is given credit for discovering their indigenous and adopted communities. Members of these communities were responsible for building and expanding the cacao farming industry on Fernando Pó during the 1880s and 1890s. Spanish Equatoguineans, on the other hand, are people of Spanish descent born or living in Equatorial Guinea.

Languages

The languages spoken in Equatorial Guinea can be divided into official languages, indigenous languages, and foreign languages. Of these, Spanish, French, and Portuguese are considered official and second languages although Portuguese, adopted in 2007, is yet to be ratified by the global Community of Portuguese Language Countries due to human rights abuses in Equatorial Guinea. Spanish (Equatoguinean Spanish) is used both as the administrative language as well as the language of education, and as a result, a majority of the population can speak it.

The Annobonese speak a certain creolized Portuguese called Annobonese as their first language. Asians and other Europeans speak their own languages while foreign Africans speak their native languages and their nation’s official languages, such as English for Nigerians, Cameroonians, and Liberians; French for Cameroonians and Gabonese; and Portuguese for Angolans and Mozambicans. Indigenous languages, which are primarily of Bantu origin, include Fang, Bube, Benga, Pichinglis, Ndowe, Balengue, Bujeba, Bissio, and Gumu, among others. Highly educated persons also study English and German as foreign languages.

Of particular interest is the discussion about the adoption of Portuguese as the third official language of Equatorial Guinea, given its implication for improved global relations and bilateral dividends for the country. On July 13, 2007, President Obiang announced his government’s decision for Portuguese to become Equatorial Guinea’s third official language. This decision stemmed from a strategy to comply with the requirements to apply for full membership in the “Portuguese Commonwealth” or Lusofonia, at least through access to the Portuguese language. By upgrading its status beyond an observer nation, Equatorial Guinea was seeking to benefit from the many professional and academic exchange programs available due to becoming a member of the Lusophone (Portuguese-speaking) community. Despite many recent agreements signed with the International Institute of Portuguese Language to promote and develop Portuguese in Equatorial Guinea (the most recent in 2012), Equatorial Guinea continues to be refused membership due to human rights abuses and violations.

Though the Equatorial Guinean government made a constitutional amendment in 2011 to establish Portuguese as an official language, in addition to Spanish and French, this move was perceived as a measure for the country to improve its bilateral relations with Portuguese-speaking countries but yet could not bring itself to improve its reputation in the eye of the world in terms of civil liberties and rights. Regardless of the motives, Equatorial Guinea is bent on benefitting from its linguistic initiative and it is already reaping such dividends. For example, Ilê Aiyê, an Afro-Brazilian Carnival group in Brazil, made Equatorial Guinea its theme in celebrating 2013 Carnival. Though symbolic, Portuguese is becoming a strategic business language especially with the World Cup and Olympics in Brazil, a Portuguese-speaking country, in 2014 and 2016, respectively.

Religion

Just like language and culture, religion is a vital element of identity formation and political consolidation in the life of a developing, young nation such as Equatorial Guinea. Not only is religious studies required in public schools, it is part of the national fabric although there is no state-sponsored religion; yet there is a sense that there is an official preference for Catholicism. The principal religion in Equatorial Guinea is indeed Christianity, which is the declared faith of at least 93 percent of the population. These are predominantly Roman Catholics (87 percent), while a minority are Protestants (5 percent). Five percent of the population follow indigenous belief systems with a residual 2 percent following Islam and the Baha’i faiths. Religious intolerance was somewhat entrenched due to draconian colonial policies. First, Roman Catholicism came to Equatorial Guinea by virtue of the arrival of the Portuguese in the late 15th century. After the colony was transferred to Spain in 1778, various Protestant missions such as the Baptists from the West Indies, Primitive Methodists from England, and Presbyterians from the United States attempted to influence religion but were circumvented by the 1853 accord between the Vatican and Spain that unanimously declared Catholicism as the official religion—thus expelling the competing faiths. By 1952, for example, all Protestant schools were closed.

Following the attainment of independence from Spain in 1968, hopes for religious freedoms ensued. However, under the rule of President Macias Nguema (1968–1979), who saw himself as an anticolonial messiah and made a connection between religion and colonialism, a number of Christians fled the country to seek refuge in neighboring Gabon and Cameroon. Nguema was overthrown in 1979, leading to a reestablishment of the Roman Catholic Church in Equatorial Guinea. As a matter of fact, the pope visited the country in 1982, followed by the establishment of the country as a Roman Catholic province with its own archdioceses in Malabo, the capital, and in Bata and Ebebiyin. Since there were very few native ordained priests, most of the pastoral work became the onus of Spanish priests, monks, and nuns. Other faiths such as Islam and Traditional African religions are not as visible but amount to 5–10 percent of the population.

Religious freedom has been a concern for the U.S. government as it seeks improved relations with Equatorial Guinea as well as the promotion of democracy all over the world. This has led to a survey of religious freedoms in the young quasi-democracy. According to the 2010 International Religious Freedom Report prepared by the U.S. Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor on Equatorial Guinea, the state of religious freedom may be summed up as follows: (1) religious groups practice self-censorship to avoid repercussions due to the criticism of the government; (2) general amicable rapport among religious groups contributes to religious freedom and tolerance; (3) Christians account for 93 percent, Traditional Religious practices account for 5 percent, Muslims, members of the Baha’i Faith, and atheists account for about 2 percent—while Roman Catholicism remains the predominant religion dating back to the Spanish colonial era; (4) a 1992 law regulates the registration and activities of denominations while the government itself does not promote interfaith dialogue; (5) foreign missionaries are allowed to function throughout the country without any impediment; (6) though non-Catholics are not pressured to convert, they do not have either access or freedom to study their own religious faiths in public schools since everyone must study Catholicism. From this state of affairs, one can only reach one conclusion: religious freedom in Equatorial Guinea is guaranteed only if one is Catholic, while other faiths must learn to self-censor when it comes to their individual religious practices and devotion.

The power of Catholicism is remarkable in Equatorial Guinea given that it was inherited from the Spanish colonial legacy and has relegated other religions to the background, ensuring its predominance. Catholic and Protestant churches have been built in many areas in the country while foreign religious missionaries took advantage of religious freedom to operate, particularly on Bioko island and other urban centers in the mainland. These foreign missionaries include the Baptists, Presbyterians, Methodists, Seventh-day Adventists, Assemblies of God, and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Catholic dioceses are in Bata, Ebebiyin, and Malabo.

Some Protestant denominations are also allowed to operate freely and have their own schools to propagate their faith, though not at the level to compete with the predominant Catholic faith. The ethnic minorities of Ngumba, Yaka, Puku, and Benga have no known organized religious congregations anywhere in the country. In spite of these limitations on traditional indigenous religions, the few worshippers of traditional deities venerate the ancestors and consider them as living in a place called Borimo or the otherworld, and are capable of influencing human condition.

Social Customs

Equatorial Guinea has a rich and varied social culture—despite sustained Spanish influence. As in many African countries, a constant in the life of Equatorial Guineans lies in sharing good moments and social events with friends and family. Part of socializing trends include playing cards or chess with friends. There are also many reasons to party, sing, and dance such as during birthdays, weddings, and celebrations in general. It is not unusual for the slightest gathering to provoke a party, singing, and dancing. It need not be formal. More often than women, men go to bars to socialize while both sexes dance to various musical styles from all over Africa such as makossa, soukous, and hip-hop.

The cycle of life is a constant in the life of Equatorial Guineans—hence the belief in reincarnation and the veneration of the ancestors. As a result, mourning is taken very seriously. For example, among the Bubis, funeral rites include announcing a death through drumming while a moment of silence is observed by the community. After reviewing the achievements of the deceased, a number of women are selected to wash the body and embalm it with a red balm (ntola). With the exception of pregnant women, all adults participate in the funeral rites. A male goat is sacrificed; its blood is poured on the deceased during the procession to the cemetery; and finally the body is arranged in a fetal position with the belief that it will be born again. As with all funeral rites that imply the transition of the deceased from the land of the living to that of the ancestors, relatives leave memorabilia in the grave for the dead to use in the other world. As a symbolic gesture of continuity of life, a branch of a sacred tree is planted on the grave.

Since the 18th century, migrations led to cultural diversity that is reflected in the country’s social customs, music, arts, and language. The mainland’s culture is heavily influenced by ancient rituals and songs, while Bioko Island is ruled by colonial Spanish traditions. Music and dance are at the core of Equatorial Guinea, and they are treated by the natives as religiously significant. Traditional musical instruments include xylophones, big drums, the small bamboo thumb piano called sanza, the harp, and the wooden trumpet.

The literary culture is mainly about legends and myths passed down by word of mouth. Many ancient customs have been preserved by the Fang and the Bubi. One of the nation’s most famous celebrations is the abira, which is performed to drive evil away by cleansing the community.

Traditional dances like balélé can be seen throughout the year and on special occasions like Christmas. National holidays are held on the President’s birthday (June 5), Freedom Day (August 3), Day of the Constitutional Chart (August 15), and Independence Day (October 12). Religious holidays are held on New Year’s Day, Easter Holy Week, Corpus Christi Feast, Immaculate Conception Feast, and Christmas Day. Labor Day (May 1) is an international holiday observed in Equatorial Guinea.

Beyond celebration of national holidays, festivals, and rituals, a central expectation in mode of behavior and conduct lies in the issue of respect for select people of the community. Greetings are expressed as a lengthy form of social interaction through which each member communicates acceptance, well wishes, and loyalty and practices etiquette such as shaking hands. It is also common to see people standing close to each other, touching and holding hands to express affection and solidarity. Most important of all, there must be respect shown to elders and those who are in positions of authority.

As to be expected in a social setting with extended family structure, most social welfare programs are structured within the family frame itself. On the one hand, each family is entrusted with the responsibilities that social welfare nets in other countries provide, including caregiving to the elderly. On the other hand, most nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in Equatorial Guinea are affiliated with the church. However, the government has restricted the functioning of these NGOs and does not allow them to act in the area of human rights. Besides these social constraints, Equatorial Guineans are very friendly people. They readily shake hands and greet each other. They love to share a story or joke with their peers. They also show respect for people of status. For example, they reserve the Spanish titles of Don or Doña for people of high education, wealth, and class.

In terms of socialization, children are expected to obey their elders. Though formal education is obligatory, at least from ages 6 through 14, only two-thirds of children end up attending primary school. When it comes to secondary education, only a handful pursue that option. This situation is caused by the lack of mandatory children’s welfare. As a result of this flexibility, family members who are poor often take advantage of their younger ones by putting them to work in order to augment family income. Child labor is thus a common problem. While the literacy rate in Equatorial Guinea is 80 percent, there is a gender discrepancy. Of the 80 percent literacy rate, 90 percent are men while 68 percent are women.

For the very few, usually the rich who can afford to send the children to tertiary institutions, the country has two institutions of higher learning: one in Malabo and one in Bata, which are both run by the Spanish National University of Distant Education. Often, those who can afford it send their children abroad to Spain or to France to complete their university education. While the arts and the humanities are generally considered as a measure of a balanced education, the social and physical sciences are considered privileged since the few facilities for physical and natural sciences in Equatorial Guinea are affiliated within the fledgling petroleum industry and its development.

Due to widespread corruption among the elite who control life and material culture in Equatorial Guinea, the issue of determining cultural identity has been relegated as a low social priority. However, in June 1984, the first Hispanic-African Cultural Congress was convened to explore the cultural identity of Equatorial Guinea. The congress considered the issue of integration and the problematic marriage of the Hispanic culture with African cultures. Some deficiencies in national development were found in such areas as consolidated identity formation, basic education, and social welfare for the masses. Under the regime of Francisco Macias, education had been significantly neglected with few children receiving any type of education. Under President Obiang, the illiteracy rate dropped considerably, and the number of primary school students rose from 65,000 in 1986 to more than 100,000 in 1994. Education is free and compulsory for children between the ages of 6 and 14. The Equatorial Guinea government has also partnered with Hess Corporation and the Academy for Educational Development to establish a US$20 million education program through which primary schoolteachers participate in a training program to learn modern child development techniques. There are now 51 model schools. It is hoped that the active pedagogy in the model schools will lead to desirable national reform.

In very recent years, with changes in the economic and political climate and government social agendas, several cultural dispersion and literacy organizations are now located in the country, founded chiefly with the financial support of the Spanish government. The country has one university, the Universidad Nacional de Guinea Equatorial with a campus in Malabo and a medical school located in Bata on the mainland. In 2009, the university produced the first 110 national doctors. The Bata Medical School is supported principally by the Cuban government and staffed by Cuban medical educators and physicians. However, it is predicted that Equatorial Guinea will have enough national doctors in the country to be self-sufficient within the next five years.

Censorship defines the relationship of the people to their government when it comes to subjugation and fear. Equatorial Guinea is a struggling democracy in view of any extended history of democratic processes. Unfortunately, leadership has passed directly from one form of colonial subjugation to a neocolonial rule. The legal system is based on a combination of Spanish law and the ethnic system. Violent crime is considered minimal but civil rights are considerably controlled. The government greatly restricts the rights of its citizens while repression is the order of the day. The judicial system does not ensure due process, and prisoners are often tortured. The government has a record of arbitrary arrest, interference with privacy and family, restriction of movement, and lack of freedom of speech, press, and religion, among other abuses.

The military, upon which government depends for its security, spends about US$3 million annually; an insignificant 0.6 percent of the federal budget. The armed forces also receive aid and training from Spain. The military, is made up of an army, navy, air force, rapid intervention force, and national police. Males are eligible to serve beginning at age 15.

Given the atmosphere of censorship, the relationship of the people to their government can only be structured by subjugation and fear. The country is a very young and struggling democracy since it has no extended history of democratic processes, as leadership has passed from colonial rule to a dictatorship. The legal system is based on a combination of Spanish law and the tribal system. Violent crime is rare when compared to rates in other African nations. The government greatly restricts the rights of its citizens. The judicial system does not ensure due process, and prisoners are often tortured. The government has a record of arbitrary arrest, interference with privacy and family, restriction of movement, and lack of protections for freedom of speech, press, and religion, among other abuses.

Health care is alarmingly precarious. Health conditions in Equatorial Guinea are not good and are made worse by lack of adequate sanitation. There is a high infant mortality rate, and the life expectancy averages only 55 years of age; life expectancy is 51 for men and 55 for women. Common problems include malnutrition and malaria. The health system concentrates on preventive medicine, but this cannot compensate for the severe lack of supplies and trained personnel. Equatorial Guinea’s innovative malaria control programs have had a remarkable impact on malaria infection, disease, and mortality in the population. Its program consists of twice-yearly indoor residual spraying, the introduction of artemisinin combination treatment, the use of intermittent preventive treatment in pregnant women, and the introduction of very high coverage with long-lasting insecticide-treated mosquito nets. Its efforts resulted in a reduction of the mortality rate for children under five years of age by 64 percent: from 152 to 55 deaths per 1,000 live births. The drop occurred rapidly after the beginning of the program.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Despite its per capita wealth due to recent discovery of oil and the hope that its average citizens would enjoy the lifestyle of the newly rich, the contrary is the reality. Leisure comes in terms of customs and traditions that are routine as in music, dance, storytelling, and singing, and not privileged outings and luxuries. The long years of colonialism and postindependence dictatorship have challenged the thriving of cultural development especially in terms of dissemination of indigenous cultures to the global world. Despite its recent oil bloom, the infrastructure of Equatorial Guinea is still evolving and the country is still very problematic in terms of easy access for the passionate adventurer. Infrastructural deficiencies do not limit the determined adventurer from discovering beautiful tropical forests and snow-covered volcanoes, however.

The capital, Malabo, located on Bioko Island, promises much since it has been developed around the booming oil industry. However, the oil wealth is poorly distributed; and there is a huge discrepancy between the poor and the rich. With many cosmopolitan open markets, colorful plazas, and pulsating bars and nightclubs, the city is a hub of fun and adventure during the daytime as well as at night. Luba, also on Bioko Island, is the gateway to natural attractions, including empty beaches, traditional fishing villages, and good hiking trails. On the mainland, Bata is an attractive colonial town undergoing renovation from the oil wealth. To the north and south of the city lie some superb beaches that are ideal for relaxing and swimming. For the enthusiast of outdoor activities, one could hike in the forests of the Monte Alén National Park and observe a number of animals in the lush reserve.
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The face of Malabo Cathedral. The capital of Equatorial Guinea, Malabo was founded in 1827 by the British, who leased the island from Spain in order to establish a base for their anti-slave-trade squadron. Today, Malabo is a vibrant, cosmopolitan city, featuring colorful plazas and markets and a bustling nightlife. (Issouf Sanogo/AFP/Getty Images)

Employment

Every developing society depends on its labor force, its economy, and education of its citizenry to ensure a healthy and thriving society. There is thus a direct relationship between employment, the economy, and education. Since the discovery of oil, the economy has boomed with the allied sectors of farming, forestry, and fishing equally contributing to the growth of the economy. The average family survives on subsistence farming that includes such produce as rice, yam, cassava, bananas, and palm oil nuts. Sixty-six percent of the population works in agriculture, 25 percent in services, and about 10 percent in the industries. Unfortunately, most booming businesses are owned by government officials and their families. Commerce ordinarily deploys the barter system.

Well before independence, Equatorial Guinea’s main income was derived from cocoa production. Since it depended on Spanish colonizers, its production dropped after they left. The production rate of forestry also fell significantly following the departure of Europeans. Though the fishing industry was previously controlled by the Soviets, it is now overseen by Spain, Morocco, and Nigeria. Subsistence farming in Equatorial Guinea involved men clearing the land, and women planting, harvesting, and taking baskets of yams to the market for sale. Nonetheless, it is notable that the country at least produces timber for its own use.

Equatorial Guinea’s main exports include petroleum, timber, and cocoa, while its imports are primarily goods and equipment. Trading partners include the United States, Spain, France, China, and the United Kingdom. Equatorial Guinea can only boast of very few professional positions; the legal working age is 18 (though not enforced); and most children are involved in farming as well as street hawking. The few professional jobs are held primarily by the members of the Fang tribe, which control the government.

Though preindependence Equatorial Guinea counted on cocoa and coffee production for hard currency earnings, the discovery of large offshore petroleum reserves in 1996 and their subsequent exploitation have contributed to a dramatic increase in government revenue. Equatorial Guinea has become the third-largest oil producer in sub-Saharan Africa, with oil production at 360,000 barrels per day. The cacao and coffee plantations were nationalized and destroyed during Macias Nguema’s years in power. As a key player in the Deepwater Golden Triangle, Equatorial Guinea is a significant oil exporter and has seen considerable growth in the exploration and development of its offshore oil reserves in the last decade. As of January 2009, the West African country boasted proven oil reserves of 1.2 billion barrels and proven natural gas reserves of some 1.4 trillion cubic feet, the majority of which are located in the Gulf of Guinea and offshore Bioko Island, respectively. Equatorial Guinea’s national oil and gas companies are GEPetrol, first operational in 2002, and Sonagas, created in 2005; however, leading international companies in the region include Hess, Marathon, and ExxonMobil.


The Potential of Oil

The relatively recent discovery of oil deposits in Equatorial Guinea holds the potential to catapult the nation’s economy forward in years to come. Indeed, since the mid-1990s, large-scale drilling has begun to yield impressive returns. Though the economy has seen some benefit from this, much of this new revenue has been monopolized by the wealthy. For most citizens, income from fossil fuels has had little impact, and, for the poor, the daily struggle to meet basic needs continues.



Timber exploitation, farming, and fishing are also major components of the gross domestic product (GDP). Subsistence farming predominates. The deterioration of the rural economy under successive brutal regimes has diminished any potential for agriculture-led growth. In July 2004, the U.S. Senate published an investigation into Riggs Bank, a Washington-based bank into which most of Equatorial Guinea’s oil revenues were paid until recently. The Senate report showed that at least US$35 million was siphoned off by Obiang, his family, and senior officials of his regime. The president denied any wrongdoing. Despite a per capita GDP of more than $50,200 (based on 2005 estimates), Equatorial Guinea ranks 121 out of 177 countries on the UN Human Development Index. Few improvements have been made to the living conditions of the people, and most people live in poverty. Good-paying jobs in the oil industry are reserved for the ruling party’s faithful.
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Africa’s largest methanol plant, situated at Punta Europa on Bioko Island. Oil and gas revenue has inspired considerable development in Equatorial Guinea. Today the country has the highest gross national income per capita of any sub-Saharan state, though the distribution of proceeds from the fossil fuel industry continues to be a contentious issue. (Staff/Reuters/Corbis)

It is rare to see women employed outside the home in typically male jobs. They are responsible for domestic labor and child care, although rural women also work in agriculture. The lack of women in professional jobs is perpetuated by inequalities in education and access to empowering opportunities.

Equatorial Guinea has become one of the wealthiest African nations on the continent due to the discovery of oil reserves off their coastline. The country’s GDP has steadily increased as it continues to collect royalties on oil. However, the majority of the population has not seen the benefits of this newfound affluence. Over half of the population lives on less than $2 a day. They endure inadequate education, a stagnant domestic economy, and staggering rates of unemployment. The current number of youth intensifies these issues; thus, it is critical that the government intervene immediately to correct the various government and market failures.

It is hoped that President Obiang and the Minister of Labor in accordance with all other ministries would adopt an aggressive policy agenda that seeks to improve the overall development of the nation. First, education must become an overarching priority to improve the lives of Equatoguineans and secure the advancement of society. Second, agriculture must again become a prosperous industry in order to diversify the economy, provide jobs for rural communities, and decrease the economy’s reliance on the energy sector. Finally, the government needs to take the necessary steps to liberalize its markets and increase transparency in order to encourage and support local entrepreneurs and foreign investors. Equatorial Guinea is in the financial position to achieve these desirable goals.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

A traditional and patriarchal society such as Equatorial Guinea is prone to extended family dynamics, gender inequality, domestic abuse, and overall treatment of women as second-class citizens. Equatorial Guinean society is led together by the chords of the clan and extended family dynamics. Among the Fang, polygamy is a way of life for those who can afford it. Fang men marry outside their clan, while the Bubi men marry within the same clan. Since the Bubi society subscribes to a matriarchal tradition in which inheritance is along the mother’s line, the Bubi society places importance on having girls as they are the future of the family. At the same time, polygamy is considered a strategic measure to provide guaranteed cheap labor in farming for the entire household that is headed by the male. For the fishing people in the coastal areas, men are the fishermen, while women take the fish to the market to sell. Though the dowry paid to the family of the bride is only a symbolic measure of the value placed on the woman upon marriage, some men abuse it by assuming they have unlimited rights over their wives since they now become members of their husbands’ families.

These quasi-absolute rights accorded the man upon marriage often lead to domestic abuse. Though considered illegal, there is limited social recourse to prosecute domestic abuse. Traditional customs demand that the dowry is returned if the marriage fails. Also, in the case of divorce, the husband is allowed to take custody of his children. Due to the social cushion that the extended family provides, it is not unusual for a married couple to live with the family of the husband until they can financially stand on their own. Couples who have studied abroad often find such an arrangement strange and are not inclined to move in with extended families. Thus the safety net custom via extended family structure is gradually waning.

Women rarely take on gainful employment outside the home. Women are traditionally at home taking care of the family or, if rural women, working on the farm. Due to lack of educational opportunities for women, there are inequalities in the kind of work women can do. Most women receive about a fifth of the education that men receive. Though legally accorded equal rights, women are almost considered as second-class citizens. Women are expected to defer to men in general and to their husbands in particular. Violence against women is common, especially spousal abuse. Though women can buy and sell goods as they wish, in reality, they own little to no property.

An assessment of women’s status in Equatorial Guinea reveals that traditions are deeply rooted and often perpetuate discrimination against women; they must be addressed with the goal of eradicating them. Traditions can only change if the government is determined to bring about drastic policy changes especially in such areas as politics, education, marriage, and land ownership. Given the limited opportunities available to women, prostitution has increased, especially in the cities due to the oil boom that has attracted many Western men who seek the service of sex workers. Such foreign businessmen often come to Equatorial Guinea without their families and seek young girls for their sexual needs, which often leads to sexual abuse.

On the issue of education for women, a number of factors mitigate against the upward mobility of women, of which educational discrepancy is one. Though boys and girls tend to attend primary school at a comparable number, by the time they get to the secondary school level, boys always have an edge as some girls drop out. One of the factors is that in an extended family, the decision must be made of who among many children will go to school and who will stay at home to help supplement the family income. Another factor is the tendency for girls to become pregnant shortly after getting into high school and forced to forego their education. At the higher education level, it is even more challenging as such pregnant women must now deal with raising children, often out of wedlock, and the option of leaving the children with relatives may always be there. In some instances, early marriages also contribute to the lower percentage of women receiving tertiary education. There is a high percentage of female adolescents becoming pregnant despite sex education programs across the country.

Regarding the health system, women have access to health care during pregnancy and after. Prenatal, postnatal, and postabortion care is available, and family planning services often include campaigns against the deadly HIV/AIDS. Naturally, it is reported that fewer men than women are infected with HIV/AIDS. However, in the rural areas, fewer women have information about pregnancy prevention and other preventive medicine measures. It is hoped that by paying more attention to women and taking good care of them, society is actually taking care of itself as by educating the women, the society is educating the entire community.

Customs and traditions often contribute to some of the social problems in Equatorial Guinea. By dogmatically following customs such as dowry payments and polygamy for example, more social problems are created that result in domestic violence, abuse, and divorce. In the same fashion that people do not see the necessity to change traditions and customs, the government is also reluctant to intervene in changing these values. Some community activists suggest that certain customs are long due for change in modern times especially regarding payment of dowry and the practice of polygamy. The government claims it is unable to impose education on people, and they must cultivate the initiative to educate themselves so as to enjoy the rights and responsibilities available to them. Ultimately, it is the responsibility of the government to be more forthcoming in terms of the political will to effect change and improve the lives of women.

There is ample indication that customs and traditions have contributed to the many possibilities for women to enjoy their human rights. Despite the respect the society has for tradition, when such traditions discriminate against women, it is high time they were eliminated. Better educated women can contribute more to the national dialogue and development and can also take more advantage of their rights in the areas of social services, political participation, land ownership, and community engagement—especially regarding the education of their children and of the larger society. The government must assist women to resist traditions that work against their development and empowerment. The era of gendered disadvantage should be a thing of the past and certain family laws should be in place to protect women from patriarchal abuses and social attitudes.

Cuisine

When it comes to food, most Equatorial Guinean cuisine is derived from its native ethnic groups, including Pygmies and various West African ethnic tribes originating from the Bantu. The indigenous people of Equatorial Guinea use mostly plant-based ingredients, such as cassava, plantains, and yams, in their cooking. Early settlers and merchants from Portugal, Spain, and the Middle East also influenced the tiny country’s cuisine. Today, the majority of restaurants throughout the country serve Spanish or European fare, such as tapas or marinated meat dishes. Equatorial Guinea is blessed with a variety of foodstuffs. Chefs nationwide draw on this abundance of fresh, local food to create their dishes. The country’s colonial past also plays an important role at the table, as residents of this former Spanish territory often use imported cooking techniques and ingredients. Though the cuisine is, for the most part, native, it has been influenced by Arabic, Portuguese, and Spanish traders, settlers, and slavers. Most traditional dishes use fish as a mainstay, and boiled plantains and rice are the most important carbohydrate sources. Most sauces are peanut based and, unusual for much of Africa, fresh fruits form an important part of the diet and are served as snacks and appetizers.

Equatorial Guinean cuisine is a blend of the cuisines of indigenous ethnic groups, as well as those of Spain (its colonial motherland) and Islamic states such as Morocco. As the wealthiest nation in West-Central Africa, its cuisine incorporates various meats. These include game and bushmeat as well as imports. Fish and chicken are common dishes, and chilies and other spices are popular. Several primary ingredients make up the bulk of Equatorial Guinean cooking. Local produce such as cassava, sweet potatoes, yams, plantains, leafy greens, bananas, mangoes, and coconuts feature prominently in most dishes. Larger cities such as Bata, Mbini, or Malabo have these produce readily available at daily farmer’s markets.

Equatorial Guineans also take advantage of their location along the Atlantic coast to catch fresh fish, which are served grilled and wrapped in leaves. Another national favorite is chicken stewed in a creamy peanut sauce over rice or boiled plantains. On special occasions such as holidays, birthdays, or religious ceremonies, typical dishes include roast duck, chicken, or seasoned, smoked beef. Staple foods include specialties such as chicken served in a peanut butter or cream sauce with rice or boiled plantain and meat or fish grilled with crushed pumpkin seeds served in leaves. Cassava is a staple food, often served with fish or meat. Sweet potatoes, yams, and plantain are all popular ingredients.

The country has an inadequate number of eateries. Most restaurants can be found in the capital of Malabo on Bioko Island or in the northern coastal city of Bata, but they are not open daily. The vast majority of dining spots in these cities serve foreign cuisine: French, Italian, Moroccan, Chinese, and the like. In addition to lunch and dinner, Equatorial Guineans tend to enjoy a couple of snacks or appetizers throughout the day, such as a plate of tropical fruit. Although the coffee and cocoa industries are among Equatorial Guinea’s biggest economy boosters, the average resident there generally does not consume these beverages. Equatorial Guineans are more likely to drink African tea (called Osang), palm wine, or a locally produced sugar cane alcohol known as malamba. Locally brewed or imported beer can also be found in Equatorial Guinea, although the latter can be pricey when purchased in the country’s restaurants. Beer and palm wine, an alcoholic beverage created from the sap of various species of palm tree such as the Palmyra and coconut palms, are produced locally.

Dress

Equatorial Guineans do their best to “look sharp” in public. For those who can afford it, Western-style suits and dresses are worn for any professional or business activities. Businessmen wear three-piece pinstriped suits with vests and neckties, even in the extremely hot, muggy weather of the island. Women and girls go out neatly dressed, often wearing pleated skirts, starched blouses, and polished shoes. Children in the villages wear shorts, jeans, and T-shirts. Tailored dresses are also popular for girls. Women wear bright, colorful, loose-fitting skirts with African patterns. They usually wear head scarves, too. Older women may wear a large, simply cut piece of cotton cloth over a blouse and skirt.

People with little money often make do with secondhand American T-shirts and other clothing. Many people go barefoot or wear flip-flops or plastic sandals. In general, the average person commonly wears secondhand Western clothing, sold at low cost by Christian missionaries or in the market. Dress in urban areas is more formal than in villages. Traditional clothing is highly valued but too expensive for most people. People in rural areas reserve their best colors and fashions for celebrations and church. Women generally prefer to wear dresses rather than pants or shorts, even when working their fields in the rain forest.

Sports and Games

Sports are an arena of indisputable national passion. While football (soccer) is considered the national sport of Equatorial Guinea, the country is also known for its swimmers. In order to develop national interest in sports in general, the minister of Sports and Youth Development, Francisco Pascual Obama Asue, convened a conference in 2014. The conference was aimed at finding ways to promote sports in Equatorial Guinea. During the inauguration, the minister reminded those present of the importance of sports in education; from the earliest age, youths are educated to defend the colors of the nation. He also stressed the need to build infrastructure and provide resources throughout the country to promote sports. A cursory look at its recent sportive accomplishments reveals that Equatorial Guinea was chosen to cohost the 2012 African Cup of Nations in partnership with Gabon, and won their first game against Libya 1–0 in Group A. The country was also chosen to host the 2008 Women’s African Football Championship, which they won. The Women’s National Team qualified for the 2011 World Cup in Germany.

The Equatorial Guinea national football team, nicknamed Nzalang Nacional, is the national team of Equatorial Guinea and is controlled by the Federación Ecuatoguineana de Fútebol (FEGIFUT). It is a member of the Confederation of African Football. Though Equatorial Guinea has traditionally been one of the lowest-ranked teams in Africa, the recent influx of Spanish-born players having Equatoguinean heritage has strengthened the national team and resulted in some solid performances. They qualified as cohosts for the 2012 African Cup. The hosting of the tournament lead to the construction of two new football stadiums in the country: Estadio de Bata in Bata on the mainland, and Estadio de Malabo in Malabo. For the promotion of its national pride and representation, Nzalang Nacional wears a red-and-white uniform during soccer games. The kit manufacturer is Hummel. When they play in Equatorial Guinea, they wear a solid red jersey and matching shorts with a white stripe around both sleeves and two white stripes from the hip down. The number, FEGIFUT logo, and Hummel logo are located on the chest. The socks are red with white at the top. When Equatorial Guinea is away, they wear the opposite; all-white shirt with red stripes.

Equatorial Guinea played its first match on May 23, 1975, against China in a friendly match that it lost 6–2. The team did not play another game until entering the 1985 UDEAC Cup in December 1985. They were drawn in a group against the hosts Congo and the Central African Republic. They lost 5–0 to the Congo on December 9 and then earned their first draw by drawing 1–1 against the Central African Republic on December 14. Two days later, they played a playoff game for fifth place against Chad, and lost 3–2 on penalties after a 1–1 draw. Equatorial Guinea would come in fourth in the 1987 UDEAC Cup, losing on penalties in the third place match to Gabon, even though they only scored one goal throughout the tournament in a 1–1 tie against Chad. They also tied 0–0 against Cameroon. On their next try, they got sixth place after losing on penalties against the Central African Republic. The next time Equatorial Guinea played the Central African Republic, in 1999, they won, 4–2. It was Equatorial Guinea’s first win. The first game in the 2012 African Cup of Nations was Equatorial Guinea’s first in a major international tournament, and resulted in a historic 1–0 win over Libya. An 87th-minute strike from former Real Madrid winger Javier Balboa earned the victory. In the next game they qualified for the quarter finals by beating Senegal 2–1, and finished second in their group after losing 0–1 to Zambia. They progressed to the quarter-finals where they were eliminated by the tournament’s runners-up after losing to the Côte d’Ivoire Elephants 3–0 thanks to goals from Didier Grogba and Yaya Touré. Various national side players were praised due to their performances in the tournament; among these players were Javier Balboa, Randy, Ben Konatén, and Rui.

In recent years, the issue of naturalized soccer players in the national team sparked some controversy. Equatorial Guinea courted controversy by recruiting foreign players and giving them citizenship despite having little or no ties to the country. In 2009, South African journalist and Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) archivist Mark Glesson wrote that it was undermining the integrity of African football. In late 2005 and at the request of Ruslán Obiang Nsue, a son of President Teodoro Obiang, Brazilian coach Antônio Dumas recruited several Brazilian players to represent the Equatorial Guinea but CAF and FIFA turned a blind eye, despite complaints from other nations. In 2012, having lost the first leg of a 2013 Africa Cup of Nations qualification round 4–0 to the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Equatorial Guinea recruited nine Brazilian players to help overturn the deficit for the second leg. Democratic Republic of the Congo head coach Claudia Le Roy complained that the Equatorial Guinea was acting like the United States of football.

Before the arrival of new coach Andoni Goikoetxea to Malabo, in March 2013, the Equatoguinean board made the squad for the 2014 FIFA World Cup qualifying match against Cape Verde and called nine Brazilian players again. In May 2013, Colombian-born, Ecuadorian-based Jimmy Bermudéz joined the squad; he was promised €3,000 for each match he played. Equatorial Guinea’s home stadium is Nuevo Estadio de Malabo in Malabo. It can hold up to 15,250 people. Equatorial Guinea played there when it hosted the 2012 African Cup of Nations, against eventual winners Zambia and the runner-up, Côte d’Ivoire. During the national side’s participation in the 2012 African Cup of Nations, it also played in the newly constructed Estadio de Bata, where it won both games in the stadium against Libya and Senegal.
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Equatorial Guinea’s Ben Esono Konate Mamadou fends off a challenge by Libya’s Ahmed Zuway during the 2012 African Cup of Nations. Equatorial Guinea had the distinction of hosting the games that year. (epa european pressphoto agency b.v./Alamy)

Festivals and Holidays

Festivals are an important part of the African way of life, especially in the context of the cycle of life. All major Christian holidays are recognized in Equatorial Guinea. Independence Day is celebrated annually on October 12. There are 11 public observances every year, some influenced by worldwide celebrations (like Women’s Day and New Year’s Day), while others are specific to the country (like President’s Day and Constitution Day). There are also citywide events such as the famous Malabo Hip-Hop Festival and Christmas. New Year’s Day, marked every January 1 in Equatorial Guinea, celebrates the arrival of the upcoming year along with the rest of the world. A New Year’s Eve Gala and fireworks display are organized by the Ministry of Information, Culture, and Tourism (MICT) as a charity event, and it is broadcast throughout the country. A highly anticipated biennial event, the Africa Cup of Nations is another significant event in the life of the country. One of the continent’s largest sporting events, the Africa Cup of Nations is held every two years with participation from 16 national teams. In 2012, it was hosted in Equatorial Guinea from January 21 to February 12 and gave visibility to the emerging nation. President’s Day marks Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbasogo’s birthday, which is celebrated annually on June 5. He has been the political leader of Equatorial Guinea since 1979 and is known for ousting his dictator uncle, Francisco Macias Nguema.

If President’s Day is filled with fanfares and festivities, the Music Day Festival, which is hosted by the MICT, celebrates Equatorial Guinea’s heritage. It is a renowned moment in which national dancers, artists, and musicians flock to Malabo to perform for thousands. Similar to Independence Day celebrations, Armed Forces Day is celebrated annually on August 3 when the Equatorial Guinean military is honored for its selfless service. It is treated as a public holiday so that members of the armed forces can gather together for a feast filled with food and drinks. Exhibitions are also held to showcase their key achievements over the years.

Equatorial Guinea celebrates its Independence Day on October 12. This public holiday commemorates the country’s freedom from Spanish colonization. The Malabo Hip-Hop Festival is a 10-day event that is held every year in December during which performers in the hip-hop community from all over Africa attend workshops and events hosted by artists from Europe (particularly Spain and France). The celebrations and festivities during the event are often hosted by the Institute of Cultural Expression. On December 25, Christmas Day crowns the celebratory events of the whole year. Equatorial Guinea is mostly Roman Catholic, so the country celebrates Christmas as the special day of the birth of the Savior. Apart from Christian festivities, traditional celebrations are also held at Christmastime, like the dance known as balélé in the Bioko region. In the cities, friends and families celebrate together by eating, drinking, and exchanging gifts. Equatorial Guineans also decorate their homes with the usual decorations, including lights and Christmas trees.

Music and Dance

Unlike most African countries, Equatorial Guinea’s musical traditions have not been documented as they should have been. Even commercial recordings of traditional music are scarce. The national anthem might be considered a “national” music in the sense that it was composed by Atanasio Ndongo Miyone during the attainment of independence from Spain in 1968. In terms of traditional music, the Fang are known for the mvet, a cross between a zither and a harp. The mvet can have up to 15 strings. The semispherical part of this instrument is made of bamboo, and the strings are attached at the center by fibers. Music for the mvet is written in a form of musical notation that can only be learned by initiates of the bebom-mvet society.

Music is typically call-and-response, with a chorus and drums alternating. Musicians like Eyi Moan Ndong have helped to popularize folk styles in Equatorial Guinea. A three- or four-person orchestra consisting of some arrangement of sanza, xylophone, drums, zithers, and bow harps accompanies the many dances in Equatorial Guinea, such as the balélé and the risque ibanga. Another popular instrument is the tam-tam, which is a wooden box covered with animal skin. In its center, there are bamboo keys installed with complete musical scales. A second type of tam-tam has two different levels of musical keys. Generally, wooden musical instruments are decorated with fauna images and geometric drawings. Drums are covered with animal skins or animal drawings. To date, there is little popular music coming out of Equatorial Guinea. Pan-African styles like soukous and makossa are popular, as are reggae and rock and roll. Acoustic guitar bands based on a Spanish model are the country’s best-known indigenous popular tradition, especially national stars like Desmali y su Grupo Dambo de la Costa. Other musicians from Equatorial Guinea include Malabo Strit band, Luna Loca, Chiquitin, Dambo de la Costa, Nagl Madunga, Lily Afro, and Spain-based stars like Super Momo, Hijas del Sol, and Baron Ya Buk-Lu.

Dances frequently accompany festivals and holidays. Community members perform dances that represent a theme related to daily life, such as courtship. A small ensemble of musicians accompanies dancers by playing drums, wooden xylophones, thumb pianos, and the mvet. Popular music in Malabo and Bata consists of imported styles, such as soukous from the Democratic Republic of the Congo and makossa from Cameroon.

Music and dance are central elements of Equatorial Guinean culture, both Fang and Bubi. Many of the songs and dances have religious significance. Drums are a common instrument, as are wooden xylophones, bow harps, zithers, and the sanza, a small thumb piano fashioned from bamboo. The accompaniment to a dance usually consists of three or four musicians. The balélé dance is usually performed on Christmas and other holidays. The ibanga, the Fang national dance, is popular along the coast. Its movements are highly sexual. The men and women who perform it cover their bodies in white powder.

Visual Arts

Equatorial Guinea is particularly known for its iconic art from the Fang ethnic group. The arts of masking and mask-making are cultural aspects that are common in West African region as a whole. These masks are often worn as part of masquerade outing but are also made for sale as memorabilia to tourists who are curious about their significance due to the high level of style and abstraction. Most masks have different meanings and depict animal figures such as lizards and crocodiles that are pregnant and coded with meanings. Conceptual in nature, these masks are often used in religious ceremonies, during funeral rites, festivals, and veneration of the deities, as well as in select secret societies. Beyond masks, sculpture is also another popular artistic feature among the arts of Equatorial Guinea. Don Leandro Mbomio Nsue is considered one of the most iconic artists and has been referred to as the “black Picasso” in Equatorial Guinea.

Folk art is also rich and varies by ethnic group. Beyond the ritualistic Fang art, in Bioko for example, the Bubi people are known for their colorful wooden bells. Embellished with intricate patterns, designs, engravings, and shapes, they reveal the artistry and finesse of the country’s folk artists. In Ebolova, women can weave baskets as high as two feet high and two feet across. Equatorial Guineans make many hats and other objects, especially baskets of all kinds. The nation’s painters and sculptors create a blend of traditional and modern styles. Bata and Malabo have cultural centers that hold art exhibits and music and theater performances.

The long tradition of the visual arts in Equatorial Guinea is continued and sustained by young talents living abroad or at home, such as Machyta Oko Giebels, Desiderio Manresa Bodipo, Arturo Bibang, Luis Royo del Pozo, and Afran. Among them, graphic artist Ramon Esono, aka Jamon y Queso (Ham and Cheese), has emerged as an active political commentator and critic. Esono’s comics echo the spirit of recent literary creations as they posit moral questions regarding the social maladies of the society: alcoholism, gender violence, prostitution, corruption, torture, and censorship. Viewed together, his works propose a narrative based on shocking images that reflect the sense of hopelessness and abandonment among Equatorial Guineans under Obiang’s rule.

Architecture and Housing

Similar to other aspects of life in Equatorial Guinea, architecture and housing seem to be steeped in misplaced priorities, inequalities, and contradictions. A vast majority of the population lives in dilapidated housing units while the elites live in extreme luxury. In Malabo, Bata, and other urban areas, many houses are built with manufactured materials such as cinder blocks. However, most Equatoguineans live in rural areas, where people build their own homes from mud, tree branches, thatch, and other natural materials. Villagers usually live in a compound shared by members of an extended family. The compound contains several structures, including simple, traditional homes for cooking and storage. Electricity and running water are rare in rural areas. Most village women collect water from wells or streams. In 2000 for example, it is estimated that there are about 60,000 households with an average of eight persons per household while the rich occupy wider spaces and mansions.

One would not expect a government running such unequal living arrangements and standards to be concerned about other countries such as is the case with Sierra Leone. As recently as 2014, a delegation of President Obiang met with President Sirleaf of Sierra Leone to propose a concept for the construction of social housing units for another country, as a follow-up to the memorandum of understanding signed between the two governments in May 2013. At the request of the Sierra Leonean government, Equatorial Guinea agreed to arrange the financing and construction of the Roberts International Airport (RIA) and multifamily housing. At a delegation’s presentation of the project’s concept, President Sirleaf said she was impressed with the progress made so far and was pleased with her decision to enter into an agreement with Equatorial Guinea, describing it as an example for African countries to follow where one African country will fund such a huge project in another “sisterly” country.

Equatorial Guinea has not only pledged completing the construction of RIA, it has also assured the building of housing units. In the concept for the planned housing units, the Equatorial Guinean government listed such facilities as a police station, primary and secondary schools, a church, parking, a shopping mall, and a two-story hospital, which will be named in President Sirleaf’s honor. The delegation included officials of the Ministry of Public Works and the National Housing Authority. Accompanying them was Ibrahim Mabrouk, the managing director of Arab Contractors, who disclosed that the company was ready to jump-start the project in terms of manpower and equipment but was awaiting a signal from the two governments.

Equatorial Guinea is also currently planning a future capital city in Djibloho. Located in the Wele-Nzas Province, the new capital city will be built in order to fulfill the president’s dream. The new capital city will be the attraction for an estimated 160,000 inhabitants and will extend for 8.15 hectares (20.14 acres). The concept embraces modernity but also respects the country’s cultural roots, optimizing its identity and the richness of the ecosystem. Sustainability is also a privileged feature in every part of the planned development. The concept, engineered by the architectural company IDF or Idéias do Futuro (Future Ideas), will incorporate the river, the road network, and the natural habitat in a creative fusion between tradition and modernity.

Other efforts to modernize include clearing the tropical forest and replacing it with gleaming new office towers, apartment blocks, homes, and highways. Profits from the oil and gas revenues of Equatorial Guinea, considered sub-Saharan Africa’s third largest energy producer, have fed a frenzy of construction. Yet, these concerted, modernizing strategies, focused on changing the image of the country from a repressive and corrupt child of the oil curse to that of a partner in progress, will not quickly erase the memory of political violence and corruption. Infrastructure makeover is seen on Bioko Island as well as on Equatorial Guinea’s Rio Muni mainland, where highways, public buildings, houses, electricity, and water services are being built. Ultimately, the dividends for these social projects cannot be measured overnight, and only time will tell as the government restructures its developmental priorities especially concerning the masses.

Literature and Oral Traditions

The literary tradition in Equatorial Guinea is both oral and written. In the oral tradition, there is a wide range of myths and legends that are passed on from one generation to the next: some meant to preserve the history of the ethnic groups, others to explain natural phenomena. Sorcerers and witches often figure prominently. The Fang tell many stories and folktales featuring animals as characters. One animal in these fables is as clever as the fox, wise as the owl, and diplomatic as the rabbit: the islanders call him ku or kulu, the turtle. Most of these tales serve as a measure to teach morals to both young and old alike.

On the other one hand, though Spanish is used in official capacity, the literature of Equatorial Guinean is hard to come by in Spanish as well as in English. Early writings were by Europeans from the perspective of travelers and colonizers, hence from the gaze of the Other. The most cited works written by two of Equatorial Guinea writers are Ceiba and Ekomo. Though literary works pervaded the landscape of the entire African continent in terms of anticolonial agitations, there was troubling silence in Equatorial Guinea due to censorship. Most writers had to flee into exile for fear of repression and persecution from the dictatorship. Among these writers is Raquel Ilonbé (born in Equatorial Guinea, but moved to Spain, and returned). She is known for her collection of poems, Ceiba; Juan Balboa Boneke (mixes Bubi language with Spanish in his poetry); and María Nsué Angüe (first woman novelist), who published Ekomo in 1985.

In elaborating more on postcolonial Equatorial Guinean literature, one discovers attempts to provide an alternative to the official history of President Obiang, which argues political propaganda of a more humane government different from that of his uncle, Francisco Macias, whose government he toppled in a coup d’état in 1979. Many writers revisit the past and the present to give readers a sense of fragmented collective memory of Equatorial Guineans. In this sense, literature becomes a self-reflective process that is geared toward protest and civic action. During the regime of Francisco Macias (1968–1979), intellectuals and artists were repressed and silenced, and many were forced into exile. As a result, there was virtually no literary or artistic activity within the national territory during that 11-year period.

During the 1970s, Equatorial Guinean literary creation was mostly limited to poetry written in exile by writers who quickly formed a discourse of resistance to the dictatorship. For example, poet and Catholic priest Marcelo Ensema Nsang (b. 1947) employs nature, time, and biblical references in an attempt to relocate memories of the immediate colonial past. Rather than expressing a desire to return to the colonial era, his poetry attempts a reorganization of time that seeks a new beginning. On the other hand, Raquel Ilonbe (1939–1992), born of a Guinean mother and a Spanish father, spoke about a distinctive type of exodus. Her poetry collection Ceiba (1978) is filled with nostalgia, a feeling of emptiness, and an intimate search for identity in a poetic space drawn from images of nature.

Exile-themed poetry continued into the 1980s. A good illustration of the political spirit of this era is the poetry of Juan Balboa Boneke (b. 1938). His poem “Paloma Ecuatoguinena: paloma extraviada” (“Equatorial Guinean Dove: Lost Dove”) articulates the desire for reconciliation and regeneration of the national community: “Where do you come from, lost dove, / where do you come from, and to where / do you go? / —I come from a tragic decade, / from a ten-century-long silence.”

Most Equatorial Guineans shared the wish for a new start during the 1980s. The historian, writer, and journalist Donato Ndongo (b. 1950) decided to return from exile in 1985 to serve as director of the Equatorial Guinean Cultural Center. He served until 1992 when, due to political pressures, he was forced to leave the country again. Nonetheless, during his tenure, Ndongo published the first anthology of Equatorial Guinean literature in 1984. This volume brought together poetry, narrative, and theater from colonial times to the present, showing, for the first time, the breath of literary creation stirring among the country’s writers. Equally as important as that anthology is the contemporary publication of two novels. The first is Ekomo (Harmony, 1985) by Maria Nsue Angue (b. 1945). Through the perspective of a rebellious female character, she poetically represents the transformation of tradition in the face of Western thought. Published two years later, Las tinieblas de tu memoria negra (Shadows of Your Black Memory, 1987), by Donato Ndongo looks at a similar transformation. However, while the heroine of Ekomo feels alienated from the community in the end, the protagonist of Shadows embraces Western culture, though not without internal conflict, and departs to Spain.

There is a vein within Equatorial Guinean literature that attempts to salvage specific ethnic oral repertoires either by writing folk stories or by rearticulating local knowledge within Western contexts and aesthetics. These include Raquel Ilonbe (b. 1938) and Remei Sipi (b. 1952), who published collections of traditional folktales in the 1980s and 2000s, respectively. Poet, essayist, and narrator Justo Bolekia Boleka (b. 1954) merits a special remark. Many of his works of fiction revolve around his own ethnic background, Bubi, to produce a set of images and musicality that work in tandem with Western poetics.

Since the 1990s, literature created within the national territory focuses on urban spaces. These texts introduce the literary representation of the city as an inhospitable space. In narrative, theater, and, to a lesser extent, the poetry of this era, images of displacement within the homeland abound. By representing the difficulty of everyday life practices, this literature conveys a sense of frustration in characters that are conscious of being second-class citizens in a country where cultures, languages, and interests of foreign powers intersect. These more recent works offer introspection on society at the local level but also seek to dissect the history that has kept Equatorial Guinea in the margins of the global scene. Within this vein, there is a strong tendency toward realistic narrations, perhaps in recognition that the memories of the common people will not be recovered otherwise. Works by Juan Tomas Avila Laurel (b. 1966), Maximiliano Nkogo (b. 1972), and Recaredo Silebo Boturu (b. 1979) are representative of these trends. On the other hand, poet and narrator Cesar Mba (b. 1979) approaches the urban theme as a means to search for a universal aesthetic and to promote literary dialogue with world writers by using local images as a departure point. Another young voice is the controversial government official Guillermina Mekuy (b. 1982), who is developing a corpus of erotic literature that has found a market in Spain.

More broadly, whether written in exile or in the national territory, Equatorial Guinean literature in the last 10 years addresses issues that affect all Africans. To different degrees, Equatorial Guinean literary works show an interest in establishing a dialogue with other literary traditions, Hispanic and non-Hispanic. From this group, we find well-established writers living in exile, like Donato Ndongo, Francisco Zamora, and Justo Bolekia Boleká, tackling issues such as migration, ethnic reformulation, and racism. Dramatic writing has also served as a vehicle for writers to deliver their reflections on society and, while doing that, to convey a critical perspective on the past and present situation of Equatorial Guinea. Poet, narrator, and dramatist Recaredo Silebo Boturu treats an array of themes that range from the revival of traditional folk stories to urban, political, and gender violence issues. His plays bring attention to local problems but also to the world’s inaction regarding Africa’s challenges, which to him are no longer national or local but global. The future of the writers and artists of Equatorial Guinea is uncertain, but most of them share an urge to understand the crossroads in which the lives of Equatorial Guineans develop so that their struggles, pleasures, and predicaments are not forgotten.

Media

Beyond literary production, the media in Equatorial Guinea is primarily run by the state. In addition, radio and television are run by close associates of the administration. Equatorial Guineans listen to the radio and watch TV. Before 1981, the country had only two radio stations. One was on the mainland and the other on Bioko Island. Both broadcast little except political propaganda. Since then, the Chinese have built new stations that include broadcasting in Spanish and local languages. The stations also play music from Cameroon and Nigeria. Television remains under strict government control for fear that it will spur democracy. Two media directors went to prison in 1985 on charges of conspiracy to promote human rights. Most of Equatorial Guinea’s cinemas have fallen into disrepair or are used for government meetings. In the late 1980s, the capital city of Malabo had two nonfunctioning movie theaters used for government events. Sadly, even in the 1990s, the entire island of Bioko had no functioning cinemas, bookstores, or newsstands. Newspapers published in Spanish include El Tiempo (Times), La Opinión (Opinion), La Gaceta (Gazette), El Ebano (Ebony), La Verdad (Truth), and La voz del pueblo (Voice of the People).

In addition to radio and television, telephones and the Internet are restricted or censured for different reasons. As of 2013, there were only about 15,600 landline telephones in use in the country, but there were 501,000 mobile phones. Although the constitution of Equatorial Guinea provides for free speech and a free press, the government is said to severely restrict these freedoms in practice, censoring all criticism of the president and security forces. Access to foreign publications is limited. However, satellite broadcasts are widely available, including the French-language Africa 24 television news channel that occasionally carries opposition criticism. Foreign channels, including Radio France Internationale and the BBC World Service are usually broadcast uncensored throughout the country. As of 2013, Internet users numbered 95,649 (13.9 percent of the entire population), which ranked the country 169 in the world for usage and access to the Internet. In 2013, the nation ranks 161 out of 179 countries on an index of freedom of the press. Most of the media companies practice heavy self-censorship and are banned by law from criticizing public figures.

There are no government restrictions on access to the Internet or credible reports that the government monitors e-mail or Internet chat rooms without judicial oversight. It is, however, apparent that most overt criticism of the government comes from the country’s community in exile and not from within the country. The Internet has replaced broadcast media as the primary way opposition views were expressed and disseminated. Although the constitution and law provide for freedom of speech and press, the law grants authorities extensive powers to restrict media activities, which the government uses to limit these rights. While criticism of government policies is allowed, individuals generally cannot criticize the president, his family, other high-ranking officials, or the security forces without fear of reprisal. Libel is a criminal offense, but there were no instances of the government using these laws to suppress criticism.

While the constitution and law prohibit arbitrary interference with privacy, family, home, or correspondence, the government often does not respect these prohibitions. Search warrants are required unless the crime is in progress or for reasons of national security. Security forces enter homes without authorization and arrest alleged criminals, foreign nationals, and others, often without required judicial orders. The government reportedly attempts to impede criticism by monitoring the activities of the political opposition, journalists, and others. Journalists are subject to surveillance and are compelled to practice self-censorship.

Equatorial Guineans are becoming impatient with widespread corruption and political violence. The official narrative of the state is often countered by the bold statements of young artists living abroad who address the social maladies confronted by average Equatorial Guineans, especially the shocking sense of hopelessness and abandonment suffered by the majority of the population under President Obiang’s rule. Despite the country’s newly found financial windfall from oil revenues, most Equatorial Guineans are still languishing in a state of despair without access to basic social services and amenities.

Examples abound of misplaced priorities and disconnection with the people of Equatorial Guinea. For example, the government built a suburb with 52 mansions to host each of the visiting African presidents in anticipation of the African Union Summit in Malabo in 2011. Likewise, in preparation for the celebration of the Cup of African Nations in 2013, a brand-new stadium was built in the city of Bata. And yet, the vast majority of the masses have no access to the most basic amenities of life. When the Equatorial Guinean government realizes the value of its human assets and the importance of empowering them, the country will finally be ready to rise from the ashes of political repression and dictatorship, toward gearing up for a new era in democratic regeneration, human rights, and civil liberties.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Asmara

Major Cities: Ak’ordat, Asmara, Assab, Badme, Keren, Kulul, Massawa, Mendefera, Nak’fa, Tio

Population: 6,380,803 (Central Intelligence Agency 2014)

Languages: Official: Tigrinya, Arabic, English; other languages include Tigre, Kunama, Nera, Saho, Bilen, Afa, Beja

Government Type: Single-Party Presidential Republic

Ethnic Groups: Tigrinya (55 percent); Tigre (30 percent); Saho (4 percent); Kunama (2 percent); Rashaida (2 percent); Bilen (2 percent); other (5 percent, mostly Afar, Beni Amir, and Nera)

Religions: Islam, Orthodox Tewahdo Christianity, Protestantism, Catholicism, African Traditional Religions



Introduction

In about 1000 BCE, South Arabian settlers arrived in Eritrea and began intermingling with the local peoples. Between the 300s BCE and the 800s CE, the kingdom of Aksum emerged in the northern highlands of Ethiopia. At its height, Aksum incorporated lands in the Sudan, Eritrea, and even South Arabia. The city of Adulis, on the Eritrean coast, became the most important port in the Aksum Empire. King Ezana of Aksum, whose reign is traditionally dated to 330–356 CE, converted to Christianity, establishing it as the state religion. In 615 CE, the Prophet Muhammad and his followers fled from hostile authorities in Mecca. Some of these followers sought refuge on the Eritrean coast, inaugurating the presence of Islam in Eritrea.

From the early 1300s to 1889, the kingdom of Medri Bahri incorporated much of today’s Eritrea. This kingdom is often seen as a medieval precursor to the modern state. In the 1500s, the Sultanate of Adal rose to prominence in Somalia and eastern Eritrea. War between Adal and the Abyssinian successors to Aksum attracted Portuguese and Ottoman intervention in the region. Between 1557 and 1865, the Ottoman Turks occupied Massawa, accelerating Middle Eastern and Eastern European influence and further reinforcing the Islamic presence in Eritrea. From 1889 to 1941, Italian colonial forces occupied Eritrea. In 1941, the British defeated the Italians at the Battle of Keren and thereafter established a military administration under a UN mandate that lasted until 1952. At the end of the British mandate in 1952, Eritrea was joined to Ethiopia in a federation. Eritrea’s regional government retained control of internal affairs, while the Ethiopian government wielded authority over international relations and commerce.

In 1962, Emperor Haile Selassie dissolved the Eritrean parliament and annexed Eritrea directly into the Ethiopian Empire. A monarchist governor was dispatched to the region. The emperor’s action initiated a bitter 30-year struggle as the Eritreans sought to drive Ethiopian forces from their country. The Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF), succeeded by the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), led the war of liberation against successive Ethiopian regimes. In 1993, having frustrated Ethiopian hopes of regaining the coastal province, Eritreans voted in a referendum to become an independent nation. The EPLF, which later became the People’s Front for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ), established a one-party state in Eritrea. From 1998 to 2000, a costly and indecisive border war raged between Ethiopia and Eritrea. In 2001, the Eritrean government cracked down on dissents, inflicting considerable oppression and triggering new waves of emigration.

Geography

Eritrea extends from Sudan to the northwest, to the border of Djibouti to the southeast, encompassing all of the territory between Ethiopia and the Red Sea. From the perspective of East Africa as a whole, it could be said that the dominant feature of Eritrea’s geography is a terrain descending from the Ethiopian highlands down to the low-lying coast of the Red Sea. However, this descent is neither constant nor homogenous across Eritrea. In fact, Eritrea’s topographic complexity has been a key factor in the diversity of its history and its peoples. Diverse though it is, this topography can be roughly subdivided into seven geographic regions.

The central highlands extend northward from the border with Ethiopia through the center of the country as far as Asmara, incorporating the Dubub (South) and Ma’akel (Central) provinces, as well as portions of the Gash-Barka and Semenawi K’eyih Bahri (Northern Red Sea) provinces. This high plateau sits, on average, at 1,980 meters above sea level. Rainfall is irregular in this area, but the brownish to gray and black soils of the region are suitable for agriculture. Livestock-driven ploughs are required to cut through these hard, clay-bearing soils. However, limited grazing means that stock-keeping often necessitates a transhumant lifestyle. Deforestation and soil erosion, compounded by increasing population pressure on the land (more than half of the Eritrean population lives in the highlands), has led to environmental degradation and decreasing productivity.

The northern highlands extend northward from the central plateau, with lower-lying areas to either side. This region consists of barren mountains, cut by deep valleys cradling seasonal streams. The challenging terrain allows for little more than pastoral production, though limited urban development has been under way in the area.

To the west, the northern highlands gradually descend into the southwestern lowlands. The intervening area has been referred to by one author as the “semilowland bridge” (Pool 1997: 6). Centered on the market town of Keren, this transitional region is eclectic in its geography as well as in its population.
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A community in the northern highlands. Traditional villages like this one are common in the region, as sparse vegetation necessitates a pastoral lifestyle in many areas. As the Eritrean economy has grown, however, urbanization has increasingly penetrated the landscape. (MJ Photography/Alamy)

Below the semilowland bridge lie the southwestern lowlands. This region is better watered than the highlands, though rains can still be unpredictable. Better rains allow for village-based, shifting agriculture, which exists alongside pastoralism in the region. The southwestern lowlands are also watered by two rivers: the Gash, which flows east to west through the center of the region, and the Setit, which traces the border with Ethiopia to the south. In the vicinity of these rivers, irrigation-based agriculture can be practiced.


At the Crossroads of the World

For millennia, the Red Sea has served as a conduit for exchange and interaction between India, sub-Saharan Africa, and the Mediterranean Basin. Situated along the widest stretch of the Red Sea and blessed with good harbors, Eritrea has long played a key role in the trade and migrations of the region. The kingdom of Aksum, centered upon the highlands of Ethiopia and Eritrea, was a leading power in the trade between the Roman Empire and the polities of India and East Africa. Adulis, near present-day Massawa, was Aksum’s most important port. The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, a first-century CE guide for Greek mariners, makes mention of the town: “From that place to the city of the people called Aksumites there is a five days’ journey more; to that place all the ivory is brought from the country beyond the Nile through the district called Cyeneum, and thence to Adulis.”



The northern highlands descend to the northwestern lowlands more abruptly than they do to the southwest. In the northwestern lowlands, limited rainfall guarantees a sparse population. Those who do reside in this area rely heavily on pastoral produce, though these goods are supplemented by scattered patches of sedentary cultivation.

Despite high levels of humidity, arid plains skirt the entirety of Eritrea’s Red Sea coast, ruling out most agricultural enterprise. Pastoralism, practiced largely by the Tigre to the north and the Afar to the south, predominates on the Red Sea coastal plain. There are also, between the key ports of Massawa and Assab, some coastal communities that rely on fishing for sustenance. Despite the fact that the Red Sea coast makes up roughly one-fifth of Eritrea’s land area, less than one-tenth of Eritrea’s population inhabits the region.

Off the coast of Eritrea, around the latitude of Massawa lies the Dahlak Archipelago—a collection of 126 islands, only 4 of which support permanent habitation. The largest and most heavily populated of these islands is Dahlak Kebir, home to around 2,500 people. The pearl fishery of the archipelago has been famous since antiquity, and pearl harvests remain strong to this day.

Temperatures vary in Eritrea. The highlands enjoy a temperate annual average of 63°F (17°C), while Massawa, on the coast, averages 86°F (30°C). Seasonal fluctuation, between winter and summer, averages 12°F (6.5°C) in the highlands. On the coastal plains, there is often little or no seasonal variation. The Danakil Depression, located in the southeast of the country and sitting more than 130 meters below sea level in places, is one of the hottest places on earth. Temperatures exceeding 120°F (49°C) are frequently recorded. In the lowlands of the northwest and southwest, conditions vary from arid, to semiarid, to savanna.

People and Ethnicity

For millennia, Eritrea has been a crossroads of peoples. Spanning highland and lowland and linking interior to littoral, Eritrea has seen numerous and diverse migrations. Further, its strategic position on the Red Sea and access to the products of the Horn of Africa have guaranteed that Eritrea would play host to untold numbers of merchants and settlers from beyond Africa’s shores. The first-century CE Greek Periplus of the Erythraean Sea discusses the trading sites of the Eritrean coast in some detail. Eritrea is also associated with the ancient land of Punt, the first documented Egyptian trade expedition which set out during the reign of the Fifth Dynasty Pharaoh Sahure (circa 25th century BCE).

Eclectic as the peopling of Eritrea is, it is a daunting task to attempt to catalogue or even categorize them. Thus, no convention for doing so has been universally accepted. However, some broad groupings can be made. The ethnic groupings used here are based primarily, but not exclusively, upon linguistic affinities. It is important to bear in mind that there is, at points, considerable overlap between groups. Furthermore, within groups, socioeconomic, cultural, and linguistic variations can be considerable.

Tigrinya

Constituting roughly 55 percent of the population, the Tigrinya are the largest of Eritrea’s peoples. Perhaps the most geographically compact of Eritrea’s ethnic groups, they inhabit the central highlands and span the border with Ethiopia, where they are referred to as Tigray. However, war, famine, population pressure, and economic change have led a number of Tigrinya to leave the highlands, scattering out across the country. Linguistic evidence suggests that the Tigrinya descend from Semitic-speaking inhabitants of the region dating back as far as 2000 BCE. Cultural and linguistic characteristics also suggest ties to the D’mt (ca. 980–400 BCE) and Aksumite (ca. 300 BCE–800 CE) kingdoms, both of which were centered upon the Tigray-Tigrinya homeland. The Jiberti are distinct among the tribes of the Tigrinya in that they embrace Islam rather than Christianity. Because of this distinction, the Jiberti were traditionally barred from land ownership. As a result, they now constitute a distinct economic community, based heavily upon skilled craftsmanship and mercantile enterprise.

Tigre

Eritrea’s next-largest ethnic group, the Tigre, makes up approximately 30 percent of the population. Geographically fragmented, the Tigre inhabit a large arc spanning the southwestern lowlands, the northern highlands, the northwestern lowlands, and the northern Red Sea coast. The Tigre consist of numerous tribes of varying solidarity, such as the Bayt, the Juk, the Marya, the Mensa, and the Habab. Among these tribes, there is considerable variation in history, customs, and culture. Indeed, the prime unifying factor among all of these groups is their use of the Tigre language. The inhabitants of the Dahlik archipelago are sometimes associated with the Tigre, though this association is controversial, as the Tigre and Dahlik languages are widely considered to be mutually unintelligible. The Tigre proved an important recruitment pool during the Eritrean independence struggle, with tribes like the Mensa and Marya providing substantial numbers of ELF fighters.

Saho

The Saho represent about 4 percent of the population and reside along the eastern edge of the central highlands. The Saho comprise a number of loosely organized and fairly democratically structured tribal groups. Mostly Muslim pastoralists, the Saho have a long history of conflict with their more settled, Christian Tigrinya neighbors.

Kunama

The Kunama make up about 2 percent of the Eritrean populace. Living primarily in villages and towns in the southwestern lowlands, between the Gash and Setit rivers, they also include communities on the Ethiopian side of the Setit River. Traditionally, they have maintained a hostile relationship with the more nomadic Beni Amir (see below), so much so that, during the war for independence, the Kunama fostered ties with the Ethiopian government in the hopes of gaining support against their longtime rivals.

Rashaida

The Rashaida are a small tribe that emigrated from the Arabian Peninsula during the 19th century. Settling primarily as nomads along the northern Red Sea coast, they have preserved their customs, as well as their Arabic language. The Rashaida constitute roughly 2 percent of the population of Eritrea.

Bilen

The Bilen also represent approximately 2 percent of the population. This group is divided into the Bayt Tarqe and the Bayt Tawqe, two decentralized tribes controlled by various clan elders. This people of the semilowland bridge inhabits the territory around Keren—the historical Land of Bogos. Bilen oral traditions trace their origins to the 12th and 13th century Agaw of Lasta (in Ethiopia). The Bilen represented an importance early source of ELF fighters during the war for independence.

Smaller Groups

The remaining 5 percent of the Eritrean population is made up of a number of smaller ethnic groupings. However, the Beni Amir, the Nera, and the Afar compose the majority of this 5 percent. The Afar inhabit the southern stretch of the Red Sea coast, extending from Massawa to Assab, a region often referred to as Dankalia. Afar settlement also extends into neighboring Djibouti and Ethiopia, though pan-Afar nationalism has been historically limited. Organized into nomadic and seminomadic clans, the Afar greatly resented attempts to introduce commercial agriculture into their territory by the Ethiopian-backed Afar Sultan of Aussa. Thus, the Afar furnished many ELF fighters during the independence struggle. The more northerly Afar clans also provided key leaders to the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), a successor to the ELF.

The Beni Amir are organized as a federation of tribes under the authority of a paramount chief. They represent a linguistic crossroads between the Tigre and the Beja of neighboring Sudan. Thus, some elements of the Beni Amir speak Beja, while others speak Tigre. Bilingualism in these two languages is also very common among this group. The Muslim Beni Amir tend their herds in the western lowlands of Eritrea, along the marches of the Sudanese border. Religious differences and disputes over grazing territory have guaranteed perennial conflict with the more sedentary and sometimes animist Kunama.

The Nera live east of the Gash River and to the west of the Kunama in the southwest lowlands. Historical rivalries over farmland have often led the Nera to align themselves with the Beni Amir against the Kunama. The term barya, meaning “slave,” has been used across Eritrea and Ethiopia to refer to people of dark complexion and “Negroid” characteristics. Unfortunately, this pejorative has historically been applied to the Nera.

Languages

Tigrinya, spoken by both the Tigrinya of the central highlands and the Tigray of Ethiopia, is a Semitic tongue. Tigrinya descends from ancient Ge’ez, a language that was once the official tongue of the Aksumite and later Ethiopian courts. Today Ge’ez survives as a liturgical language in the Ethiopian and Eritrean Orthodox Tewahdo Churches and in the Beta Israel Jewish community. To this day, Tigrinya is written in the Ge’ez script (also called Ethiopic). Due to the influence of the Tigrinya and their expansion throughout the country, Tigrinya has been adopted by many as a second language and often serves as a lingua franca for commerce and governance.

Tigre, spoken by the various Tigre groups in the north and west of the country, is closely related to Tigrinya. Indeed, it also descends from Ge’ez. However, differentiation over time has rendered the two tongues mutually unintelligible. Written Tigre was first derived in 1890, when Dawit Amanuel of the Swedish mission in Eritrea produced a New Testament in the language and began work on a dictionary. Today, the Eritrean government publishes Tigre documents in the Ge’ez script, but many of the largely Muslim Tigre prefer to use Arabic letters. Though the Tigre represent about 30 percent of the population, the Tigre language is spoken by perhaps twice that amount, as it has traditionally served as an important language of exchange and interaction. Recently, Tigre has come under threat, as Tigrinya and Arabic have increasingly displaced it as a cosmopolitan medium.

Afar is a Cushitic language, spoken by the Afar of Ethiopia, Djibouti, and Eritrea. Written scripts exist for the language in Latin, Ge’ez, and Arabic forms, and preferences vary based on location and political jurisdiction. The Saho language of the Afars’ western neighbors is so closely related that some scholars have lumped the two languages together into a single linguistic appellation.

Bilen is a Central Cushitic (also called Agaw) language spoken in the vicinity of Keren. Many Bilen speakers are bilingual or even trilingual, pragmatically employing Tigre or Tigrinya in the course of their day-to-day affairs. Since independence, the Eritrean government has worked to develop Latin scripts for all non-Semitic languages in a spirit of neutrality, as Ge’ez is often associated with Orthodox Christianity. Thus, such a script has been derived for Bilen.

Nera and Kunama are unusual in Eritrea, as they are not included in the Afro-Asiatic family of languages. Rather, both languages are Nilotic, sometimes categorized under the controversial Nilo-Saharan language family. Because both of these languages share in the distinction of being Nilotic, they are often erroneously lumped together in discussions of the peoples of the southwestern lowlands. This practice, however, overlooks the fact that Kunama and Nera are only distantly related.

Arabic, a Semitic language, is the mother tongue of the Rashaida, who have retained much of their identity unchanged since their departure from the Arabian Peninsula. However, the influence of Arabic extends well beyond this small group. Since antiquity, Arabic has been an important language in the Red Sea trade, and, after the decline of Aksum, it came to dominate Red Sea commerce. As a result, Arabic has become a lingua franca for commerce across much of Eritrea. Around Massawa and Harqiqo, the presence of Arabic is particularly well established. Furthermore, Arabic is the sole liturgical language of Islam. Thus Arabic is widely taught among the Tigre, Saho, Beni Amir, Afar, and Nera, as well as among elements of the Bilen and Kunama. This is particularly true among religious scholars and within more educated circles.

Languages without native-speaking communities in the country also play a role in Eritrean life. Amharic, the language of the Amhara people of Ethiopia’s central and northern highlands, is the official working language of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia and the second most widely spoken Semitic language in the world, next to Arabic. Though attempts by the Ethiopian government to impose it upon the Eritrean populace ended in failure, in the central highlands, centuries of association with Ethiopian states has led many to adopt Amharic as a second language. Due to the impact of Italian colonial rule, which lasted from 1889 until World War II, Italian (and to a lesser degree French) is spoken by many older urbanites. Finally, as English has increasingly become the language of the global marketplace, many among the youth and middle-aged of Eritrea have adopted it as a second language. The use of English in business has increased considerably over the years, and it has now become the primary medium of instruction at the secondary and university levels.

Religion

In Eritrea, religion often plays a key role in the construction of identity. This is hardly surprising, as, since distant antiquity, the land has served as a crossroads of peoples and faiths. While animist religious practices of African origin do persist among some Eritrean communities, Islam and Christianity predominate. The faiths claim almost even shares of the vast majority of the Eritrean faithful.

Prior to the introduction of Christianity into the region, Eritrea had long been host to biblical monotheistic religious communities. An example of these that endures to this day, the Beta Israel, even asserts descent from the Israelite kingdom of Solomon. Though some traditions place the introduction of the Christian tradition to Eritrea during Jesus’s lifetime, (even suggesting that some of Jesus’s followers were East African in origin), Christianity enters the historical record of the area during the fourth century CE. The most common tradition holds that two Hellenized Syrians, Frumentius and Aedisius, carried the faith to the then ascendant Aksumite Empire. The king of Aksum, Ezana, is said to have converted around 340 CE, thus establishing Christianity as the religion of the state. From the middle of the fourth century on, Christianity grew in influence—particularly in the highlands of Eritrea and Ethiopia. Maryam Tsiyon (Saint Mary of Zion), the first major church in the region, was quickly erected. Also, by the end of the fifth century, celibate clergy and monastic traditions had established a presence in the highlands. Some traditions credit this to the intervention of Roman monks. Monasteries like those of Debre Bizen, Debre Libanos, and Debre Sina bear witness to the enduring legacy of the monastic tradition in Eritrea.
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A celebration of Easter Mass in Asmara. In Eritrea, Christianity dates back to at least the fourth century CE, when King Ezana of the Aksumite Empire converted to the Christian faith. (Friedrich Stark/Alamy)

The local Orthodox Tewahdo Church remained closely tied to the Coptic Church centered on Alexandria. Indeed, until the 1950s, the Alexandrian popes held the authority to name the abuna (archbishop). After this, the Ethiopian-Eritrean Church gained the ability to elect archbishops, who would subsequently be confirmed by the pope.

Tewahdo means “absolute unity/unification” in Ge’ez, the liturgical language of the church. The term is a reflection of the church’s Miaphysite orientation. Like other Oriental Orthodox churches, the Orthodox Tewahdo Church holds that Jesus Christ had but one nature with characteristics of both the human and divine. This belief stands in contrast to the views of most Western churches, which hold that Jesus encapsulated both human and divine natures within a single, unitary being. Though this distinction may seem slight—perhaps even semantic by some readings—the historical ramifications of this difference in interpretation have been immense.

In the Orthodox Tewahdo Church, mass and other significant services are conducted by priests in the liturgical language of Ge’ez, a relic of the church’s Aksumite past. Clergy are exclusively male, and are generally drawn from men aged at least 25 years. Convents are included in the traditions of the Orthodox Tewahdo Church, but women are not permitted to lead mass or other services. The Orthodox Tewahdo Church differs from many other Christian denominations in its assignment of abbat nefsi—confessors and spiritual advisers—to individual parishioners. Each abbat nefsi takes special responsibility for the spiritual well-being of those to whom he has been assigned.

In recent years, the Orthodox Tewahdo Church has been far from immune to the effects of political developments in the region. In 1993, newly independent Eritreans called for a spiritual separation to mirror their political divorce from Ethiopia. That year, Pope Shenouda III of Alexandria divided the Ethiopian and Eritrean elements of the Orthodox Tewahdo Church, creating the Eritrean Orthodox Tewahdo Church. The new church was established as an autocephalous patriarchate, empowered to manage its own internal affairs. In 1998, the Alexandrian pope enthroned and ordained Aboune Philipos I as Patriarch of Asmara and All Eritrea.

In 2005, politics again swayed events in the church. As accusations of government interference in church affairs increased, internal divisions worsened between those who supported the new regime and those who criticized the new order or even opposed the 1993 secession. The conflict toppled the reign of Patriarch Antonios, a critic of government interference. He remains under government-enforced house arrest. His elected successor Abune Dioskoros remains unrecognized both by Alexandria and by the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahdo Church, due to his lay background and the influence of the Eritrean government over his appointment. A number of parishioners, both within Eritrea and abroad, continue to recognize Partiarch Antonios.

Nonorthodox churches are also present in Eritrea. During the 1800s, Catholicism gained some momentum, particularly among the Bilen, due to the efforts of the Lazarist and Capuchin orders. During the 1930s, a local hierarchy was finally established, incorporating native Eritrean priests. During the 1970s and 1980s, the Catholic Church gained considerable prestige in the country by cooperating with NGOs to provide famine relief to millions of Eritreans. Today Catholic communities, using Ge’ez and Latin for mass, can be found concentrated around Keren, as well as scattered across the country.

Protestantism came to Eritrea with the Swedish Evangelical/Lutheran Mission in 1926. Today, pockets of Protestant parishioners can be found in the highlands. As of 2000, an estimated 12,000 Eritreans professed Protestant convictions. The Evangelical/Lutheran Church in Eritrea, though maintaining some links to Lutheran churches worldwide, is among the oldest autonomous churches in Africa.

Islam also has a lengthy history in the lands constituting Eritrea. In fact, Islam has been present in the country since the seventh century, the founding years of the religion. To this effect, the Hijira al-ʿUla, the flight of Muhammad and his followers from Mecca, holds special significance to most of Eritrea’s Muslims. According to popular tradition, in 615 CE Muhammad instructed a portion of his followers to flee to Massawa, where they found shelter from the hostile Quraysh tribe of Mecca. Some traditions credit the acceptance of these refugees at Massawa to Armah, an apocryphal Aksumite emperor who is said to be the only monarch to have responded positively to the Prophet Muhammad’s call to “worship the one God” (Fegley 1995: xxv). Muhammad’s followers are credited with the construction of numerous dwellings and mosques in Massawa during that period. The Sheikh Hamal Mosque, one of the city’s oldest, is said to have been dedicated by Omar el-Sherif, one of the renowned founders of the original Massawan Muslim community. Ancient inscriptions on the mosque’s wall are, in fact, credited by many to the prophet’s disciples.

During the period of the Umayyad Caliphate (661–750 CE), mass conversions to Islam were undertaken in the Near East, and large numbers of Islamized Arabs began to frequent, and even settle, the Eritrean coast. During the late seventh and early eighth centuries, increasing Islamic influence led to the emergence of new Islamic sultanates in the coastal region. As the 800s progressed, the sultans of the Red Sea coast joined with Near Eastern Muslims in increasingly challenging Aksumite commercial hegemony. Loss of influence over Red Sea trade proved a major factor in the decline of the Aksumite Kingdom.

By the 13th century, the pastoral and semipastoral Saho and Afar had largely adopted Islam. These peoples proved an effective medium for the transmission of the faith inland. By the 15th century, Islam played an essential role in the lives of much of the population of the Eritrean lowlands. Dominant lineages began to claim ancestry from early Arab Muslim émigrés to Eritrea, and clan arrangements and political affiliations were increasingly expressed in terms of Islam. By the 16th century, Islam had become a powerful unifying force in the land—one capable of challenging Christian Abyssinia (Ethiopia) in the highlands.

This trend is typified in the 16th-century experience of the Sultanate of Adal. With its center within the bounds of present-day Somalia, the sultanate incorporated the Afar of the southern Red Sea coast, among other Muslim peoples. Under the leadership of Ahmed Gran, forces of Adal repelled the Ethiopians in 1526–1527. By 1531, Ahmed Gran was prepared to launch a full-scale jihad (holy war) against the Abyssinian Christians. At the height of his success, he had occupied more than three-quarters of the Ethiopian Empire. In the end, however, Ahmed Gran’s forces were expelled, and the leader himself was slain on the field of battle.

Despite the short-lived nature of Adal’s ascendancy, the impact of Ahmed Gran’s campaigns was profound. The Islamization and then reconversion of much of Ethiopian Christendom had serious consequences for religious and political life in the empire. A number of groups did not return to the fold. A prime example of this is the Jiberti of Eritrea’s central highlands. Unlike most of their Tigrinya-speaking brethren, the Jiberti continue to embrace Islam to this day, maintaining a socially, economically, and religiously distinct community in the highlands.

The conflict between Ethiopia and Adal also brought influence from outside actors. As the struggle grew more desperate, both sides called upon foreign powers for aid. Ahmed Gran relied heavily upon Ottoman arms and an elite corps of Turkish mercenaries. The Abyssinians, meanwhile, looked to the Portuguese for assistance in the field. Adal’s reliance on the Ottomans would lead to the Ottoman occupation of Massawa (1557–1865), which greatly increased the influence of Turkish and Arab Muslims in Eritrea. The Portuguese would also gain the opportunity to spread their Catholic faith in the highlands. However, they made few gains, as their efforts at proselytization were seen as disruptive by imperial authorities, and they were soon expelled.

The 19th century saw considerable developments in Eritrean Islam. Various Sufi brotherhoods began to enter the country during this time, revitalizing the Quadiriyya and Shadhihiliyya sects that were popular at the time. Among the most successful of these sects was the Sudanese Katmiyya tariqa (brotherhood). The Katmiyya brotherhood spread rapidly through Eritrean territory because it recognized the sanctity of traditionally holy lineages, incorporated key local religious figures, and relied upon local leadership in ministering to the community. While it respected local ways, this tariqa also offered Eritrean Muslims access to a wider religious network, which offered considerable secular advantages, as well.

Outside political actors also increased in influence during this time period. In addition to the long-standing Ottoman presence in the environs of Massawa, Muhammad Ali and Khedive Ismail of Egypt began increasingly to penetrate the region. By the 1850s, swaths of the north and west had fallen to Egyptian arms. Many groups in the area—particularly the Kunama, Bilen, and Nera—aligned themselves with Egypt in order to shield themselves from the raiding and slave-taking of their rivals in Eritrea. During the 1880s, Sudanese rebels under the leadership of Muhammad Ahmad, whom they believed to be the Mahdi (“Rightly Guided One,” a prophesied redeemer of Islam), expelled British-Egyptian forces from the Sudan and established an Islamic state under sharia law. The radical stance of the Mahdists, pitted against the evangelical efforts of the Christian emperor Yohannes IV of Ethiopia, served to sharpen divisions between Eritrea’s religious communities.

Italian colonial occupation, though certainly oppressive, was surprisingly accommodating to Islam. Fearing the influence of the Mahdists and wishing to counterbalance Ethiopian influence over Eritrean Christians, Italy proved quite tolerant of the Muslim community—even portraying itself, at times, as an Islamic power. Ethiopian rule reversed this trend. Under federated status, Muslims were often characterized as anti-Christian, and discrimination and abuse were common. After Emperor Haile Selassie annexed the autonomous territory of Eritrea into the empire proper in 1962, discrimination accelerated. The government’s imposition of Amharic in the territory proved to be a major assault on Arabic, a language essential to Muslim worship. Even worse, abuses increased, culminating in horrific massacres in the countryside. Many Eritrean Muslims found themselves refugees in Sudan and other neighboring countries.

During the brutal, 30-year struggle for Eritrean independence, many Muslim communities, especially among the Tigre, Afar, and Bilen, proved more than willing to take up arms alongside their Christian countrymen. Indeed, the ELF is notable for the partnership it fostered among Christian and Muslim freedom fighters. However, the splintering of the ELF during the 1970s and 1980s cleared the way for the less equitable Eritrean People’s Liberation Front. Left-leaning though it was, the EPLF was dominated by a Christian leadership. Discontented Muslim rebels responded by forming their own political and military groups. Organizations like the Eritrean Islamic Jihad Movement, the Eritrean Islamic Salvation Movement, and the Eritrean Islamic Reconciliation Party gained momentum during the 1980s and 1990s, often benefitting from outside aid. The current government of Eritrea has suggested that some of these groups have been responsible for violent resistance to its authority.

At independence, the situation improved for many Muslim communities in Eritrea. Sharia courts and other Islamic institutions were permitted to reopen. Arabic was recognized as an official language of the state. However, political instability and continued human rights violations continue to trouble Eritrean Muslims.

Though the history of Christianity and Islam in Eritrea may seem to be one of conflict and divisiveness, it is important to highlight the fact that Christians and Muslims have also lived side by side in the country with commendable amicability. Throughout Eritrea’s history, differences in lifestyle—from sedentary farming, to transhumance, to full-fledged nomadism—have necessitated economic exchange. As a result, Muslims and Christians have cooperated and formed lasting bonds in their efforts to prosper in a varied and, at times, unforgiving land.

The experience of colonialism deepened these ties, as railroads, telegraph lines, and other infrastructure increasingly linked together Eritrea’s peoples. Also, for the first time, all of Eritrea’s peoples were subjected to a single set of laws. This shared experience of administration, and often outright oppression, created yet another commonality among Eritreans. Finally, with the Italians came Western-style racism. Discrimination based on the color of their skin, the texture of their hair, and the structure of their bodies was a hardship to which Christians and Muslims alike were subjected, particularly during the years of Italian Fascist rule (1922–1941).

As mentioned above, Ethiopian domination provided common cause for Muslims and Christians, though perfect harmony was not always maintained. Though some conflict has troubled Islamic-Christian relations, progress has been made since independence. In particular, once in power the EPLF (now the People’s Front for Democracy and Justice), instituted a movement toward secularization. This effort has facilitated a trend toward secular thinking that has gained ever more momentum as Eritrea has increased its ties to the global community. An increasingly secular outlook, particularly among youth and urbanites, has served to downplay religious difference in many instances.

Social Customs

The people of Eritrea are exceedingly diverse. Not only is the country populated by a number of different ethnic groups, but, within these groups, individual tribes, communities, clans, and lineages often exhibit their own cultural characteristics. It is thus impossible to encapsulate the social customs of Eritrea in a brief overview. However, some generalities can be cited, and some examples can at least provide a sampling of the rich cultural menagerie with which Eritrea is blessed.

Body language, as in all societies, plays an essential role in Eritrean life. This body language differs in significant ways from the mannerisms of the West. For example, prolonged eye contact, which often signifies interest or engagement in the Western context, can be seen as a sign of dissatisfaction or even aggression. Also, Eritrean women tend to make extended eye contact less during conversation than men, as such eye contact can have romantic implications. Physical contact between the sexes is also conducted under somewhat different guidelines. Outside of the family, contact between members of the opposite sex is largely frowned upon, as are public displays of affection. However, hand-holding or a hand on the shoulder is considered a mark of friendship between members of the same sex. Laughing and smiling can signify amusement and happiness, but can also have negative connotations, depending upon the context.

In Eritrea, as in many African nations, greeting is an essential component of social interaction. A Tigrinya saying goes, “Selamta nay egziher iyu” (Greeting/Peace is a gift from God) (Tesfagiorgis 2010: 226). Greetings are performed often in most communities, with loved ones, friends, acquaintances, and strangers alike. Particularly in rural communities, greetings can last for several minutes, including inquiries into the well-being of one’s family and friends, as well as any current events. In the rural context, greetings can serve as an essential conduit for information in the absence of other channels. Greetings vary widely within and between ethnic groups. Among the Saho, repeated kissing of the hands is common. Among the Tigrinya, greetings can vary from slight eye contact in combination with a nod of the head, to a tapping together of the right shoulders, to a right handshake coupled with three kisses to the cheek. In all Eritrean cultures, a reverence for elders and persons in positions of authority is expected. This can be demonstrated through the respectful removal of one’s hat or by deferring to such persons in seating or queuing, among other means.

Hospitality is of central importance to Eritrea’s peoples. It is quite common for guests to arrive unannounced, and a household is expected to attend to them willingly. Hosts are expected to offer gifts and to display the utmost courtesy. Guests are served the best food and drink available and are generally served before the women and children of the household. In return, guests are expected to display ib or alem (a sort of reciprocity), in order to avoid the stigma of selfishness. To this end, guests often arrive bearing gifts. Common among these are foodstuffs like sugar or tea, and even live animals in rural areas.

Numerous taboos regulate life in Eritrea, and some are held in common by most of the population. Criminality is largely frowned upon, and low rates of petty crime in Eritrea reflect the social stigma attached to such acts. Homosexuality is also heavily stigmatized in the country, and those practicing a homosexual lifestyle are obliged to do so covertly. Relations between the sexes are also governed by taboo. Cruelty and foul language toward women is frowned upon and can carry serious social consequences for the offender. Premarital sex is also taboo, and in many groups, like the Tigre, families take measures to isolate women from unfamiliar suitors. In general, women are expected to focus on household duties. Pursuits that draw too much public attention can evoke censure.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Day-to-day life in Eritrea is shaped by the ethnic group and region within which one lives. While it is impossible to capture the host of different lifestyles present in the land, some generalities do emerge upon examination. In the countryside, life is particularly dependent upon locale. In the highlands, agriculture prevails, and life revolves around maintaining a successful agricultural homestead. While men usually take the lead in heavy agricultural work like manning the ox-driven plough, women also work in the field, engaging in weeding and other tasks. The bulk of women’s responsibilities tend to be in the home, however. They are expected to gather firewood, port water, cook, clean, tend children, and otherwise manage the household affairs. Life for most in the rural highlands is sedentary, though some who live on more marginal land or maintain more livestock practice transhumance—moving back and forth between seasonal fields and pastures. In the lowlands, agricultural life is restricted by limited rainfall to the Gash-Setit interriverine area and scattered other locations. The majority of rural lowlanders engage in full pastoralism, or at least agropastoralism (the combination of herding with limited agriculture). Thus, life for most rural people revolves around the maintenance of the flock, and the constant need to move to fresh pasture means that the lowland life is a mobile one.

Though roughly 80 percent of Eritrea’s population is involved in agriculture or pastoralism, there is also a significant portion of the population that resides in towns and cities. Here, jobs in manufacture, retail, service, and government shape life. Though hours vary by profession, office hours are generally from 7:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. and from 2:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m., leaving a two-hour window for lunch at the midday. Tea breaks, which can sometimes be considerable, are also common. On Fridays, employers often make accommodations for their Muslim workers to attend prayers. Though shops do exist, most retail exchange is conducted in open-air markets in Eritrea. Most of these markets open for business on Saturdays, and a variety of items are available for purchase. Livestock, however, tend to be vended at separate markets, dedicated exclusively to that purpose. As is common in open-air markets the world over, goods are not customarily marked with prices. Vendors and buyers are free to bargain until a mutually satisfactory arrangement has been reached.

When not attending to their various responsibilities, Eritreans engage in many pastimes. Social calls are an integral part of life throughout Eritrea. Visits, often unannounced but always welcome, offer Eritreans an opportunity for fellowship and relaxation. Various local sports and games are popular, as well. One such game is tegre. Popular among the Tigray-Tigrinya people on either side of the Ethiopia-Eritrea border, tegre is an iteration of the mancala family of games played all over the world. Tegre is played on a long board with two rows of pits dug out of it. Game pieces can be elaborate, or simple seeds or stones may be used. By maneuvering pieces about the board, players attempt to capture their opponents’ pieces, thus securing victory. In towns and cities, more amenities are available. Thus, urban Eritreans enjoy shopping, cafés, nightclubs, bars, and trips to the cinema.

As is the case in virtually all societies, a portion of the Eritrean population enjoys the consumption of intoxicants. In the highlands, bars are not uncommon and alcohol consumption is an accepted component of leisure activity. However, Eritrean law forbids those under the age of 18 from partaking. While casual consumption is acceptable, public drunkenness is heavily stigmatized. Eritrean Muslims are forbidden by the mandates of their faith to imbibe, and thus alcohol use is not common in the lowlands. Tobacco use is also common in Eritrea. However, women are expected to refrain from this habit. Female smokers are shunned in most communities, and those women who are dependent upon tobacco must conceal their habit.

Qat (Catha edulis or celastrva edulis) is a mild stimulant popular particularly among Eritrea’s Muslim communities (where it compensates somewhat for the absence of alcohol). The leaves and stems of qat are chewed, releasing the active ingredient—nonmethylated ephedrine. In small doses, qat produces a pleasant insomnia. In larger amounts, it can induce mild intoxication. This plant, grown mostly in Ethiopia, has been used in Eritrea for centuries. Early accounts mention Islamic scholars chewing qat to stay awake during long hours of study. Today, qat is used by workers to ensure focus and energy over long shifts. Qat also plays a significant role in the social life of most Muslim communities, often being distributed during birth, circumcision, and marriage festivities, and even at tomb vigils. Though the use of qat is unfamiliar to most Westerners, this practice should not be mistaken for a tolerance of drug use. Dangerous narcotics are forbidden under Eritrean law, and drug abuse is widely frowned upon.

Employment

The Eritrean people have faced more than their fair share of economic challenges since winning their independence in the early 1990s. The liberation struggle, which lasted 30 years and ended only in 1991, left the country devastated. Less than 50 public factories and enterprises weathered the carnage intact, and the 600 or so surviving private enterprises were largely in disrepair. The agricultural economy was similarly ravaged and far from capable of meeting the nutritional needs of the people. The years from 1991 to 1997 offered some promise, with growth rates hitting 8 percent by 1997. However, the destruction and continuing instability ensured by the 1998–2000 border war with Ethiopia put a stop to this progress.

Today, tourism is weak, recurrent inflation hinders growth, and the country trades at a considerable deficit. The economy is heavily dependent upon remittances from the roughly 500,000-strong Eritrean diaspora. The agricultural sector still cannot feed Eritrea’s population, and, even with food imports, an estimated 1 million Eritreans are in need of international aid. The government has refused such aid as part of its bid for “self-reliance.” Governmental policy has caused considerable hardship. In 1994, a wave of privatizations resulted in massive layoffs. The National Service Program has also caused instability in the labor market, as the government has repeatedly mobilized laborers between the ages of 18 and 40. Worst of all, many communities have been deprived of labor and loved ones by Eritrea’s open-ended military conscription policy. Draftees are regularly compelled to serve for 10 years or more. The gross domestic product of Eritrea in 2013 was $4.717 billion, with a per capita income of $1,200. Fifty percent of Eritreans live below the poverty line.

The majority of the GDP, 61.4 percent, is composed of services—both governmental and private. Industry accounts for 26.9 percent of the GDP. The main products of industry in Eritrea are leather, textiles, marble, and foods and beverages. Eritrea has rich mineral potential, particularly in gold, copper, zinc, silver, potash, and iron. However, economic difficulties have limited exploration. Though the service and industrial sectors combined only employ roughly 20 percent of the workforce, Eritrea does have a history of labor activism. Labor unions first emerged in the country during the 1940s, as a response to racial discrimination under Italian rule. Repression under Italian, British, and Ethiopian regimes limited union activity, however. When the EPLF seized leadership of the independence struggle, matters began to change. The socialist rebel group established the National Union of Eritrean Workers (NUEWO) to mobilize workers for better conditions, as well as secession. After independence, the NUEWO became the National Confederation of Eritrean Workers. The government claims that this organization is autonomous, but, in practice, control is exercised from Asmara.

The majority of Eritreans, roughly 80 percent, are engaged in the agricultural sector. In the central highlands, rain-fed ox-plough agriculture prevails, as it has since the first millennium BCE. Favored crops are barley, wheat, pulses, and taff. Cattle constitute the majority of stock raised in the region, and most of these are kept for their services at the plough. Those who live on more marginal lands or keep larger numbers of animals sometimes practice transhumance.

In the low country, few areas can support farming. In those places that can, drought-resistant crops like sorghum and millet prevail. Most lowland residents, however, practice a pastoral or agropastoral lifestyle. Herds are moved from pasture to pasture, often crossing the borders with Sudan, Djibouti, and Ethiopia. Preferred stock vary from region to region, depending on environmental limitations and cultural preferences. Overall, goats, cattle, sheep, and camels are found in abundance in the lowlands.

Some few fishing communities dot the Red Sea coast and the Dahlak Archipelago, and various maritime products are exported to other countries. Indeed, the Eritrean coast is situated against the widest and most productive portion of the Red Sea. However, despite good harbors and a rich fishery, Eritrea’s waters remain underexploited.

Despite the massive involvement of the population in food production, agriculture constitutes a mere 16 percent of GDP, and Eritrea’s farms and herds produce less than 35 percent of the county’s nutritional requirements. This is due to recurrent drought, locust infestations, decades of conflict, limited use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, limited access to veterinary services, failed attempts to reform land tenure, and a general failure by the central government to invest sufficiently in the countryside. Indeed, the catastrophic state of Eritrean agriculture becomes clear when one considers that in a food-importing country where only 12 percent of the land is suited to raising crops, only 3.5 percent of arable land is currently in use.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The household is the fundamental unit of social life for most Eritreans, regulating work, education, and resource allocation. Parents, children, and grandparents are normally incorporated into the family unit. Interactions between households are often negotiated through ties of kinship or lineage. Within the household, authority and respect are awarded based to a considerable degree upon seniority. Children are under the absolute authority of their parents and are expected to pull their weight in most households. In addressing their elders, children are expected to show appropriate deference and respect. The eldest members of the household are accorded particular honor, as they are valued for their wisdom and experience.
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Eritrean men tend a flock of goats in Meshal. Roughly four-fifths of Eritrea’s population makes a living off of the land. In more sparsely vegetated areas, pastoralism is the most popular agricultural pursuit. (Mike Goldwater/Alamy)

The maturation process is celebrated in many communities through a variety of social or religious rites. Birth, circumcision, initiation into adulthood, marriage, and death are all opportunities for observance or celebration. Often, important life lessons are conveyed at these events. Among the Kunama, initiation into manhood is achieved through the ‘anna ‘ila. Elders burn animal dung and observe the movement of the smoke to determine if the day is good to begin the ceremony. If the smoke is undisturbed by the wind, the portent is considered good, and the initiates, without warning, are taken from their homes. The boys are subjected to trials of physicality and hunger, and their mastery of the skills needed to be a man in their community is put to the test. They are then washed in a river and shaved, after which they take an oath affirming their virginity. At long last, they are returned to their homes, where their transition to majority is celebrated.

Though specific norms regarding work and socialization vary, for the most part, Eritrea is a highly patriarchal society. This is evidenced in the most common form of naming. Rather than employing surnames, as in the West, most Eritreans simply follow their given name with that of their father. Asked for more specificity, as in the case of government records, most Eritreans simply place the name of their grandfather after that. Further evidence is manifest in Tigrinya customs surrounding new births. Traditionally, the birth of a son is celebrated with seven ululations and a christening on his fortieth day. Female births are celebrated with three ululations, and the christening takes place on the eightieth day. Perhaps the most blatant expression of patriarchy in Eritrea is female circumcision. The exact nature of the procedure varies from group to group, but female circumcision involves the full or partial removal of the external female genitalia and sometimes incorporates infibulation, the partial sealing of the vaginal canal. An estimated 70 percent of Eritreans engage in this practice.

In the traditional context, men monopolize authority over all major decisions. They also tend to have responsibilities associated with work outside of the house, including tending herds, plowing fields, earning wages, and negotiating the family’s affairs within the community. Women, on the other hand, are expected to be good wives and mothers. Obedience to husbands and fathers is expected, and their duties include portage of firewood and water, cooking, tending house, and child rearing. Women often participate in herding and farming as well, but usually in tertiary roles, like weeding. Traditionally, stigma is placed on women who attempt to enter the public sphere or take up any activities that draw undue attention.

Marriage, as the basis of the family unit, is central to most Eritreans. Traditionally, most Eritrean marriages are arranged by the family. Families can plan marriages for months and they often serve to ameliorate conflicts between households or forge valuable new alliances. Marriage procedures and ceremonies vary by ethnic group, but are largely dictated by religious stricture. Interreligious marriage is very uncommon. Though Islam permits a man to take up to four wives, most Eritrean Muslims are monogamous by custom or due to economic exigencies. Divorce is universally frowned upon.

The ascendency of men in Eritrea is particularly apparent in the institution of marriage. Girls are often wedded at an early age (between 12 and 18) and have little say in the choice of their partners. Such early marriages, more often than not, preclude any meaningful education. Potential brides are also subjected to humiliating inspections by traditionally recognized practitioners to determine their virginity. Failure to pass such inspections can have disastrous social consequences. The practice of patrilocality in marriage further disempowers women. Isolated from their own families in the households of their husbands, Eritrean women often find themselves bereft of allies. Finally, in the traditional context, women lack both property and divorce rights, leaving them helpless from an economic standpoint.


Women at War

Though women had long occupied a subordinate role in Eritrean society, many did not hesitate to take action when hostilities broke out against the Ethiopian occupiers. From the very start of the liberation struggle, women engaged in protests, as well as more clandestine political activities. Though female activity within the ELF was essential, it was under the EPLF that women’s role in the struggle would come to the forefront. The Maoist doctrine of the EPLF meant that it stood, at least in principle, for complete gender equality. Under the Front’s National Union of Eritrean Women, numerous women fanned out into the countryside in cadres organized by the Department of Civil Affairs. These cadres spread the messages of gender equality and revolution, while also fighting to improve literacy. Perhaps most striking of all is the role women played on the battlefield. Eritrean women willingly took up arms alongside their male counterparts—so much so that 35 to 40 percent of the roughly 100,000 tegadelti (freedom fighters) were women. Unfortunately, even the revolutionary experience was not enough to eradicate gender bias in the land. Many tegadelti found themselves marginalized in their home communities and moved to the cities in search of acceptance.



Eritrean society has undergone considerable change over the course of the 20th and early 21st centuries, and not all Eritreans subscribe to the gender relationships described above. Under British administration (1941 to 1952), some Eritrean women began to receive educations. This initial wave of educated women began to push the boundaries of gender inequality in the country. During the war for independence, women mobilized further, protesting inequality, promoting the revolution, and even taking to the battlefield. The Maoist stance of the EPLF meant that it supported women’s equality (though women were certainly underrepresented in the leadership). Finally, in the wake of decades of warfare, famine, and dictatorship, traditional life has been forever altered, creating openings for women to enter a variety of arenas that were once forbidden. Despite legal parity, inequality persists on the ground in Eritrea, but the efforts of countless brave souls continue to bear fruit.

Cuisine

As massive, commercial farming enterprises have yet to exert significant influence in Eritrea, most of the food consumed in the country is the product of subsistence or small-scale commercial farmers. One result of this is that food tends to be locally produced, offering fresher products to the consumer. Another is that food tends toward the organic, as small farmers generally cannot afford the heavy capital investment required to farm with chemical fertilizers and pesticides. A final result is that dishes tend to vary by geography and season, diets being restricted to what the land is willing to yield.

Grains common to Eritrea are barley, maize, millet, wheat, pulses, meshela (Sorghum bicolor), and taff (Eragorostis abyssinica). Other produce includes nuts, onions, peppers, potatoes, tomatoes, and cabbages. Wild products, like prickly pears, roots, and berries, sometimes make an appearance at the table, as well. Pastoral and semipastoral communities obtain meat and milk from cattle, goats, and sheep.

Culinary traditions are manifold in Eritrea, though there are some generalities that span the boundaries of geography and ethnicity. Perhaps most notable among these is injera, which is served with most meals. Injera, a flat bread made from taff flour with a slightly spongy texture and a hint of sourness, serves not only as a side item, but also as a utensil for scooping up meats and stews. Berbere, a spiced chili flour, is also an ingredient common to dishes across the country.

Common meat dishes include zegni (cooked meat with spices), tsebhi (chicken stew), t’ebsi (roasted meat), and various broths. In Eritrea, meat is generally prized above all other foods. Not only is its flavor enjoyed, but it is also commonly believed to hold health benefits and curative properties beyond those of vegetarian fare. In the highlands, lamb stew is a favorite, while lowlanders tend to prefer goat stew. Meat, however, is only occasionally consumed in most households. Because pastoral and transhumant communities often rely on their herds to provide milk, labor, and a reserve of capital, stock owners are often loath to slaughter their animals. Thus, meat is usually served to sick family members, to women during and immediately after pregnancy, and on religious holidays. Christian Eritreans also eschew meat during fasting periods.

Meat consumption in Eritrea is generally confined to domestic animals. Wild game, insects, worms, and other fauna are largely considered unclean. Horses and donkeys are also avoided by most Eritreans, and only a small portion of the population partakes in camel meat. Pork is forbidden both by Islamic and Orthodox Christian strictures, and thus also does not appear on the Eritrean plate. The meat of unborn or poorly developed animals is another taboo among Eritrea’s peoples. Finally, many ethnic groups maintain taboos against the consumption of certain internal organs.

More often consumed than meat dishes, vegetarian entrées are central to the character of Eritrean cuisine. Among the most popular are shiro, a thick chickpea or broad bean purée; tsebhi-bersen, a lentil sauce; tum’tumo, lentils in a savory sauce; and ‘alicha (though this term can refer to vegetables or meat prepared without berbere). Akkelet, a dish similar to porridge made with wheat, barley, or sorghum combined with butter, berbere, yogurt, and other ingredients, is a signature dish of the lowlands. Vegetarian dishes vary seasonally, but always appear at the table—even when meat is being served.

The major Eritrean meals are breakfast, lunch, and dinner, though qursi bun (coffee snacks) and t’e’amot (afternoon snacks) are regularly served. Food is served on a communal plate, called a me’adis in Tigrinya. Food preparation and serving is almost exclusively undertaken by women. Diners are expected to eat from the area of the plate directly in front of them, without invading the areas of their neighbors. Eating is done with the right hand, as the left is seen as a sign of impurity. Chewing should be done with the mouth closed and to only one side of the mouth at a time. Meals are traditionally a time of reverence in Eritrea. At the outset and conclusion, the eldest male at table is expected to say a blessing, and during meals a respectable degree of stillness and quiet is maintained. A Tigrinya tradition even suggests that God and the apostles are watching at meal time.

Though there are many variations on etiquette among the peoples of Eritrea, it is generally true that in some ways dining etiquette reflects the hierarchy of the Eritrean home. Men and honored guests are routinely served first, while table service is provided by women. Further, children often dine from separate plates from the adults. In some households, women and children are segregated from the men during meals.

Though Eritreans indulge in a variety of beverages, they are perhaps most famous for their consumption of coffee. In particular, the Tigrinya coffee ceremony is famed all over the world. During a traditional coffee ceremony, all preparation is performed by women in full view of the participants. If the occasion is festive, green grasses and leaves are scattered about the preparation table to symbolize hopes for a fertile year. The coffee beans are first washed and roasted on a tin. Guests are then invited to sample the aroma of the beans, and incense is burned as the coffee aroma fills the room. The coffee is then ground and boiled in a jebena, a long-necked clay pot. The eldest male among the guests offers a prayer, and then the coffee is served. The first round of coffee is followed by two or three further rounds. Each is brewed from the same grinds, becoming less potent with each service. Injera, himbasha (a slightly sweet bread), or some other light snack is served with the coffee. The ceremony usually lasts for roughly one and a half hours, and guests are expected to refrain from excessive noise or movement. Coffee ceremonies are considered ideal venues for reconciliation, and occur daily in more traditional households.

Dress

Dress varies widely in Eritrea. Among the Tigre, white outfits with matching turbans are common for men. Women across the lowlands wear a variety of brightly colored long dresses. In the highlands, Tigrinya men also often don white in the form of a gownlike garment called an ejetebab. A female variant of this, the zurya, often features intricate designs. The tilfi, a handmade gown similarly featuring skilled design work, is also popular among Tigrinya women. Both men and women in the highlands often have recourse to the netsela, a white, scarflike accessory worn about the shoulders and head. This garment is often worn during worship services.

Hair styles, like clothing, differ greatly across Eritrea. Among the Tigre, braiding to the back or sides is common. In Kunama communities, women often incorporate beads into their braids, while beads often adorn the beards of men. Among the Tigrinya, numerous variations on the cornrow are common.

Other bodily ornamentation is frequently practiced among Eritrea’s peoples. Piercings are common, such as the nose and ear piercings of the Saho and Tigre. Earrings, bracelets, necklaces, and arm and leg bands in a variety of materials appear throughout the country. Among the Tigre and Saho, gold tends to be most popular, while among the Tigrinya, silver is also well represented. Among the Kunama, iron bracelets and beaded ornaments are common. Kunama brides adorn themselves with the samaydirga, a beaded ornament. Tigrinya women sometimes supplement ornamentation by decorating their arms, legs, and heads with henna.

In addition to its aesthetic value, dress often carries symbolic meaning for Eritreans. Crosses, stitched into clothing or tattooed in henna on the forehead, can serve as signs of piety for Tigrinya women. Also among these women, garment color carries significant meaning. Colorful zurya and tilfi are appropriate to celebratory occasions, while black is a powerful symbol of mourning. Hairstyles also have meaning for Tigrinya women, reflecting not only the occasion, but also the marital status of the wearer.

Though the veiling of women is practiced in many Muslim societies worldwide, this practice is very limited in Eritrea. Historically, veiling never took hold in the region, despite its popularity on the other side of the Red Sea. In fact, the only ethnic group to engage in this practice to any significant degree are the Rashaida, who maintain many of the traditions of their 19th-century Arabian homeland.

In addition to these fashions, which can more or less be considered traditional, Eritrea has also been exposed to Western modes of dress. This is a result of trade, colonial occupation, and Eritrea’s growing participation in the global economy. Many Eritreans, across the country, have incorporated Western fashions into their wardrobes, though this trend is most prevalent in and around urban centers.

Sports and Games

In addition to a myriad of local games and athletics, Eritreans indulge in many sports that have international appeal. Most popular among these are soccer, volleyball, track and field, and cycling. Volleyball has risen steadily in popularity in recent years. Today, almost every school and major town boasts a volleyball team. The Eritrean National Volleyball Federation holds national tournaments. Unlike most Eritrean sports, volleyball is witnessing increasing female participation.

Track and field is also popular in the country, particularly long-distance running events. Eritrea has made two Olympic appearances in track and field, at Sydney in 2000 and Athens in 2004. At the 2004 Olympic Games, Zeresenay Tadesse brought home Eritrea’s first Olympic medal, running for bronze in the 10,000-meter race. Mebrahtom Kiflezghi, an Eritrean-American, was the first U.S. citizen to win the New York Marathon when he finished the race in 2 hours, 9 minutes, and 15 seconds in 1982.

Cycling is also popular in Eritrea, enjoying good youth and female participation. The origins of Eritrean cycling lie in the Italian colonial presence. During the 1940s, the Giro di Eritrea (Tour of Eritrea), was introduced. The country’s first major bike race, it featured 30 contestants. During the 1960s, bicycling clubs spread from the major urban centers to smaller towns. Today, most towns host clubs and cycling teams. Also, major races have been established within Asmara, as well as along the Asmara-Keren, Asmara-Massawa, and Asmara-Dekemhare roads. Leading Eritrean cyclists compete in these events, as well as in international competitions like the Giro d’Italia and the Tour de France.

Far and away the most popular sport in Eritrea is football (soccer). Eritrea is host to more than 150 football clubs, among the most notable of which are al-Tahrir Club, Edaga Hamus Club, Adulis, May Temenay Club, the Red Sea, Hentsa, Midelaw Megbi Club, and Denden. The Red Sea is the most popular club in the country, and supplies many of the players for Eritrea’s national team. The Eritrean Premier League is the most popular match-setting organization in the nation for club play, while matches at the national level are arranged by the Eritrean National Federation of Sports. The Eritrean national team, nicknamed the “Red Sea Boys,” was established in 1996. It is administered by the Eritrean National Football Federation. Since 2000, the team has participated in a number of African qualifying matches, and in 2008, it played in World Cup qualifying matches against Angola, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, and Sudan.

Unfortunately, famine, economic hardship, war, and political oppression at home have crippled the team abroad. In 2007, 12 players fled from their handlers and requested asylum in Tanzania. In 2008, 6 others absconded in Angola. In 2009, 11 players and 1 substitute sought refuge in Kenya, and 2012 brought the defection of 12 players and the team doctor in Uganda. In 2013, a coach joined 9 of his players in seeking refuge in Kenya. The loss of entire rosters has become such an embarrassment to the regime that it has begun to require players to deposit a 100,000 nakfa ($6,598 as of December 2014) surety before traveling.

Festivals and Holidays

Nationally celebrated holidays in Eritrea are largely based on Christian, Muslim, or political traditions. The numerous holidays associated with the Orthodox Tewahdo Church are reckoned by the Ge’ez calendar. This is a solar calendar, including 12 months of 30 days. Five extra days, called pagume or pagumen, are also included in the year. Predating considerably the reforms of Pope Gregory XIII, the Ge’ez calendar is similar in many ways to the Julian calendar. A notable difference is that the year begins on the first day of meskerem (September). The Orthodox liturgical cycle is punctuated by numerous observances. Some of these are listed below. Ge’ez dates tend to run roughly eight days behind the Gregorian calendar, though not in all cases. (For a more complete list, see Tesfagiorgis 2010: 359–62.)

•October 14: abune aregawi (Aregawi, one of the primary saints)

•October 26: qeddus yosief (St. Joseph)

•October 27: medhanie ‘alem (Savior’s Day)

•November 17–December 28: some-nebiyat (Holy Divinity Fast)

•November 23: qeddus giyorgis (Saint George)

•December 19: be’ale gebriel (Commemoration for Gabriel)

•January, December 7: Selassie (Trinity)

•January 12: yohannes welde negodgwad (St. John, the Son of Thunder)

•January, August, May 24: abune teklehaymanot (Day of Patriarch Tekle Haymanot, a local saint)

•February 1: some-ʿarbe’a/‘abiyi som (40 Days’ Fast/ Great Fast, lasts 55 days)

•February 2–4: some-nenewie (Jonah’s Fast)

•February, December 12: be’ata (St. Mary’s Entry [into the Temple])

•February 16: kidane mehret (Covenant of Mercy)

•March, October 29: be’ale egziabher (Commemoration for the Father)

•May 1: leddeta (St. Mary’s Nativity)

•May 30: be’ale menfes qeddus (Feast of the Holy Pentacost)

•June 8/9–July 5: some-hawarat (Apostles’ Fast)

•June, November 12: be’ale mika’el (St. Michael’s Day)

•June 18: abune yakob (Day of de Jacobis, a local saint)

•July 5: qeddus petros (St. Peter)

•August 1–15: some-felseta (St. Mary’s Feast)

•August 7: senseta (St. Mary’s Conception)

•August 13: debre tabor (Feast of Transfiguration)

•August 16: felseta (The Assumption)

As is the case in all Muslim communities, Eritrean Muslims time their holidays based on the lunar Hijira calendar. Holidays are reckoned not simply by date, but by observations of the Moon. Thus, Islamic holidays tend to fall on different dates each year. Major Islamic holidays celebrated in Eritrea include Lailat al-Miraji (Ascension of the Prophet), Eid Mawlid al-Nabi (Birthday of the Prophet), Eid al-Adha (Festival of Sacrifice), Ramadan (the holy month, a time of fasting), and Eid al-Fitr (end-of-Ramadan celebration).

Eritrea’s national holidays are based on the Gregorian calendar and thus match up more neatly with Western chronological reckoning. The most important national holidays are listed below:

•March 8, International Women’s Day: This holiday, born of socialist politics but having a broader appeal and meaning today, is also celebrated in Eritrea. The Eritrean Women’s Association is active in planning festivities for the holiday.

•May 1, International Workers’ Day: Founded during the Second International to commemorate the Haymarket Affair (May 4, 1886, Chicago), this is another socialist-inspired holiday observed in Eritrea. Eritreans of the working class tend to be most involved in May Day festivities.

•May 10, Fenkil Day: Fenkil Day commemorates the bitter struggle to liberate the port city of Massawa on May 10, 1990.

•May 24, Independence Day: Festivities to celebrate Eritrea’s secession from Ethiopia continue for a full week and include music, dance, and theater performances.

•June 20, Martyr’s Day: This holiday is intended to commemorate those who have given their lives for Eritrea. Citizens pay their respects by lighting candles and visiting mekaber harbegnatat (martyrs’ cemeteries).

•September 1, Beginning of the Liberation Struggle: This holiday remembers the first bullet fired in the Eritrean war for liberation from Ethiopia. The shot rang out on September 1, 1961.

Music and Dance

The arts in Eritrea are as diverse as the country’s peoples. In the traditional setting, music and dance served not only as entertainment, but also as mediums of religious expression and conduits of information across space and generation. Unfortunately, research into the arts among most Eritrean ethnic groups is somewhat limited. Thus, where possible, generalities are presented. To offer concrete examples of at least a part of the Eritrean experience, heavy attention is paid to the Tigrinya. These people of the central highlands not only constitute the largest ethnic group in the country, but they are also among the better studied—particularly in terms of literature and the arts.

Music among the Tigrinya falls into two categories, secular and sacred. Tigrinya sacred music, largely associated with the Orthodox Tewahdo Church, traces its roots to the Aksumite Empire. During the sixth century CE, standards in musical notation and style, as well as many conventions of religious dance, were consolidated. Saint Yared, who could be considered a sort of father of Orthodox Tewahdo music, is often credited with much of this innovation, including the division of psalms and zema (longer hymns/songs) into the categories of praises to the Father, to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit. Due to this ancient heritage, for centuries church music was performed exclusively in Ge’ez. However, today hired performers of sacred music sometimes perform in the vernacular. Priests, on the other hand, continue to perform solely in Ge’ez. Both priests and performers dance as they sing and play instruments, and these dances take a highly symbolic and choreographed form.

Several instruments are iconic of church performance in the central highlands. The kebero-betekeristyan is a large, cylindrical two-sided drum. Its faces are stretched ox skin, while decorated textile- or leatherwork often adorns the sides. The two striking surfaces are of different sizes, allowing two different sounds to be produced. The tsenatsil is a handheld rattle, consisting of a wooden handle with a U-shaped piece of metal affixed to the top. Spanning the U are two or three wires threaded through sliding metal rings that jingle together when shaken. The tsenatsil is often used as an accompaniment to liturgical chants. Finally, the met’qi’e is a stone bell, constructed by suspending flat, resonant stones from a wooden beam. When struck with hard round stones, it fulfills the role of metal church bells. The met’qi’e is a rarity in Eritrea, today.
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A Tigrinya dance troupe shows off some of Eritrea’s rich cultural heritage at an exposition in Yeosu, South Korea. All of Eritrea’s ethnic communities have rich traditions of music and dance. (EPA/Yonhap South Korea Out/Newscom)

Secular music was traditionally performed by wandering singers (hamien) and wandering musicians (wat’ot). These wanderers would travel from town to town, contracting their services for christenings, weddings, and other festive occasions. The content of the performance was entirely at the discretion of the hamien or wat’ot, and the musicians would usually solicit audience members for payments on top of their initial fees. These performers, though appreciated, bore a relatively low status in society. Women who engaged in such enterprises were considered to be of the very lowest rank. Instruments associated with traditional Tigrinya secular music include the kerar (a five-stringed lyre, one of the most popular instruments), the chira-wat’a (a single-stringed lute), the kebero (a cylindrical ox-hide drum, also very popular), the negarit (a bowl-shaped drum with high-quality skin stretched across the concave face to produce the striking surface), the embalta (a flute measuring roughly 1.5 meters), the shambeqo (a slightly smaller flute), and the meleket (a leather-bound metal horn that is rapidly falling out of use).

Though traditional musicians still wander the countryside in the central highlands, the liberation struggle brought significant change to Tigrinya secular music, as it did with the secular traditions of all of Eritrea’s peoples. Both the ELF and the EPLF realized the power of the arts to spread information, to garner support, and to transform society. To take advantage of this opportunity, both organizations formed “culture troupes,” teams of artists that could be deployed to diaspora communities, to rebel-controlled areas, and even to the men and women on the front lines. These culture troupes were essential to the development of Eritrean secular music and folk culture. They also helped to break down the gender barrier in public performance. During the 1940s, women like Tebereh Tesfahunei and Tsehaytu Beraki dared to challenge Eritrean prohibitions against females on the performance stage, but it was the many women, particularly during the tenure of the EPLF, who helped to man the culture troupes that truly brought female performers into the national limelight. The culture troupe experience was both transformative and instructive, creating a generation of professional artists.

After independence, many culture troupe veterans went on to professional careers. The EPLF (later PFDJ) government established the Cultural Affairs Department, which formed bands, held music competitions, and worked to preserve the heritage of Eritrea’s many cultures. A number of top Eritrean bands emerged as a direct result of Cultural Affairs Department efforts, including Shushen, Bana Harenet, and Sebrit. During the 1998–2000 war, many artists returned to culture-troupe-style duties, performing propaganda pieces and generally entertaining the soldiers. Despite all of this progress, the 2001 government crackdown on dissention proved devastating to musicians and dancers. As dissident voices, particularly those of journalists, were being silenced, many performers left the field or even fled the country.

Visual Art

The visual arts have a long tradition in Eritrea. In fact, the oldest rock paintings in the country, which are found in the southern portion of the central highlands, date well into prehistory. While advanced craftwork is doubtless older in the region, the earliest examples of craftsmanship in iron and ceramics yet found in Eritrea date to the sixth and fifth centuries BCE. Today, all manner of craftwork is to be found in the country, made by everyday people, artisans, and artists, alike. Quality is often very high, and decoration varies from the minimalist, to the geometric, to the pictoral. Craftwork among Eritrea’s peoples tends to be divided along gender lines, however. Basketry, weaving, spinning, and pottery are largely considered the domain of women, while work in metal and wood is generally executed by men. Leatherwork and the fashioning of jewelry occupy a gray area, as both men and women take up these crafts.

Painting also dates to prehistory in Eritrea, though the first tradition that can be linked to contemporary works is that of the early church in Aksum. The early Orthodox style combines Byzantine, Coptic, and Syrian influences. Images feature textile designs and simple, clearly outlined images and figures. The goal was to convey messages to parishioners concerning the lives of saints, the afterlife, and other essential church doctrine.

As with music and dance, the independence struggle transformed Eritrean painting. Along with other artists, painters were mobilized to support the war effort and transform society. Styles shifted toward realism and romanticism, as artists sought to convey motifs of modernity, socialism, and female empowerment. At the same time, the art sought to highlight the hardships and atrocities inflicted by the struggle. The establishment of an Arts Division of the EPLF in 1978 furthered this trend.

Theater and drama in Eritrea have their earliest roots in the storytelling, poetry, and performance used in traditional communities to pass along customs and information. These repertoires vary as widely as the peoples and lands of the country. Drama and theater in the modern Western sense entered the country as a result of Italian colonialism. However, Eritreans would not become significantly involved in this genre until the British displaced the Italians in 1941. Under the British, the strict racial codes of the Italians were lifted, and access to education and the arts increased. Growing national consciousness also provided an impetus for artistic development during this time period. The National Theater Association was founded in 1944. This company even challenged prevailing taboos by admitting women into its ranks.

Under federation with Ethiopia, theater and drama continued to spread, and a number of new theater companies were established. Unfortunately, the 1962 annexation of Eritrea into the Ethiopian state would prove disastrous for the arts. Censorship, arrests, and suppression drove many actors and playwrights into exile or the armed struggle. A few organizations hung on, like the Asmara Theater Association under the leadership of comedian, singer, and playwright Alemayo Kahsay. Many others continued their work within the resistance, serving in the culture troupes and sometimes even taking up arms.

Independence brought new opportunities for growth, and government initiatives, like the Asmara School of Art, proved quite beneficial. However, the 2001 crackdown seriously hampered artistic expression.

The history of cinema in Eritrea begins with the founding of the Teatro Asmara in 1918. However, in segregated Italian Eritrea, theaters were the exclusive domain of whites. By the time the Italians were driven from Eritrea, most major towns had a movie theater. Throughout British rule and into the 1970s and 1980s, films were entirely American, European, and Indian. During the 1970s, Indian films grew to surpass Western movies in popularity. The liberation struggle would change this situation by creating a demand for propaganda documentaries. When peace finally arrived, government support through the Film and Drama Branch of the Cultural Affairs Bureau introduced locally produced films to Eritrean audiences. Though production quality continues to be low, films like Barud 77 (1977’s Gunpowder) and Eta Adde (The Mother), have garnered wide approval from the viewing public.

Architecture and Housing

Traditional housing in Eritrea reflects the lifestyle of its occupants. Among the pastoralists and agropastoralists of the lowlands, homes tend to be relatively simple affairs. Simple huts, which can be repaired seasonally or abandoned without substantial loss of labor or capital, are quite common. The agnet, a yurt-like structure assembled from mats and cattle hides, is also popular with nomads, as it can be disassembled and carried to a new location with relatively minimal effort. In most communities that make use of the agnet, women are responsible for its erection and disassembly.

In the central highlands, where more sedentary life prevails, structures tend to be more permanent. The hidmo is a traditional, though now somewhat uncommon, home. Made of mud, earth, and stone, and supported by pillars of juniper or olive, the hidmo is rectangular in shape with a flat roof. It is divided into a kitchen (wushate) and a living room (mederibet). The agudo (or tikul) is a more common style of traditional housing. It is effectively a cylindrical hut, built of sturdy clay and stone. Traditional housing is being displaced, to a degree, by the mereba’e. Consisting of a cement floor, surrounded by a rectangular stone wall and topped with a corrugated iron roof, the low price and durability of this structure has ensured its popularity.

Beyond conventional housing, Eritrea has a rich architectural heritage. Though adequate excavations have yet to take place, it is increasingly clear that ancient cities like Adulis, Metera, and Kohayto were once host to great stone structures on a monumental scale. Aksumite architecture in the country, both sacred and profane, is also distinguished by its beauty and craftsmanship. Along the coast, centuries of Ottoman rule have brought a blend of Middle Eastern and Byzantine designs to the landscape, adorning Massawa with breath-taking mosques and palaces. Finally, Italian occupation brought with it construction in the Italian style. This influence is particularly strong in the central highlands, where Asmara once carried the nickname Piccola Roma (Little Rome) for its resemblance to an Italian city.

Notably absent from the architectural landscape is sculpture. Though some few pieces have been commissioned to commemorate the independence struggle, this art form has never been an influential part of Eritrean aesthetic life. A major factor in this is the Muslim faith of much of the population. Islam forbids the depiction of persons in art, on the grounds that it can lead to idolatry.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Eritrea boasts a vast repertoire of oral traditions, one so diverse as to elude summarization. Every ethnic group, and even community, has its own set of folklore, legends, fables, poetry, proverbs, and riddles. The extraordinary diversity of Eritrea’s oral traditions is perhaps a symptom of the centrality of oral literature in the life of Eritrean communities. Though they constitute a valuable mode of recreation among Eritrea’s peoples, Eritrean oral traditions are significant well beyond the realm of entertainment. Oral literature has long been an essential means of passing on the history, values, and norms of the community. It is thus hardly surprising that the communal laws of most Eritrean communities were not committed to writing until the 1930s. In addition to its role in socialization, oral literature also plays an important role in communication. The use of fables, proverbs, and similar oral texts often replaces more direct language in day-to-day conversation. In this way, conflicts that might result from such direct language can be avoided and the speaker’s rhetorical aesthetic can be enhanced. Finally, oral traditions serve to strengthen the bonds that maintain communal integrity. Origin stories, like those linking many Muslim lineages to prominent Arabs and disciples of the Prophet Muhammad, reinforce the position of individuals and families within the community. Transgenerational ties are strengthened, as well. The performance of oral literature is largely the purview of elders in Eritrea. Thus, with each telling, whether by a campfire or at an elaborate event, the eldest members of the community share their perspective on the world and reaffirm their value to their comrades.


A Tigre Tale of a Hen

Below is an example of a tale that explains a Tigre proverb:

A family had a chicken. Now [once], when guests came to them, they wished to kill the chicken, that is to say, … to give a meal to the guests. But they did not find the knife with which to kill it; then they set the chicken free. When the chicken was free, it scratched the ground with its feet, and unearthed the knife. When its masters saw the knife, they killed the chicken with the knife it had found itself, and they gave a meal to their guests. And they say as a proverb, “The chicken scraped out the instrument that killed it.”

Source: Littman, Enno. 1910. Publications of the Princeton Expedition to Abyssinia, Volume II. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 18; quoted in Tesfagiorgis G., Mussie. 2010. Eritrea. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 241.



The literary traditions of Eritrea date to antiquity. Ge’ez, the liturgical language of the Orthodox Tewahdo Church and the tongue of the ancient kingdom of Aksum, has continued to produce works of considerable esteem since the early years of the Common Era. In fact, it would not be until the 19th century that local and European languages would displace Ge’ez as a language of correspondence and scholarship. Particularly in the early period, Ge’ez-language works were mostly chronicles or pieces of an ecclesiastical nature.

Alongside Ge’ez, Arabic has flourished in Eritrea since at least the seventh century CE, when early followers of the Islamic faith settled at Massawa. However, trade on the Red Sea may have brought Arabic speakers to the Eritrean coast well back into pre-Islamic times. As Arabic is the liturgical language of all Muslim communities, literacy in the language has spread with the Muslim faith across the Muslim population. Though not all Muslims are literate in the language, Islamic scholars and religious leaders are present in most communities. Spoken Arabic is on the rise as a language of exchange, but knowledge of written Arabic continues to be limited more to the religious sphere, limiting the content and audience of Eritrean works in Arabic.

Colonial rule brought Italian and English to Eritrea, and many works have been produced in those languages. The more open educational policy of the British meant that literacy rates in English would grow more rapidly than those in Italian. Furthermore, while the influence of the global market has ensured the increasing popularity of English as a medium, the Italian-literate audience in Eritrea has long been in decline.

After a failed attempt by the Ethiopian regime to impose Amharic upon Eritrea’s writers, the newly independent government of Eritrea set out to increase literacy in the country’s domestic languages. For languages with established scripts and literary traditions, like Arabic and Tigrinya, the literacy campaigns meant greater readership. For those without, like Kunama or Saho, it meant the codification of whole new scripts and the opportunity to launch literary projects in new media and for new audiences.

Media

During the era of Italian colonial rule, strict government control over media, combined with racial policies that denied education to most Eritreans, prevented the establishment of an Eritrean press. However, the British Military Administration proved somewhat more amenable to Eritrean free speech. With bars to education lifted, qualified writers and the literate audience multiplied. With political consciousness on the rise, Eritreans took advantage of the leeway offered by British rule to publish newspapers in Arabic and Tigrinya.

The establishment of Ethiopian authority would reverse this trend. Though the autonomous government in Eritrea granted free reign to the press, annexation in 1962 would end that policy. In its place, the Ethiopian government launched an effort to suppress local identities. To this end, publications were required to be released in Amharic. Further, censorship became ubiquitous. Under Ethiopia’s Dergue regime (1974–1991), suppression reached a fevered pitch.

Once independence had been achieved, it seemed as if real progress was near on the horizon. The new PFDJ government had promised total freedom of the press and actively worked to encourage private enterprise in the news industry. During the 1998–2000 border war with Ethiopia, the independent press proved an invaluable source of unfiltered information for the population. When dissention broke out within the government in 2000–2001, the free press even provided Eritreans a window into intrigues within the highest halls of government.

The situation changed drastically in September of 2001. With little warning, all private newspapers were shut down. Aside from those few who managed to flee, most of the journalists in the country were arrested. Today, all mass media in Eritrea are state controlled. There is one newspaper, Haddas Ertra, one television station, ERI-TV, and radio station, Dimtsi Haffash. Aside from a few Internet cafés, there are next to no means through which the population might gain outside information. In this regard, the PFDJ regime has been compared to North Korea.
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Quick Facts

Major Cities: Addis Ababa, Dire Dawa, Makalé, Adama, Bahir-Dar, Gondar, Dessie, Hawasa, Jimma, Bishoftu

Population: 93 million (2014 estimate)

Languages: Amharic is the working language and is spoken as a second language by most Ethiopian ethnic groups. Breakdown by ethnicity: Afan-Oromo, Amharic, Tigrinya, Sidamigna, Somaligna, Omotic and Nilo-Saharan, Afarigna, Guragigna, other

Government Type: Federal Republic

Ethnic Groups: Oromos (34.5 percent); Amharas (26.9 percent); Somali (6.2 percent); Tigray (6.1 percent); Sidama (4 percent); Gurage (2.5 percent); Walaita (2.3 percent); Hadiya (1.7 percent); Afar (1.7 percent); Gamo (1.5 percent); Gedeo (1.3 percent); other (11.3 percent) (2007 census)

Religions: Tewahedo Orthodox Christianity (43.5 percent); Islam (33.9 percent); Protestantism (18.6 percent); Animist (2.6 percent); Catholicism (0.7 percent); other (0.7 percent)



Introduction

Ethiopia is the most ancient country in Africa next only to Egypt, and it has a history spanning 6,000 years, 3,000 of which has been clearly documented with its own writing system that is unique in Africa. However, due to the drought and famine of the last few decades a stereotype has been created by Western media that uses graphic pictures of underfed children in order to project Ethiopia as a country on the edge of a chasm—a colossal basket case that is condemned to perpetually struggle for survival in futility and anguish. What that clichéd image glosses over is the rich culture of a courageous and proud people who have succeeded to safeguard their independence against great odds for thousands of years, being the only country never to have been colonized by the Europeans during the scramble for Africa. It also glosses over its breathtaking mountains, its precipitous escarpments and valleys, its panoramic scenery, its glorious sunshine and climate of perpetual spring, its wealth of foliage and flowers, and its pristine lakes, rivers, and forests teeming with wildlife, most of which are endemic. Although Ethiopia has been subjected to a series of dictatorships and is still struggling to evolve a genuine democracy that tolerates freedom of speech and press, it is currently one of the most rapidly growing countries on the planet with double-digit growth being registered in the past decade. This schematic essay touches on some of these points and attempts to provide a readable survey of Ethiopian culture from the earliest beginnings in its diverse branches: religion, language, Ge’ez and Amharic literature, music, architecture, painting and the applied arts, education, cinema, film, and sport. The essay also incorporates vital information on the schools of music, poetry, theology, history, and philosophy that are hundreds of years old.

Between 4,000 and 2,000 BCE, present-day Ethiopia was known as the kingdom of Punt as shown by Egyptian hieroglyphics. The Cushitic kingdom of Damot in northern Ethiopia was established in about 2,000 BCE. According to the Old Testament Book of Numbers (1: 12), the Hebrew patriarch Moses married an Ethiopian woman, probably sometime in the late 14th century BCE. The Greek historian Herodotus referred to the Ethiopians of around 750 BCE as “[w]ise men occupying the Upper Nile, … whose manners and customs pertain to the Golden Age.” By 600 BCE, Ethiopia had established its capital in Yeha, in the north where was built a major temple that is still in existence. In about 450 BCE, Herodotus referred to the Ethiopians as “tallest and handsomest men in the whole world.” By about 300 BCE, the Axumite Empire had arisen in northern Ethiopia and had begun trading with the Greeks, the Romans, and the Persians. Between 100 BCE and 100 CE the Axumite Empire expanded to include South Arabia. In 60 BCE, the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus suggested that Ethiopia was the origin place of humankind, writing that “Ethiopians are the first of all men … the first to be generated by the earth.”

According to the Acts of the Apostles, an Ethiopian eunuch was converted to Christianity by the apostle Philip (Acts 8:26–40), probably in about 50 CE. By 340 CE, Christianity had become the official religion of Ethiopia following the conversion of Emperor Ezana and his brother Saizana. Emperor Ezana invaded Nubia (northern Sudan) in about 350 CE and made it into a tributary of Ethiopia. Between about 340 and 750 CE, Ethiopia conducted global trade out of its port of Adulis (now part of Eritrea). In 525, the Ethiopian general Abraha overthrew the Hymarite king of South Arabia, known by the name Dhu Nwas, and established suzerainty over the region. In 615, Armah, emperor of Ethiopia, provided refuge to Muhammad’s followers, whose journey to Ethiopia is known in Islamic tradition as “the First Hejira.” In about 900, Judith, the queen of the Ethiopian Jews (Beta-Israel), overthrew the Axumite regime and established a Jewish-controlled state. A century later, the Zagwe Dynasty of the Agaws, who were related to the Beta-Israel by ethnicity, took power. In 1198, King Lalibala of the Zagwe Dynasty built 11 churches carved out of solid rock. In 1270, King Yekuno Amlak of the Solomonian dynasty replaced Emperor Na’akuto Le-Ab of the Zagwe Dynasty.

European contact began in 1490 when King John II of Portugal appointed Pedro da Covhila as ambassador to Ethiopia to cement an alliance against the Ottomans. In 1529, the Muslim ruler of Adal province, Ahmad Ismael El-Gazi (also known as Ahmad Gragn), invaded the Christian kingdom of Ethiopia with muskets and officers supplied to him by the Ottoman Turks. In 1541, Queen Eleni, who was of the Hadiya ethnic group, sought military help from the Portuguese, who sent 400 musketeers under the leadership of Christvao Da Gama, the son of the world famous explorer Vasco Da Gama. Two years later, this crucial assistance, especially the provision of muskets, allowed the young Ethiopian emperor Libna Dingil to kill Ahmad Gragn and crush his armies near Lake Tana. In 1578, the Turks again attempted to expand into the highland areas of the north, but Ethiopian forces defeated them at the battle of Adi Qorro in Tigray. The Ethiopians defeated the Ottomans again in 1588–1589, and Emperor Sartsa-Dengil moved his army down to the port of Massawa.

In 1632, Jesuit missionaries, who came to Ethiopia with Da Gama's Portuguese musketeers, converted Emperor Susneyos to Catholicism. When Susneyos tried to convert the rest of the population by force, a bloody civil war ensued in which thousands of Ethiopians perished. Susneyos then abdicated, leaving the throne to his son Fasilides, who expelled the Jesuits and established Ethiopia’s capital in Gondar. In 1640, Emperor Fasilides conquered and occupied Nubia as far as the southern extremities of Egypt. In 1709, Aste Iyostos of Tigre and Bahr Medri (now Eritrea) assumed the emperorship of Ethiopia. The period 1755–1769 saw the rise of the Era of the Princes when regional lords gained autonomy and the central government was indirectly run by Oromo generals stationed in Gondar. The last Oromo ruler, Ras Ali, was defeated in 1860, and Emperor Tewodros II of the Amharas took power. In 1867, British forces under General Napier engaged Emperor Tewodros’s army and freed from prison British ambassador Cameron and other foreign nationals. The emperor subsequently committed suicide. In 1872, Emperor Yohannes IV of Tigray, who had assisted Napier, won the throne with the help of British arms; but, in the same year, Egypt occupied Bogos, the Keren area of eastern Eritrea, with the help of the Swiss mercenary Musinger. In 1875, the forces of Emperor Yohannes IV crushed the armies of Khedive Isma’il of Egypt at the battle of Gundat. A year later, a strong Egyptian army landed at Massawa and invaded parts of Bahr Medir, but was annihilated by the Ethiopian army at the battle of Gura. In 1885, Ras Alula, Emperor Yohannes’s chief general and the governor-general of Bahr Medir, inflicted a costly defeat at Kufit on the leader of the Mahidists, Osman Digna.

In 1888, an Italian force that had invaded the Ethiopian highlands was nearly annihilated at the battle of Dogali. Of the 500 Italian invaders, 400 died on the battlefield, and 21 out of their 24 officers were killed. The remaining 3 officers were captured. In1889, Emperor Yohannes defeated the Sudanese Dervishes, who had destroyed 40 churches in Gondar, at the battle of Metema. The Dervishes, under Zaki Tumal, were badly beaten, but a stray bullet struck the emperor and killed him just as victory was within his grasp. In 1889, King Menelik of Shoa was proclaimed Emperor Menelik II of Ethiopia and ascended the imperial throne. In 1896, protesting Rome’s claim of a protectorate over Ethiopia, Emperor Menelik defeated the Italians at the battle of Adwa. Upon Emperor Menelik’s death in 1910, his grandson, Lij Iyasu, took the throne. In 1916, a Showan-led coup overthrew Iyasu, accusing him of flirting with Islam, and enthroned Menelik’s daughter Zawditu with Ras Tafari Makonnen (the future Emperor Haile Selassie) appointed regent with full political powers. In 1930, Ras Tafari ascended to the Solomonian throne upon the death of Empress Zawditu. In 1936, Italy invaded Ethiopia, defying the League of Nations’ covenant by using such modern weapons as tanks, warplanes, and poison gas, which were prohibited by the Geneva Convention. By 1941, Ethiopian resistance against the Italians encompassed over 500,000 guerrilla fighters, who limited the Italian fascist occupiers to the urban areas and the caravan routes and who ultimately ejected the invaders with the aid of the British.

In 1952, the United Nations federated Ethiopia and Eritrea, the latter being a territory that was excised from Ethiopia and made into a colony by the Italians in 1890. In 1960, an abortive coup d’état led by the brothers Mengistu and Germane Neway shook Haile Selassie’s feudal regime. In 1974, student radicalism, which had increased after the abortive coup d’état, and mutinies in certain sectors of the armed forces triggered the overthrow of the Haile Selassie regime and brought to power a military cabal known as the Derg led by Mengistu Haile Mariam. In 1977, President Siad Barre of Somalia, who was heavily armed by the Soviets, invaded the Somali-populated Ethiopian province of the Ogaden as well as a wide swathe of land in Harargé province. In 1978, Mengistu Haile Mariam, who had only 24,000 soldiers on the Somali front against Siad Baré’s 50,000, received military aid from the Soviets and Cuba. Ultimately, the Somalis were heavily defeated at the battle of Jijiga where they lost over 10,000 soldiers, and the Mogadishu state thus failed to make good its avowed pledge to take over the Ogaden with the use of force.

In 1991, Mengistu Haile Mariam’s military junta, which had declared Ethiopia a Marxist-Leninist state, was toppled by the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), which assumed power under an umbrella party called the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF). Two years later, Eritrea declared independence from Ethiopia following a referendum. In 1998, an economic dispute exacerbated by disagreements over the territories dividing Eritrea from Ethiopia, led to a bloody war that consumed the lives of over 70,000 soldiers and made more than a million people refugees. In 2000, Ethiopia triumphed in the Eritrean-Ethiopian war but President Meles Zenawi’s acceptance of the Algiers agreement to settle the border dispute between the two led to Eritrea being granted the disputed town of Badme. However, the Ethiopian government refused to comply with the verdict and demanded further negotiations. In 2010, Ethiopia announced its plan to build the largest dam in Africa, the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam on the Blue Nile River, which provides 86 percent of the water needed by Egypt. As a result, Egyptian nationalists threatened to destroy the dam if Ethiopia did not desist from building it.

Geography

Situated in Northeast Africa, Ethiopia is 1.1 million square kilometers in size. It is bisected by the Great Rift Valley. Ethiopia’s rivers replenish the Mediterranean, the Indian Ocean, and the Great Lakes to the south. The country is rich with flora and fauna, most of which are endemic. Its rift valley lakes filled with marine life are pristine and are an added bonus to a breathtaking panoramic view of the countryside.

The highest plateaus known as daga are chilly. In its qolla lowland, the scorching desert of the Danakil Depression is the hottest spot on the planet earth. The climate in the highlands known as Woina Daga is cool and congenial, and it is there that most Ethiopians live.

The country is landlocked with the acquiescence of the TPLF/EPRDF regime that came to power in 1991. The highest mountain, Ras Dashan, is covered by seasonal snow whereas lush green forests festoon the terrain to the south.

People and Ethnicity

Ethiopians belong to the Afro-Asiatic language family classified into four distinct groups: Semitic speaking (39 percent) which comprises Geʿez, Tigrinya, Amharic, Gurage, and Harari; Cushitic speaking (46 percent) comprising Oromo, Somali, and Afar; and Omotic speaking (14 percent) that includes Walaita, Sidama, Kafa, Kambata and Hadiya. A small percentage is Nilotic (1 percent), which is part of the Nilo-Saharan language family.


The Oromos and Their Famous Cavalry

The Hamitic stock Oromos, comprising almost half of the population of Ethiopia, have been known in history as fearless warriors on horseback. In the following quote from his book The Battle of Adwa, Raymond Jonas describes the Oromos cavalry in action at that famous battle:

The appearance of the Oromo cavalrymen, known at the time as Galla, had a notably dispiriting effect. The Oromo were mounted infantrymen. They rode into position, dismounted, and fired. Oromo cavalry had achieved quasi-mythical status in the weeks leading up to the war. … Stories on Oromo cavalry and illustrations with captions reading “Mow them down!” fed the imaginations not only of civilians but also of soldiers shipping out…. Since the Italians had no cavalry and, in retreat, were sometimes without weapons, the Oromo held a distinct advantage. Their lion’s mane headdresses, which amplified their reputation for ferocity in combat, made them fearsome.

Source: Jonas, Raymond. 2012. The Battle of Adwa: Africa’s Historic Victory against European Colonialism. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 213–15.



The state-recognized ethnic groups of Ethiopia are Oromo, Amhara, Tigrayan, Somali, Sidama, Gurage, Kambata, Kafa Walaita Afar, Hadiya, Agaws, Kunama, Soddo, Yemsa, Warji, Tsamay, Sheko, Zeysie, Timbaro, Suri, Shinasha, Gawada, Macha, She, Saho, Oyda, Nyangatom, Nuer, Nao, Mursi, Mer Burji, Goffa, Bench, Anyiwak, Basketo, Falasha, Gamo, Kebena, Gamili, Badi Alaba, Mello, Gidole Me’en, Mareko, Arborie Kemant Mao, Malie, Shita, Mabaan, Kulo, Koyra, Konta, Konso, Dime, Masango, Wayito, Dizi, Gabato, Ganjule Dasenech Koma, Agaws Kewama, Argoba, Kechama, Jabelawi, Harari/Adaré, Zargula Hamar, Guagu, Gedeo, Mossiya, Fekashi, Dorzé, Charra, and Ari.

Starting from the time of Menelik down to the reign of Haile Selassie and the Derg’s dictatorship, there was a guiding assumption that a Westernizing Ethiopia has to be steered under one indivisible nation: Ethiopia. The policy also assumed that in order to succeed in its modernization drive, the country has to have just one principal vernacular: Amharic, spoken by the majority of the people of Ethiopia either as first or second language.

The TPLF/EPRDF regime that came to power in 1991 was influenced by Leninism, which advocates the recognition of ethnic groups’ entitlement to self-determination up to and including secession. The Meles team has as a result incorporated the right into its 1994 constitution. The Leninist aim of advocating this stand is dichotomous. It assumes that ethnic communities with the same culture and language respond better to political mobilization and recruitment. It also believes in the notion that ethnic self-determination creates entities that are susceptible to definition, identification, and direction by a higher-up vanguard party. A close examination shows that the two ideas are inherently contradictory but they help the incumbent regime to exercise unchallenged political control. The TPLF, which fought against the Derg and successfully overthrew it, was itself an ethnic party, and its present ideology of “Revolutionary Democracy” is guided by this Leninist principle. For some, this is a just solution for a complicated problem of multiple ethnicities, but for others, it is a recipe for disintegration.

Languages

Ge’ez is the root of all the Semitic vernaculars of Ethiopia, though at present it is a dead language like Latin. The Semitic language speakers of Ethiopia are Amhara, Tigray, Gurage, Harari, Argoba, Gafat, and Biralé. Amharas, who inhabit the central part of the country, and the Tigrayans of the north are the most significant, the former because their language is spoken by about 75 percent of the Ethiopian population at least as a second language and the latter because of their roots in the more than 2,000-year-old Axumite civilization. There are smaller linguistic groups such as Chaha, Muher, Ezha, Gumar, Gura, Inor, Enner, Endegegna, Gyeto, Mesemes, Silt’e, Ulbareg, Enneqor, Walané, Soddo, Gogot, Galila and Zay.

The Cushitic language groups are mostly found in central, southern, and eastern Ethiopia. Cushitic is spoken by Oromo, Somali, Sidama, Afar, Agaw Kambata, Hadiya, Konso, Saho, Alaba, Arbore, Awngi, Baiso, Burji, Bussa, Dasenech, Gawada, Gedeo, Kemant, Kunfal, Xamtanga, Libido, Werize, and Tsamai. Key Cushitic groups, the Oromos and the Somalis, use the Roman alphabet.

The Omotic language group is predominantly located between the lakes of the southern Rift Valley and the Omo River. The Omotic languages are Walaita, Kafa, Gamo-Gofa, Anfillo, Hamar, Mocha, Ari, Bambassi, Basketto, Bench, Dorzé, Kara-Koré, Sheko, Shakacho, Boro, Chara, Dime, Zargula, Dizi, Ginza, Zayse, Yemsa, Banna, Hozo, Kachama, Ganjule, Male, Melo, Nayi, and Oyda.

Nilo-Saharan is spoken by the Nilotic people found largely in the Gambella and Benishangul regions in the west near the Sudanese border. The languages are Anuak, Nuer, Kunama Gumuz, Komo Berta, Mursi, Gobato, Kwama, Kwegu, Majang, Opuuo, Uduk, Me’en, Suri, Murlé, Nera, Nyangatom, and Shabo.

Since the rise to power of the Solomonian dynasty in the 12th century, Amharic has been used as the court language of Ethiopia. It has also been the language of literature since the early 19th century. Emperor Haile Selassie clearly stated in the constitution he promulgated: “The official language of the Empire is Amharic.” Many non-Amhara nationalists have, however, vehemently argued that following the multilingual example of Switzerland and Canada, the country should recognize Afan Oromo, spoken by almost 40 percent of the people, and Tigrigna, the third most important language of the country, as second and third official languages of the Ethiopian state. The Derg did pay lip service to this idea when it declared its commitment to “the equality, development and respectability of the languages of nationalities.” But in the same vein, it also stressed “the working language of the State shall be Amharic.”

The TPLF/EPRDF government that came to power in 1991, though recognizing Amharic as the working language of the country, allowed local languages to be used in schools, in the courts, and in the civil administration of the regions. It even went to the level of inventing a brand-new language called WAGAGODA (an acronym for Wolaita, Gamo, Gofa, and Dawro) to be used in schools, which it said would accommodate four linguistic groups of the Omo region, but the policy was so incendiary and so vehemently opposed by the Walaytas, the largest ethnic group in the region, that several protesters were killed by state security forces and scores were herded into jail. In the end, the government decided to abandon the policy. Another big problem that arose was with regard to the adoption by the leadership of the majority Oromos of a script called Qubé, which is derived from the Latin alphabet. Many Ethiopian nationalists argued that doing so was wrongheaded particularly because the Ethiopic syllabary is the only indigenous script in Africa and is as such a unique symbol of national identity that cannot be so easily disposed of.

Religion

Five thousand years ago, Egyptian pharaohs referred to Ethiopia as “the Land of the Gods” and Ptolemaic inscriptions from 304 BCE called it “the Divine Land.”

The worship of the serpent was prevalent in ancient Ethiopia, thus the legend that the king who ruled Ethiopia before the Queen of Sheba was “Arwe” (serpent). In the antique temple of Yeha, constructed in the sixth century BCE, and another in Melazo, from the fifth century BCE, the structures were dedicated to a god named Almouqah. In 300 CE, Emperor Ezana’s scribes used the crescent and the sun to separate letters of the Ethiopic alphabet and substituted it with the cross following the Emperor’s conversion to Christianity.

Monotheism totally superceded paganism so early that Ethiopian officials were making a pilgrimage to Jerusalem to pray. The eunuch and chamberlain of the Ethiopian queen Candace was converted to Christianity in 50 CE. It is believed that Jewish influences came through Egypt to Ethiopia starting from the time of Moses (1000 BCE).

Today, Ethiopia is a country of Christians, Muslims, and animists, but by far Christianity predominates the religious landscape. Christianity spread far and wide starting in 330 CE when Emperor Ezana made it a state religion.

In Ethiopian Christianity, there is a Jewish-like atmosphere. Pastors and cantors prance around the Arks that are emblematic of the days of Moses and Aaron. It reminds one of David and Solomon dancing around the Ark. The resonances of harps, sistra, drums, trumpets, and lyres sporadically interrupted by spontanious ululation by church-going women glorifying monotheistic divinity during the celebration of the Timqat (Epiphany) and the Founding of the True Cross known as Masqal, are indeed evocative of ancient Israel.

The word “Ethiopia” is mentioned in the Bible more than 70 times. One of them, written by the prophet Amos in 750 BCE, says, “Are ye not as children of the Ethiopians unto me, O children of Israel saith the Lord” (Amos 9:7). Taking this as a proof, Ethiopian dabtaras (scholars) claim that it is the Ethiopians, not the Israelites who did not accept Jesus, who are the chosen people of God.
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A Palm Sunday procession around the Cathedral of the Holy Saviour in Adigrat. For centuries, Ethiopia’s Orthodox Tewahdo Church has fallen under the purview of the Bishop of Alexandria. During the 1950s, however, Ethiopians acquired the right to name their own archbishop, who is then confirmed by Alexandria. (Friedrich Stark/Alamy)

Today, the Ethiopian Tewahdo Church is the largest among the Oriental Orthodox denominations. It is the custodian of scriptural books extant in Ethiopic such as the Book of Enoch, the Ascension of Isaiah, and the Book of Jubilees, which disappeared from Europe and Asia Minor during unremitting turbulence and waves of barbarian conquests. Monastic life has been sustained in Ethiopia starting from the sixth century CE and this has greatly contributed to the successful preservation of invaluable manuscripts.


Legend of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba

According to the Ethiopian book Kebra Nagast (Glory of the Kings), which was translated from Arabic into Ge’ez in the 14th century, the Queen of Sheba who was from northern Ethiopia travelled to Jerusalem to see King Solomon who invited her to visit his opulent palace. When she arrived with lots of gold and frankincense, Solomon ordered a banquet to be prepared in her honor. But unknown to her, he had ordered the cooks to prepare food with lots of spices and salt. He asked her to promise that under no circumstances would she take anything from his palace without his permission, failing which he would have the freedom to do whatever he wants with her. The queen agreed. But that night, she woke up thirsty and had no choice but to look for water to drink from a jar near the king’s bedroom. Solomon, who had deliberately prepared the ruse, immediately rose up, pulled her into his bedroom, and slept with her. She returned back to her country where she begat a son by the name Menelik, later to make a sojourn to Jerusalem and get the blessing of his father and bring to Axum the Ark of the Covenant accompanied by the Beta Israel (Ethiopian Jews) to establish the Solomonian dynasty of Ethiopia.



The Ethiopian Church is unrivaled in Africa because it is the curator of the only indigenous writing system on the continent. Ethiopia also keeps its own exclusive almanac, which is based on the Julian calendar. It has contributed to the burgeoning of “Ethiopianism,” later renamed “Panafricanism” in North America and the Caribbean. Interestingly, the Rastafarians of Jamaica including their reggae star Bob Marley worship Ethiopia’s Emperor Haile Selassie.

During the Derg period (1974–1991) the military junta had adopted the dictates of Marxism-Leninism and castigated religion as “the opium of the people.” However, the situation has now been completely reversed.

Catholicism came to Ethiopia with Christvao Da Gama’s Portuguese musketeers who helped in the defeat of the Turkish-spearheaded forces of Ahmed Gragn, in 1543. Through the influence of the Jesuits, Emperor Susenyos accepted the Roman Creed and declared Catholicism the state religion in 1622. He then tried to replace the Ethiopian liturgy with the Latin one by imposing capital punishment on those who refused to comply. This led to civil war, which claimed the lives of thousands of Ethiopians. Susneyos, who was shocked by the fratricidal bloodletting, abdicated. His son Emperor Fasilides then expelled the Catholic missionaries and ordered the restoration of the Tewahedo faith in 1634.

The Catholics in Ethiopia subscribe to both the Latin and the Ethiopic rites. Records show that there were 144,000 Catholics in Ethiopia in 1967. The 2007 census shows that their number has reached 536,827—a significant growth within 40 years.

Protestantism expanded into Ethiopia from the 19th century on. Three main groups—Lutherans, the Sudan Interior Mission, and the Mennonites—opened missionary stations mostly in Southern Ethiopia where Tewahedo Orthodox Christianity was not entrenched. Branches of the Mennonites, the Meserete Kristos, and Mulu Wangel subscribe to exorcism of demons, faith healing, and glossolalia. Though banned by the Derg in 1982, the Mulu Wangel Protestant mission has made resurgence since the fall of the Derg in 1991. Whereas Protestants in Ethiopia numbered only 250,000 in 1967, the 2007 national census shows that heavy evangelization has helped them to grow to 13,746,787. By 2014, they have come to encompass 18.6 percent of the total population of Ethiopia.

Islam came to Ethiopia during the early period when the nagashi (king) of Axum gave refuge to Muhammad’s followers. At the moment Muslims comprise 40 percent of the population of Ethiopia. Islam has recently started to show rapid resurgence due to heavy financing and evangelization by the Wahabi Movement from Saudi Arabia.

Social Customs

Circumcision is a major rite of passage in Ethiopia. All monotheists of Ethiopia circumcise male children on the eighth day. By tradition, most girls in Ethiopia are subjected to some form of female genital mutilation (FGM) at prepubescent age. However, FGM is presently waning throughout Ethiopia due in large part to information disseminated through the mass media and hospitals.

Family names are not used in Ethiopia as yet. A person has a given name, and his/her second name is the father’s first name. Ato stands for Mr., Lij is for a person of noble birth, Woizero stands for Mrs., and Waizarit for Miss.

In Ethiopia, kissing on the cheeks and walking hand in hand with members of the same sex are simple gestures of camaraderie and have nothing whatsoever to do with sexual preferences. When elders enter a room, all people inside, except for high-ranking persons and the very old, get up until the elders are seated. To greet a person older than one while seated is considered insolent. On entering a church or monastery, removing one’s shoes is expected. While touring historical or religious places, female guests need to enquire about the tradition they are governed by, so as not to be surprised and embarrassed since some major monasteries do now allow women into their quarters.

Do not be surprised that when you go to someone’s house, you may have to eat more than you planned for. At dinner or lunch, your host will continue to remind you to eat more and more even if he knows you are already fully satisfied. The rule of the thumb is that once you reach your limit, you should gather courage to emphatically decline by saying “No thank you, enough for me!” and your host will cease to press you to eat more.

Normally, at the beginning of the meal, water is brought to the diners by older children or servants. When that is done, the guest should proceed to wash his or her hands with which he or she eats since forks and spoons are not provided for eating. When food becomes ready, it is the master of the house who initiates the act of dining by taking a small piece of injera, dipping it in the sauce and inviting everybody else to follow suit. If the host is religious, he may conduct a brief prayer. Good manners require that all diners limit themselves to the food directly in front and never in other quarters. Stretching one’s hand to other people’s corners is considered uncouth. Depleted portions of the meal in front of you are always replaced quickly. On the other hand, do not be alarmed if at some stage one of the diners, particularly the wife of the host or the host himself, proceeds to feed you from her or his own portion. Refusing to take the offer is considered impolite. As traditional Ethiopians believe, the feeding has to be repeated one more time in order to invite good luck.


Coffee Ceremony

In Ethiopia, where coffee was domesticated, neighbors participate in a traditional ceremony where they drink coffee and use the occasion as a roundtable for chitchat. At the coffee ceremony, one is seated on colorful pillows or the fresh grass-strewn floor with frankincense smoking in the background. A hostess or her helper washes the coffee beans and then roasts them over charcoal. The smoke from the roasted coffee is passed around the guests so that they can enjoy its aromatic whiff. The first round called awol is served to the eldest person first and then to the rest. As soon as first brew is finished, the coffee pot is refilled with water and let to boil again. The second round called tona is then served in the order it was done before. A third round called baraka then follows after adding additional water to the coffee pot. This is the weakest form and is drunk not for its taste and aroma but for good luck. The coffee ceremony, which can usually run for an hour, is usually repeated at another home. Since this is a key aspect of Ethiopian kindliness, to refuse to accept the offer is considered disrespectful.



Bargaining is the norm in every transaction including while buying products from the marketplace or for taxi fares. However, there can be no bargains in hotels, department stores, restaurants, and public transport establishments.

Since Ethiopians are brought up from childhood to act politely, they also expect you to reciprocate. A person who shows cockiness or boastfulness will only win disrespect and would be dubbed guranga, which means “vain.”

Lifestyle and Leisure

Many middle-class Ethiopians are aware of the benefits of exercise and physical fitness. So, there are many runners on the streets or outskirts of the capital. Jogging takes place on the streets most mornings when there are no car fumes from the numerous vehicles congesting the streets during work hours.

Ethiopia’s middle class and many foreign residents play basketball, tennis, and volleyball near big hotels. The swimming pools that all major hotels have are mostly naturally warm, their source being the thermal springs of Finfiné.

Exercise establishments in the Tor Hailotch area of Addis Ababa provide several types of packages for gym, aerobics, salsa, spinning bike, tae kwon do, tai chi, and yoga programs. The Bole area of Addis Ababa also offers sophisticated gym machines and spin-bike and aerobics exercises. A gym found near the Addis Ababa Exhibition Center boasts of a world-class basketball court. One major hotel in western Addis Ababa has a 3,500-square-foot gym with up-to-date equipment. It also has a sauna and steam room, which affords an opportunity to relax.

An attractive tennis playing field is found at the Shalla Public Park, which features two tennis courts and a large banquet hall. The establishment has a pleasant, relaxed ambiance where users can sit within its attractive garden. The Shagar Park also has a good tennis court, an attractive waterfall, and a café, and is finely maintained with beautiful flowers tucked between its eucalyptus trees. The western perimeter of the park has a natural forest affording an enchanting place to read books, picnic, and take photos.

There are many spa centers in Ethiopia not far from the capital. Two resort spas stand out: Babogaya and Kuriftu. Both are found less than 50 kilometers from Addis Ababa on the volcanic lakes of the Bishoftu district of Oromia. Thanks to the newly opened modern highway that passes through Bishoftu to connect Addis Ababa and Adama, it takes a mere 20 minutes’ drive to arrive at these two resorts.

Langano Lake, located about 200 kilometers south of the capital, is a trendy weekend resort to visit. The lake has pebble beaches. Many sailboats owned by private entrepreneurs offer an excellent sport in a setting filled with remarkable calmness and scenic grandeur mainly in the immaculate afternoon breezes that erupt from the surrounding mountain ranges. Visitors usually put up tents on the lakeside sands that are sheltered by curved and dappled acacias. In campsites, security cannot be questioned and one can enjoy a stroll through the forest or have a quiet night’s sleep without worry since Ethiopians residing in the rural area respect the law and are inordinately hospitable to strangers who visit their localities.

The Awash National Park takes one through a parasol of ficus and tamarind on which a magnificent assortment of birds perch. Colobus monkeys and vervets stare at visitors from the canopies. Galada baboons, kudu, warthog, and waterbuck amble nearby to drink from the freshwater.

In the Bale Mountain National Park, there are campsites where mountain nyala extant to Ethiopia stroll. The Omo National Park with massive fig trees is a good destination. The serene Mago National Park has clear, cool waters streaming down the mountain. For those with an interest in high-peak terrain, the Simien Mountains National Park in Gondar is the best destination. In this park, one sees the extant gelada monkey and walya ibex.

Employment

Eighty-five percent of Amhara and Tigray Ethiopians who live in the countryside are engaged in agricultural production. They till the soil with ox-drawn ploughs and cultivate a cereal grain called teff that forms the staple food of the country. They also cultivate barley, wheat, maize, and sorghum.

The southern Ethiopian residents including the Guragés are farmers as well as craftsmen. Around their homes, they grow enset, “false banana,” whose root, leaf stalks, and stem are made into bread known as qotcho.

The Oromo Cushites, who were originally nomadic pastoralists, are now settled agriculturalists and cattle breeders. The Somalis are mainly pastoral nomads whereas the Afars are pastoralists with seminomadic lifestyle.

The basis of the Ethiopia’s economy is agriculture, which occupies half of its GDP, 60 percent of its exports, and 80 percent of its employment. The agricultural sector is periodically bedeviled by drought and poor cultivation practices of the rural population; underemployment is vast in some regions.

Less than 15 percent of Ethiopians are involved in wage labor. Even though the TPLF/EPRDF government has tried to enforce regulations to stamp out child labor within the industrial sector, many underage children still work on the farms. Children also work as street vendors in cities and towns. The government is aware of the fact that peasant farmers who are destitute need the work contributions of their children to survive, so they do not try to enforce the law.

Women in Ethiopia are engaged in nonprofessional, low-level jobs. Fifty percent of the women in the urban areas work in the service sector. They get employment in hotels, restaurants, and bars. Employment in factories, mostly in textiles and food processing, is where about one-fourth of all urban females work. About 15 percent of adult females are involved in sales.

Despite a series of legislations, both under the Derg and the EPRDF, women who work in private and public factories earn only 25 percent of men’s salaries even when they are engaged in the same type of job. Many Ethiopian women work on farms, helping their husbands. Some engage in petty trading in the local markets, with which they buy basic necessities such as salt for their families.

A minimum wage in the public sector was put into effect starting in 1985, but the private sector is not constrained by this law. The average person in Ethiopia works 40 hours per week. Occupational, health, and safety issues are negotiated between the factories, the unions, and the government.

The 1993 labor law and the Ethiopian constitution of 1994 provide wage laborers with the right to form and belong to unions. However, most Ethiopian wage earners are government employees and thus are not entitled to form unions that would facilitate collective bargaining. Though strikes are legal, workers have to follow stringent procedures that constrain their plans. Furthermore, workers in what are categorized as essential services including bus services, railways, air transport, post and telecommunications, fire services, banks, pharmacies, and police forces cannot form unions. They also cannot be involved in collective bargaining and, if dissatisfied with the conditions of work, cannot go on strike.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Given the multiethnic nature of Ethiopian society, practices of marriage vary widely from ethnicity to ethnicity and from region to region. Traditionally, marriage is a central part of a larger social stratum. It links families, lineages, villages, and clans. For young people, marriage is a rite of passage to adulthood. Girls traditionally marry during their middle teens whereas the husbands can be much older. Most marriages take place within one’s own ethnic or religious group. But in cases of interfaith marriage it is usually the woman who makes a crossover to her husband’s faith.

Marital relationships in Ethiopia are conducted through written or oral agreement. There are several types of marriage. Church-conducted religious matrimony known as taklil is very strict and does not allow divorce. Civil matrimony, overseen by a civic officer in a municipality or by elders of the community, is known as samania. Another type is a common-law matrimony to which the couple and their family subscribe to by custom. There is also marriage by abduction.

There is marriage called qataro, in which the husband agrees to pay a minimal amount of money to the wife on a monthly or yearly basis. Whereas upon divorce in qataro marriage, the wife cannot claim more money than the salary calculated up to the time she stayed with her husband; in the other types of marriage she has the right to claim half ownership of property gained during the time of marriage. Unlike taklil, all other marriage types do allow divorce.

Among Ethiopian Christians, marriages are for the most part arranged by the parents of the bride and bride groom. It is the duty of the groom’s parents to search for a bride for a son. The bridegroom’s parents first dig into the family background of the girl in question to make sure that she is of the same class and is not related to the prospective husband. As soon as the decision is made, the prospective bridegroom’s parents send mediators, mostly older, respected individuals, to ask their daughter’s hand in marriage for their son. Elaborate negotiations are conducted as soon as the family of the bride and the bridegroom agree to proceed with the nuptial arrangement. Dowry, be it in cattle or cash, has to be paid. (It is the male who pays the dowry and the amount is determined by how rich or how poor the individual is.) Once that is done, the wedding will be set. At the wedding, both parents throw a lavish party to which friends are invited.

On the wedding day, the groom goes to the girl’s place accompanied by his best men and some additional followers. It is not uncommon that the bride and groom see each other for the first time on their wedding day.

Among Ethiopian Muslims, the husband is legally allowed to marry up to four wives if he has the means to support them. In a case where the husband of a Muslim woman passes away, it is her brother-in-law who has responsibility to look after the wife and the children. He may even marry her if both agree.

In the urban areas, people no longer follow the above-mentioned traditions. Nevertheless, even when they have no arranged marriage, there is pressure that they marry only someone the family approves of.

Among highland Christians, intermarriage with a common ancestor within seven generations is prohibited and is treated as incest. But two brothers can marry two sisters. Among the Oromos, marriage can take place only between members of different clans. Arranged marriages usually take place between children of families of similar social standing.

In feudal Ethiopia, political marriage was common among the aristocracy and the royal family. It was a device to ensure access to political power and to minimize the dispersal of property ownership. Marriage of the general population, whether rich or poor, with minority members engaged in manual work such as smiths, potters, tanners, is a taboo, although this is slowly breaking down in modern cities where money, not linage determines a person’s worth. In general, parents are often put to task to show lengthy genealogies to ascertain that their families are not descended from craftsmen. Whereas smiths and tanners can intermarry, they do not marry potters.


Weddings among Highlander Ethiopians

In the highlands, as soon as a wedding date is set by agreement between the two families, a ceremony begins. On the wedding day, a big party attended by numerous guests is thrown by both parents. In both places, young men and women congregate to sing and dance. The bridegroom attended by his best men arrives at the bride’s home where her female friends sing in praise of her and in derision of the groom. In most cases, the bride and groom see each other for the first time on their wedding day. The dowry in cattle, cash, or both is given by the bridegroom’s family to the bride’s parents. The bride is carried on the back of one of the best men to a horse or a mule that is waiting outside. The bride’s friends sing in louder voices as she leaves her parent’s home. On arrival, the bridegroom and the bride are ushered into a private room where they are expected to consummate their marriage. The honeymoon lasts between two weeks to three months. After the honeymoon, the couple will return to the bride’s parents’ home where they stay for about a week with the best men in attendance. While in her parent’s home, the bride is prohibited from leaving the house during the day. She can only go out at night and even then only for serious matters. Christians who are polygamous can be legally prosecuted, but for Muslim men, sharia law allows marriage to two or even four wives if the husband has the means to support them.



In general, urban and educated people do not care about traditional restrictions mentioned above. Dowry, in the form of the groom paying money in cash or in cattle to the bridegroom’s family, is still common in the countryside though in the urban areas it has virtually disappeared. The legal age of marriage in Ethiopia for women and men is now 18. Before the law was passed in 2000, the traditional age of marriage for rural girls was 12–14 years old, but some would marry as young as 9. In major cities however, the normal age of marriage has always been 17 to 18.

Cuisine

Ethiopian cooking has largely been passed down orally until the last century, when cookbooks started to appear, thanks to the Ethiopian Women’s Association. However, the recipes written mostly for Ethiopians not trained at home are hard to follow because the instructors who were mostly functionally illiterate in English suggested cooking by guessing the amount and the time needed. For example, instead of giving ingredients in teaspoons or pounds, the instructor tells one to use “enough amounts” to cook or keep it on fire “for some time,” which, due to a lack of precision, is hard to follow. In recent decades, however, some fine cookbooks have been printed, among which the author recommends Daniel Jote Mesfin’s Exotic Ethiopian Cooking (1987) written for foreigners and the Ethiopian diaspora alike.

One important staple food in Ethiopia is teff (E. ragrostis Abyssinica), which is endemic to the country. Wheat, barley, maize, millet, and oats are also cultivated and harvested for consumption. Those living in the southern areas use false banana or enset (Ensete ventricosum).

Ethiopia has many types of edible berries, tubers, and roots. There are several types of beans, peas, and lentils that are consumed daily in the form of wat (vegetable sauce.) Red peppers, garlic, and onions are mixed with a variety of spices and used in the form of spice powder or paste that is essential to prepare wat.

Collard greens, peas, and lentils are consumed usually during fasting periods. Meat, sometimes raw and in the form of steak tartare, is eaten by all people, but only the well-to-do can afford to buy them on a regular basis. Chickens are raised in the households of all rural inhabitants.

According to the edicts of the Ethiopian Tewahedo church, devotees should be free of consuming animal products during most days of the year and almost always on Wednesdays and Fridays. Only vegetarian types of food are allowed during fasting days. Nonvegetarian food includes sautéed beef, lamb or goat meat, spicy steak tartare, and raw beef cuts dipped in the hot pepper condiment known as awaze. One can also have hot pepper beef stew made with 10 or more varieties of spices. The only type of meat that one would not find is pork, which is forbidden to both Tewahedo Christians as well as Moslems.

Chicken stew known as doro wat is the most pervasive Ethiopian culinary art and is the centerpiece of Ethiopian cuisine. It is prepared from salt-washed and lime-marinated chicken with a generous amount of diced onions and over 15 varieties of spices, cooked slowly for almost four hours and served with hard-boiled eggs with injera, a pancake-type sour crepe made of teff that is used to hold food with instead of forks and knives. The assortment of vegetable or meat dishes created with each individual’s secret recipe is incredibly vast. Indeed, one can choose from assortments of concoctions that would boggle the mind.

After lunch or dinner, talla (beer) or taj (honey wine) is served. There are also 90-proof spirits that compete with the best tequila or vodka. For those interested in sampling more, there are varieties of liquor such as Koso Araqé that can compete with any sweet liquor made in the ancient monasteries of continental Europe.

An Ethiopian meal is always followed with a coffee ceremony. This tradition has been in place perhaps as long ago as the time coffee was domesticated and introduced to the world several centuries ago.

There are two basic ingredients that are needed to prepare Ethiopian food. One is berberé (spiced hot peppers), which is made of dried hot chillies with spices. The other is nitir qibé (spiced butter or ghee). The spicy sauce wat, which is made with berberé, nitir qibé, and a few other spices is served with injera, a pancakelike round bread made of teff, a staple cereal endemic to Ethiopia. One eats the food by hand, dipping the injera in the wat. The host always offers water to wash the hands before serving the food, and it is a must that everybody washes hands with soap before eating since forks and knives are not normally used.

The culinary delights in Ethiopia were once described by the editor of East African Forum, Shlomo-Bacharach, as follows: “Ethiopian food is like the Ethiopians themselves: spicy, subtle, piquant and most of all, unforgettable.” For an initiate, it does not take long to realize that this is an apt description.

Dress

In feudal Ethiopia, body badges or headgear had specific significance and indicated the rank of a nobleman or the bravery of an officer during battle. Honorific headgear is part of a fighter’s regalia and includes a shield embossed with damascene (a design produced by inlaying gold or silver into steel). Such sabres known in Ethiopia as saif or goradé were common among the aristocracy and the fighters. There is also a cape made of silk velvet or lion skin referred to as lamd and a large silver bracelet called bitawa. These were given by emperors to successful military leaders and warriors at their triumphal return from battle.

Warriors wore honorific diadems made of precious metal such as gold that distinguished the aristocracy and the royalty from the common man. A person’s status was recognized by the amount of gold or precious stones on the ornament and the fineness of the gold or silver work. Those of lower rank wore a head gear known as anfarro that was fashioned out of a lion’s mane.

Whereas the emperor (neguse-negest) wore a cylindrical-shaped golden crown emblazoned with settings of precious stones, filigree decorations, and four rows of golden conical bells, a king (negus) wore a conical silver-embossed tiara surmounted by a plume of white egret feathers, or a cross. The ras (duke) wore what is known as ras warq, a golden diadem incrusted with precious stones and mounted with an arc and three crosses. An insignia that bore the effigy of the emperor in a medallion is also sported by the ras. The dejazmatch wore an anfarro, a headgear consisting of a thick lion’s mane mounted on a gilded silver ornament with plenty of tiny bells to cover up the forehead and secured in place by yellow and green silk ribbons.

Mainstream Ethiopians wear clothing made of woven cotton. One worn in cold weather is known as gabi and is as thick as a light blanket. Men and women wear on normal occasions natalla, a white cotton toga, and on special occasions kuta, which is a lighter toga of a refined type. Men wear trousers that resemble Indian jodhpurs and long-sleeved shirts that are tight fitting. Highland women wear dresses called kamis that have elaborately embroidered borders at the bottom and sometimes also around the neck and down the front. Muslim Ethiopian women wear filigree silver cases fashioned in the shape of crescent or sometimes cylindrical objects with domed endings, supplementing it with red glass beads for extra symbolic value. Muslims of Harar also wear colorful dresses of blue, red, and purple hues. Bale Oromo girls wear bead-decorated leather garments. Other ethnic groups in the south and west of the country wear costumes made of rough cotton. There are also tribes that wear nothing but use small coverings on their private parts. A distinguishing characteristic of the different ethnic groups of Ethiopia is found in their hairstyles, needlework, and type of jewelry.

During the time of feudalism, the Ethiopian court was inundated with luxury goods, most of them made from precious metals such as gold and silver. There were also gilt crowns, extravagantly adorned mantles, apparel created out of brocade, silk shirts, garlanded swords, tents, shields and spears, exquisitely adorned saddles, finely fashioned bridles, and riding paraphernalia.

In the urban areas, jewelry stores are stocked with small earrings in the shape of a clove or a pomegranate; delicate ornamental work of fine silver, gold, and wires, especially lacy jewelers’ work of scrolls and arabesques; as well as golden ornaments made in the ancient Aksumite tradition of fineness. These are sought after by the wel-to-do Christian women of highland Ethiopia as well as those visiting from the diaspora.

Sports and Games

Traditionally, Ethiopians play gana (hockey) and gugs (mock cavalry), but now they also play all Western-style games introduced to the country since the 19th century.

Show-jumping contests and polo matches are available at the Jan Meda playing field not far from the old imperial palace in Addis Ababa. Horse riding is also a common pastime at the Equestrian Center near the International School in the Old Airport quarters on the road to Jimma and at the stables near the British Embassy. Here, one can get riding horses for a fee and take a ride with a trained guide.

In Ethiopia, Western-style sports have become fashionable among the rising nouveau riche. Private entrepreneurs have built gyms and fitness and sports facilities in the major urban areas, particularly in Addis Ababa.

The most popular Western-style sport is football (soccer), which is played in school yards, urban roads, or rural meadows. Balls used may be the standard leather type, but there are also home-made spherical rolls fashioned out of old rugs or hard squashed and rounded human hair. The sport is so popular that local or regional matches as well as international competitions draw massive crowds to the stadiums.

Football was played by children in the urban areas of Ethiopia starting in the 19th century, but formal matches started to flourish in Ethiopia and regional leagues just before World War II and became common after the fascist occupation during 1936–1941.

The Ethiopian Football Federation (EFF) was founded in 1943 and joined the Fédération Internationale de Football Association in 1953. It then helped form the Confederation of African Football in 1957. The initial version of the Ethiopian Premier League was staged in 1944 when five teams representing several communities of Addis Ababa competed for a title. The Ethiopian Cup was born a year later and has been contested regularly since. In the Africa Cup of Nations, Ethiopia was one of only three teams to participate in the inaugural 1957 tournament when it finished as runner-up to Egypt. Then, in the 1962 tournament Ethiopia defeated Tunisia and the United Arab Republic (Egypt) to be crowned African champion.

Ethiopia is a member of the Council for East and Central Africa Football Associations (CECAFA). It won its first CECAFA Cup in 1987. Then it repeated the feat in 2001, 2004, and 2005. The national football team—known generally as the Walya Antelopes, named for the walya ibex, which is endemic to Ethiopia—represents Ethiopia in association football. It is governed by the Ethiopian Football Federation and has been representing Ethiopia in international competitions since its birth in 1943.

Ethiopia is most well known in long-distance competition. Abebe Bikila won the gold medal in the marathon, running barefoot, in the Rome Olympics in 1960 and repeated the feat in Tokyo in 1964, that time wearing shoes. Abebe, who sustained a leg injury, withdrew early in the 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games but his compatriot Mamo Wolde won the gold medal in the same event. Miruts Yifter won both the 5,000-meter and the 10,000-meter events in the Moscow Olympics in 1980 becoming the fourth competitor to win both distance races in one Olympiad.

Since then, young Ethiopians have sprung up and broken numerous world records such that they have become favorites in all types of international competition including the Olympics and the World Cup.

Haile Gebre Selassie has broken 20 world records in long-distance running. According to Integrated Speed Concepts International, he is “regarded universally as the greatest distance runner of all times with a career that sees him breaking records as they are made.” Kenenisa Bekele holds world and Olympic records in the 5,000-meter and 10,000-meter events. Kenenisa has been touted as the most famous runner in IAAF World Cross Country Championships history, with six 12-kilometer and five 4-kilometer course wins. He won gold in the 10,000 meters at the World Championships in Athletics four times. His running streak and victory run from 2003 to 2009 matches Haile Gebreselassie’s. At the 2009 World Championships in Athletics, Kenenisa became the first man to win gold in both the 5,000-meter and the 10,000-meter titles at the same time. At his debut in the Paris Marathon, of April 6, 2014, he registered one of the fastest speeds in the world.


Ganna (Ethiopian Hockey)

Ganna is the oldest and most well-known traditional game in Ethiopia. The sport is similar to hockey. It is usually played during Christmas (also known as Gana in Amharic) since Ethiopian Christians embrace a legend that suggests that when the Virgin Mary gave birth to Jesus, shepherds were playing hockey in the fields of Nazareth. A ganna tournament is only for boys and grown men. In ganna, teams from rival neighborhoods or villages attempt to drive a puck into their opposition’s territory. Players choose their own captains. The teams hold names such as Faras (horse), Wujigra gun (Fusil gras gun), or Sanader gun (Schneider gun). The two captains have to agree on a central spot where they dig a small hole with a hockey stick. The hole is more generally in the shape of a cross, identifying it with Christianity. The ball used is mostly made of rounded wood. The two captains start the game by ritually striking each other’s sticks three times whereupon the other players attempt to strike the ball in the direction of their opponent’s quarter. The team that hits the ball as far as the adversary’s boundary, which is marked by a hollow spot or a tree trunk, scores a goal.



Among world-class women distance runners are Darartu Tullu, Fatuma Roba, Tirunesh Dibaba, Ejegayehu Dibaba, Genzebe Dibaba, and Meseret Dafar. Darartu alone has won 35 gold, 12 silver, and 15 bronze medals in international competitions. Tirunesh Dibaba is the current World and Olympic 10,000-meter champion. She has won in total five world track titles and five world cross-country titles. Meseret Defar Tola has won gold in the 2012 London Olympics, and has set indoor records in the 5,000-meter, 3,000-meter, and two-mile runs. She won gold in the 3,000-meter indoor event four consecutive times and has been IAAF World Indoor Champion from 2004 to 2010.
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A victorious Kenenisa Bekele raises a finger in celebration as he crosses the finish line during the men’s 10,000-meter race at the 2008 Beijing Olympics. One of the greatest distance runners of all time, Kenenisa boasts four Olympic medals (three gold and one silver) in addition to a number of world records. (Fabrice Coffrini/AFP/Getty Images)

Festivals and Holidays

Important dates in the Ethiopian calendar include the Gana celebration (Christmas), which falls on 29 Tahsas of the Ethiopian calendar (January 7 of the Gregorian calendar). Timqat or Epiphany is celebrated on 11 Tir of the Ethiopian calendar (January 19 of the Gregorian calendar). Good Friday and Easter are moveable. However, they are calculated to fall at about a fortnight following the Western one. Assumption Day falls on 16 Nahasé of the Ethiopian calendar (August 22 of the Gregorian calendar). Masqal or the Finding of the True Cross is celebrated on 17 Meskerem (September 27) in the Gregorian calendar.

For New Year celebrations that fall on September 11 of the Gregorian calendar, the Ethiopian diaspora has adapted Western ways and has passed the habit to well-to-do people in suburbia. Here is their activity on Ethiopian Christmas Eve: Inside their house in the living room, they set up a manger scene with the three Magi since by Christian legend, one of them known as Balthazar was an Ethiopian king who brought frankincense for Christ Jesus.

The celebrants put frankincense on charcoal to elicit a thick, aromatic smoke. If there is an Orthodox priest or a deacon, the direction is left to them. But if there is problem in finding a member of the clergy, they go it alone. They sing “Enqutatash” (Happy New Year). If they are very religious, they may use the Amharic version of a New Year song developed at the Cathedral of the Trinity in Addis Ababa. As they sing, they carry candles and continue to do so late into the night.

A major meal is served, the centerpiece of the dinner being doro wat (spiced chicken stew) with teff injera to scoop with. The well-to-do slaughter a sheep, goat, or even a bull to feed neighbors and strangers who pass by. The adolescent boys are encouraged to play gana (Ethiopian hockey) because Ethiopian Christian folklore suggests that shepherds in Bethlehem celebrated the birth of Jesus by playing hockey. There was no tradition of Christmas trees in Ethiopia, but in recent years, Christmas trees, lights, and even artificial snow have been used in the urban areas where people have been influenced by the West. Girls carry flowers to neighbors or family members; boys draw flowers on canvas and do the same with the expectation of receiving New Year gifts, usually in the form of cash.

Timqat, the Feast of Epiphany, is the most notable pageant of the year in Ethiopia. The holiday, which falls on 11 Tir (January 19), is a three-day celebration, hosting dramatic and glittering processions. It memorializes Christ’s baptism in the Jordan River by John the Baptist. On January18, named Katara, priests remove the tabots (arks) from each church and bless the water in a pool or a river to ordain it. The next day a grand festivity takes place.

Next in importance is Masqal or the Finding of the True Cross, taking place when flowers blossom in the valleys and mountaintops and the meadows turn yellow with brilliant Masqal daisies. Feasting and merrymaking are the order of the day and bonfires and gun salutes enliven the occasion. The people first plant a green tree on Masqal Eve in a village marketplace or town square. Adult men and young boys bring a pole crowned with Masqal daisies to form a soaring pyramid that will function as a beacon of flame. Torches of common brushwood called chibo are used to kindle the collection of branches called damara. In Addis Ababa, celebrations start in the early afternoon when a massive pageant conveying flaming torches advances toward a central square from different directions. The celebrants include clergymen and deacons sporting brightly colored vestments, students in uniform, multicolored brass bands, contingents of the army, and garlanded floats carrying gigantic crosses. They circumnavigate the damara in style and hurl their torches upon it. After that, they applaud the season of flowers and golden sunshine called Tsaday at which point they sing in unison: “Iyoha-Ababayé! Meskerem Tabayé!” (Salute my flower, spring has arrived!) As night falls, the flames glimmer and get brighter. Only after the burning pyramid burns out and the big tree at the center finally falls down does the joyous Christian multitude march home, humming “Hallelujah, Praised Be the Saviour My Lord!”

Official public holidays in Ethiopia are regulated by the Public Holidays and Rest Day (Amendment) Proclamation (No. 29 of 1996). Public holidays recognized by the Ethiopian government are the following:








	•January 5

	Gana—Ethiopian Christmas




	•January 10

	Eid al-Adha (Arafa) Moslem holiday




	•January 19

	Timqat—Ethiopian Epiphany




	•March 2

	Victory of Adwa Commemoration




	•April 10

	Mawlid—Birth of the Prophet Muhammad




	•April 21

	Ethiopian Good Friday




	•April 23

	Fasika—Ethiopian Easter




	•May 1

	International Labor Day




	•May 5

	Ethiopian Patriots Victory Day




	•May 28

	Overthrow of the Derg Regime




	•September 11

	Enkutatash—Ethiopian New Year




	•September 27

	Masqal—Finding of the True Cross




	•October 22

	Eid al-Fitr—End of Ramadan






Music and Dance

In Ethiopia, songs and music are named in relation to their ritual orders. Among Christians and the Beta Israel, it is either sacred or secular.

Zafan, which is sung during nonreligious festivals or marriage ceremonies, is secular. Zema, which is sung in Ge’ez by the dabtaras and priests, is sacred.

Northern Ethiopians subscribe to a heterophonic genre (i.e., simultaneous performance of different versions of the same melody) whereas in the south the music is of polyphonic genre performed with specialized instruments and idiosyncratic rhythmic patterns of dances.

Prior to the time of Yared (510 CE), Ethiopian liturgies and chants were murmured in a low voice. Yared introduced three modes of church music, namely, ge’ez, ‘ezel, and araray, which are still employed. Yared’s tome, the Degwa, with musical notations lays down the principles of music education overseen by highly trained clerics known as dabtaras.

Zema is the transmission and recital of the Ethiopian Christian ritual known as qeddasé. This Ethiopian church chant possesses a distinctive modal system and stresses permanency over time.

Zema incorporates song, instrumental performance, and dance known as aquaquam within the same parameter. Fashioned out of Ethiopia’s Ge’ez syllabary, the notational system created by Yared still serves as aide-mémoire to produce specific melodies for the church’s yearly liturgical cycle.

Ethiopian music varies significantly in its melodic structure and stylistic performance. Those of the highland plateau, and the Islamic regions of Harar, bear resemblance to Middle Eastern music in their textures, monophony, or heterophony regardless of whether they are performed by instruments or not.

The instrumental and choral tones of highland and lowland Ethiopia are predisposed more to nasal sounds and in terms of rhythms, hardly ever approach the metric complexity of those in the rest of sub-Saharan Africa.

Types of rhythms and dance styles are region, not ethnicity, specific. The Tigrayans, the Guragés, and the Amharas are classified as Semitic but whereas the Tigrayans have triple rhythms, the Guragés have double rhythms and the Amharas have double and triple rhythm as exhibited in the shoulder dance called eskesta, which uses a wide range of jolting and leaping motions. Amharic music is basically pentatonic although of varying types.

The Lalibalas, who travel from place to place and chant in unison at the door of well-to-do people, sing in a style of call-and-response and sometimes in alteration producing an overlap on the completion of their song words. Such songs sometimes approach the singing style of polyphony characterized by a variety of tones. Oromo Cushites dance in circles and sometimes in close lines. When they dance, they employ a wide range of head, neck, and foot motifs.

Ethiopian musicians produce melodies by tuning their instruments to create specific sounds and pitches in a system called qignit. In general, there are four main qignit types known as tezeta, bati, anchihoyé, and ambassal.

In southern Ethiopia, the music of the Dorzé has an intense polyphonic character. Their music, known as yets, is vocal and splits into more than 30 genres correlated with circumstances of their performance, which range from funerals to religious festivities. Polyphonic melody is principally noticeable in Dorzé songs of tribute to individuals, called alaqa (chief), and for the carnival during the Masqal feast.

In Ethiopia, music and musical instruments convey crucial symbolic messages. They can be an encouragement mechanism for farmers and laborers. They are symptomatic of the rite of passage varying in range from birth, to puberty, to simple entertainment and wedding ceremonies and funeral rituals.

Among the Amhara and Tigray highlanders, there are special song genres such as shilala, which provoke commitment to patriotism, and fukkara, or boasting that spurs passion for combat. There are laqso (laments) sung at funerals and during periods of mourning. Engurguro songs are soft melodies usually sung solo to convey one’s internal happiness or to console oneself following a bad omen.

The azmaris or minstrels use musical instruments such as the massanqo (single-stringed, bowed monochord) or krar (five-stringed banjo) and sing usually in praise of someone to solicit money.

Southern ethnic groups such as the Hamar and the Arbore use songs for recreational purposes or to accompany manual labor, and for rituals.

One can classify Ethiopian musical instruments on the basis of their vibrating matter and the modes of generating the vibration. The key variables that influence their types are air, strings, membranes, or other self-sounding material.

In Ethiopia, there are five distinct instrumental families: aerophones, chordophones, membranophones, idiophones, and electrophones (the last one introduced only in late 20th century). Masanqo and krar players use electronically amplified instruments. The instruments are sometimes played solo or are used to complement singing and dancing.

The earliest Western-style musical ensemble organized in Ethiopia was the Imperial Bodyguard Orchestra, which was established in 1929. This group performed Western-style music at state-sponsored festivals to welcome visiting public figures. Then in the 1960s, Orchestra Ethiopia was established.

Starting in 1950 until the mid-1970s, Ethiopian musicians produced their own unique creations by incorporating jazz and Latino music with Ethiopian traditional tunes. In the meantime, more modern musicians such as Aster Aweke, Shibabaw (nicknamed Gigi), and Tewodros (nicknamed Teddy Afro) emerged and released their albums to the delight of the younger generation of Ethiopian diaspora who have been cut off from their cultural roots.

Jazz was first introduced into Ethiopia in the 1920s by Westernized Ethiopians. Then in the 1960s, a renaissance took place when legendary jazz master Duke Ellington performed at the Haile Selassie Theatre and was awarded a medal of distinction from the emperor just one year before his overthrow in 1974.

Ethio-jazz was pioneered by the legendary Ethiopian artist Mulatu Astatke who fused jazz, Latin tunes, and Ethiopian folk music. There was a hiatus in the growth of jazz during the period of the military regime from 1974 to 1991 but it had a resurgence after the junta’s fall. The surge of popular Western music introduced from America and an active local recording industry heightened the impact of foreign music and dispersed Ethiopian music to an international audience.

In the late 1990s came the release of vintage recordings from the 1950s to the 1970s on the Ethiopiques series pioneered by Francis Falceto under the Buda Musique label, generating interest overseas among jazz fans and gaining immediate success all over the world. Spurred by the euphoria of Ethiopiques, new jazz schools mushroomed in the capital. An annual jazz carnival, the Acacia Festival, was soon launched. Mulatu Astatké’s Ethio-jazz found a permanent home when Jazzamba opened its doors to an enthusiastic crowd in Addis Ababa.

There are a few jazz joints in the city of Addis Ababa, one of which is the Jazzamba lounge attached to the oldest hotel in Ethiopia, the Itegue Taytu Hotel, a few meters down from Menelik square. There are also several other jazz joints in the capital. One is at the Jupiter International Hotel, which features two remarkable jazz bands that are admired by foreign guests for their Saint Louis–like live performances. Here guests can sip and relax at lobby bars while enjoying the live performance. Frequented by locals and foreigners alike, Bibisha and Company exude smooth, sweet melodies of jazz, and sixties-style mixed Ethiopian and American tunes.

The Nubian Arc sports great Funky Jazzy Sound every Sunday at Wubé Baraha in Edna Mall in the Bole district. The band is composed of bass, trombone, tenor sax, kit, percussion, and keyboard. This group is known for its superb Ethio-jazz track played in orderly sequence. The musicians are all exceedingly talented. Their arrangements range from traditional jazz, funk, as well as Ethio-jazz music, with a super tight rhythm section and every individual musician feeling comfortable in his role and with one another on stage. The Nubian Arc sports a mixture of originals and covers, but they magically transform the tracks, and the individual solo is quite unique.

Visual Art

Ancient Ethiopia is full of epigraphic writings such inscriptions on stone, metal, and woodwork. There are paintings on pottery, textiles, and other objects. There are also magic scrolls created by the dabtaras (church scholars) to ward off evil spirits.

Ethiopian manuscript writing is unique in sub-Saharan Africa because it happens to be the only indigenous script in use for millennia. It is estimated that there are over 200,000 Ge’ez manuscripts inside and outside the country. Most are written in black ink with red appearing to signify divine or important names. Traditional Ethiopian paintings are found on not only manuscripts but also on spiritual scrolls, church walls, and ceilings. There are also miniature amulets worn by the Christian devout.

The modernization of Ethiopian art started in 1887 during the time of Negus Menelik. Menelik sent talented artists such as Afeworq Gebre Yesus to Italy to receive training in modern art. After the fascists were ejected from Ethiopia in 1941, rising stars including Agegnehu Engeda, Abebe Wolde Giorgis, Zerihun Dominique, and Alefelege Selam Hirouy emerged. Alefelege attended the Art Institute of Chicago from which he received a university degree. Back in Ethiopia, he specialized in portrait and landscape painting. Despite his American training, his mode of art was traditional. He soon became official court artist and decorated government buildings and Orthodox church walls near the capitol.

From the 1940s to the 1960s, a group of ultramodern artists sprang up in Addis Ababa and experimented with abstract forms. Among the pioneers were Gebre Kristos Desta and Skunder Bogosian. Another noted Ethiopian artist trained in the West was Afeworq Tekle, who studied art in England and attended the famous “Slade” school that is a branch of the Faculty of Fine Arts of the University of London. Then he took a study tour of France, Italy, Portugal, Spain, and Greece. During his sojourn, Afeworq was influenced by El Greco’s work.

Film screenings in Ethiopia started during the reign of Emperor Menelik, but there was strong opposition from Ethiopian church clerics who had no exposure to Western technology and construed film emulating human motion as the work of the devil. In fact when the first cinema house was opened in Addis Ababa, its name was Saytan Bet (Satan’s House).

After 1941, the society had started to accept Western technology, including film making. So, some major films including Hirut Abatwa Mannaw? (Who Is Hirut’s Father?), Guma: Yedem Kassa (Blood Money), Mirt Sost Shi Amat (Harvest: 3,000 Years), Aster, Girr-Girr (Tumult), and Teza (Mist) were produced. Hirut Abatwa Mannaw? was the first locally made film and as such attracted a lot of attention. The lead actress, Abebech Ejegu, who played Hirut was an instant celebrity. The next notable film was Gumma, but after that there was a long hiatus. Ethiopians who were initially ready to promote local talent that radiated their culture were forced to turn to Hollywood and Bollywood movies. Indigenous film making was in fact missing until the appearance of Bahiwot Zuria and Aster decades later.

The dawn of the third millennium saw film production by Ethiopians flourish again. It is estimated that since 2010, one new film is released every two weeks, though their quality may vary. Attendance at movie houses has also gone up. Most of the films recently released deal with love, but the terror campaign of the overthrown military regime is almost always in the background. Here are some notable films recently released: Asra Andagna Sa’at (Eleventh Hour), Yewandoch Gudday (Men’s Affair), Hermela, Sakaramu Posta (The Drunkard Post), and Qazqaza Walafan (Cold Flame).

The most prominent Ethiopian filmmaker of all time is Haile Gerima who specialized in film making and directing at the Goodman Theater in Chicago, as well as the University of California in Los Angeles. Haile has been teaching film making at Howard University in Washington, D.C., for many years.

Architecture and Housing

Pre-Christian architecture in Ethiopia is unique, as can be seen in the stelas of Axum that date between the second century BCE and first century CE. The structural design of the basilica of Dabra Damo dating to the early sixth century epitomizes the finest model of Ethiopia’s medieval architectural style. This unique monastery was constructed at the peak of a rock hill, precipitous on all sides. One can only scale it by being tugged up with a hide rope. The church has a magnificently paneled ceiling decorated with proficiently completed blueprints of flora and fauna, geometrical motifs, and adroitly carved crosses.

Lalibala’s cave churches are another architectural wonder of Ethiopia. Each of the 11 churches is carved out of a single block of rock with a remarkable variety in style. The St. George basilica is the most famous because of its distinctive shape, having been carved out of the rock resembling a huge cross. The rocks are fashioned with beautiful artistic designs of imposing elegance, so that some have counted the structures among the few wonders of the world.

The palace of Fasilides in Gondar is another artistic creation that appeared during the age of discovery. The main castle belonging to Emperor Fasilides is rectangular and outsized and is constructed of gray stone, with four round battlements at its corners. The circumference of the imperial arcade is one mile and has a broad audience hall 120 feet in length.

Though the palaces of Gondar have Portuguese influences being constructed following the period the Portuguese musketeers came to Ethiopia, the structure is Ethiopian and the builders were Beta Israel artisans.

Until the time of Gondar, Ethiopian emperors ruled from “moving capitals.” During that time, craftsmen trudged along with the ambulatory court and armed soldiers. Such artisans comprised skilled architects and tailors. With Gondar being established as a permanent capital, Emperor Fasilides encouraged all people connected with art and artistic production to settle down and build permanent houses around his magnificent palace. The Beta Israel Ethiopian Jews made up the majority of the skilled architects of Gondar. That is why Plowden, the British Consul in Ethiopia in the early 1800s, referred to the Beta Israel as “the best masons in the country.”

At the beginning of the third millennium, 90 percent of the population of Ethiopia are known to have no access to decent housing and sanitation facilities. Furthermore, 73 percent do not have access to safe drinking water. This, as one can surmise, increases the chances of diseases spreading fast.

Most houses in the countryside of Ethiopia are poorly constructed of wood, as a result they are susceptible to rain storms during the monsoon season and easily collapse. Homes also have cramped rooms (if they have more than one, which is unusual), have no windows, and are left with dirt floors and leaking roofs, exposing the owners to the vagaries of nature. Not only do the 90 percent of the people living in the rural areas suffer from bad weather but they are also easy targets for insects and rodents.

Indoor cooking with poor ventilation is a regular cause of respiratory diseases in rural Ethiopia. The good news is that modern housing techniques are catching up, starting in the cities and then spreading to the villages. Thanks to help from China, even what were considered small towns a few years ago are now booming urban centers and high-rise buildings are mushrooming all over the place. Indeed as far as housing goes, there seems to be light at the end of the tunnel.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Ge’ez Literature

Ethiopia is unique in African history because it is the only one with a written language through which it produced religious and secular works. Chronicles were kept in Ge’ez by Ethiopian emperors from the 10th to the 19th century. The monarch himself being a major author, the reign of Emperor Zara Yaqob (1434–1468) was perhaps more productive in this realm than any other. By the 17th century, Ge’ez had become a dead language and Emperor Tewodros II (1855–1868) became the first emperor to have his chronicles recorded in Amharic.
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The Church of Saint George in Lalibela, Ethiopia. This church is one of 11 famed monolithic churches in the town, hewn in one piece from the bedrock. As a religious center in Ethiopia, Lalibela is second only to Aksum. (Sylvain Naessens/Dreamstime.com)

Amharic Literature

The first Amharic fiction appeared in 1908 when Afeworq Gebre-Iyasus composed a romantic novel called Tobia. Hirouy Wolde Selassie’s followed it up with a total of 20 books. A groundbreaking world-class standard novel was produced by Dejazmatch Girmatchew Tekle-Hawaryat who authored Araya (1942), later translated into several foreign languages. Araya is based on the life history of Girmachew’s foreign-educated father, Fitawrari Tekle Hawaryat, who was torn between staying abroad where he was in love with a Russian aristocratic lady who wanted marriage and returning home to help his people. His decision was to return home, but that led to frustration due to his work ethic’s incongruity with the standard practices of the traditional feudal stalwarts in Addis Ababa. Kebede Mikael wrote poems and plays with a motivation to impart practical knowledge and standards of morality. Many of Haile Selassie’s officials also doubled in contributing to Ethiopia’s Amharic literature.

Abbé Gubegna wrote political critiques that got him into trouble but transformed his books into instant best sellers. Tesfaye Gessesse, a foreign-educated intellectual, was a writer of dramas who modernized the hitherto archaic Ethiopian theater. He also acted, instructed, and directed. Some of his stage plays were presumed anti-Derg, on account of which he was expelled from his post and jailed.

Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin was arguably the country’s greatest playwright. Though his works were mostly in Amharic, he also produced plays in English, among which is Oda Oak Oracle, performed in theaters all over the world and still appearing on reading lists in Black Studies departments in American universities. His other English-language play, entitled Tewodros, which recounts the story of the suicide of Emperor Tewodros II, has been staged in many places including at the Arts Theatre in London. Tsegaye became the youngest recipient of the Haile Selassie I prize for Amharic Literature in 1966. He was even nominated for the Nobel Prize for Literature in the year 2000, just six years before his passing in New York City.

Mengistu Lemma is another notable modern poet, novelist, and playwright. His work was full of allegorical messages, intended to convey morality. Dagnatchew Worqu produced fiction in Amharic and English, some of which was published by Macmillan. Berhanu Zerihun wrote novels that described the plight of exploited peasants and oppressed women. Ba’alu Girma exposed corruption in the political leadership of the Derg, which ultimately led to his disappearance without a trace.

As of late, Ethiopia’s most prominent writer of contemporary style novel was Sebhat Gebre Egziabher. His first book Letum Aynegalign (Night Life), written in the French existentialist style, discussed sex frankly. Sebhat used simple words and composed seemingly light prose, but his concepts were sophisticated and philosophical. He employed plenty of neologisms. When Sebhat passed away at age 76 in 2014 his funeral was attended not only by the patriarch of the Ethiopian Orthodox church but by thousands of youth that he had influenced through his writings.

There is a stark contrast between traditional and modern approaches in Amharic poetry. Traditionalists write poetry with a laissez-faire attitude. Their major aim is to entertain. Their poetry is marked with wit, and their ability to play with words and their use of elegant language has no parallel in any other literature. Traditionalists compose verses in adoration of a victory in battle. They write serenades or love songs or poems filled with puns. In its more sophisticated form, this type of poetry is referred to as Samenna Worq (Wax and Gold), chosen as a title for Donald Levine’s seminal work.

Ethiopia’s avant-garde poets have the effect of balance, which leaves the reader with a sense of gratifying expectation. Among modern Ethiopian poets Gebre Kristos Desta, Yohannes Admasu, Tsegaye Gebre Medhin, and Solomon Deressa are the most prominent. Their style emulates Arthur Rimbaud, but they also promote new or experimental concepts or techniques. Their lyrics are fluid and conform to no set rules of traditional versification in the Ge’ez or Amharic style. They follow no fixed patterns of meter and rhyme though they employ familiar poetic devices such as figures of speech, metaphors, and alliteration. Their verses are dotted with satire that reveals and derides human folly or sin. Their poems are peppered with witty playfulness, rage, and anger. Of the avant-garde poets, Gebre Kristos Desta is descriptive but with apparent depth. Solomon Deressa, though frugal in production, is highly philosophical because he is arguably the most well-read Ethiopian of his generation. As seen in his collection of poems published under the name Lijinat (Childhood) his poetry is characterized by the substitution of different measures to break up a rhythm. Solomon happens to be one of very few poets recognized enough to have his poetry chosen among the best of Africa and published in the collection of works of Nobel Laureate Wole Soyinka.

Media

Ethiopia has been governed by authoritarian rulers for many centuries. The Amharic-language media in Ethiopia during the monarchy, Mengistu’s Marxism, and TPLF’s revolutionary democracy have remained mouthpieces of the powers that be.

The first foreign language newspaper to be published in Ethiopia was a weekly that appeared under the name La semaine d’Ethiopie (1890–1905) during the reign of Emperor Menelik II. And during the time of Emperor Haile Selassie, there was only one English language and one French language newspaper in the entire country.

From Haile Selassie to the Derg, the print media were totally controlled by the government. Official censorship and string-pulling has always been the order of the day. During the 17 years of military dictatorship, the government and its organ “the Ethiopian Workers’ Party” used publications such as Meskerem (September), Sarto Adar (the Worker), as well as the preexisting Yezareyitu Ethiopia (Contemporary Ethiopia), Addis Zemen, and the Ethiopian Herald.

It was in 1992 that the TPLF/EPRDF government of Meles Zenawi published a proclamation regarding Press Freedom stating, “Freedom of the press is recognized and respected … [and] censorship of the press [is] hereby prohibited.” Part Three of the proclamation also pledged to allow the right of access to information. It was following this proclamation that new, independent newspapers and magazines mushroomed (though for all practical purposes limited to the capital, Addis Ababa), but many stopped publication due to lack of financing and stringent government control.

The government-owned Ethiopian News Agency came into being in 1942. But this was superseded by the TPLF/EPRDF when Walta Information Service was established in post-1991 Ethiopia. Currently, there are 20 different nongovernment newspapers for sale on the streets of Addis Ababa. Many of those registered folded due to lack of resources; most that remained had avid numerous readers but were forced to close down due to censorship and arrest warrants issued to writers and owners.

Self-censorship is now common. Many journalists try to cultivate harmony between themselves and the government. They avoid reporting facts that might invite ugly confrontations. In all cases, access to newspaper publications outside Addis Ababa is very limited. Due to this fact, radio, satellite TV, and the Internet are important mediums of information and communication.

The Ethiopian Press Agency currently publishes four newspapers, one each in Amharic, English, Afan Oromo, and Arabic. Legislation regulating the press in contemporary Ethiopia is considered by many observers as a major impediment to the development and maturity of a free press in Ethiopia. It was alleged at one time that Ethiopia imprisoned more journalists per capita than any other country in the world.

The government does not deny that it has shut down many newspapers and magazines and has imprisoned many. But it claims that those against whom it took action violated the law. It adds that the independent press has been asking for trouble by being irresponsible and untrustworthy, particularly while reporting the activities of the ruling group.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Libreville

Major Cities: Libreville (administrative/political capital), Port-Gentil (economic capital), Franceville, Oyem, Moanda, Mouila, Lambaréné, Tchibanga, Koulamoutou, Makokou (with population of 10,000 or more)

Population: 1,672,597 (UN/CIA estimates)

Languages: French, Banjabi, Fang, Myene, Nzebi, Eschira

Government Type: Republic, with a president

Ethnic Groups: Fang, Bampounou, Nzebi, Obamba

Religions: Christianity (mostly Catholicism), Animism, Islam



Introduction

Geography

The Republic of Gabon, a Francophone African country, is in Equatorial Africa. On the western coast of Gabon is the Atlantic Ocean, while Equatorial Guinea is on its northwest side. Also surrounded by such Francophone countries as Cameroon and Republic of the Congo, Gabon’s geographic boundaries were drawn in precolonial times by Germany, Spain, and France, which were the three European nations that had a colonial presence, in one way or the other, in the oil-rich country. These same Europeans carved the country in such a way that its size is now estimated to total 267,667 square kilometers (or 103,000 square miles). Gabon is about the size of the American state of Colorado. Though it is small, due to its mineral resources, it is among the richest central African nations. Its equatorial climate has a temperature that averages 26°C (78°F). The Atlantic Ocean and the sizeable Ogooué River combine to irrigate Gabonese soil, giving it fertile land for its prosperous agriculture. That is also why Gabon is known as a country of many waterways. It is, as well, part of the reason for Gabon’s rich and long-standing fishing and timber cultural heritage. Plains, mountains, and plateaus with altitudes that range between 310 and 810 meters cover most of the nation.


Uranium

Like other nations in Central Africa, Gabon has rich uranium deposits. French geologists started to prospect for uranium, used in making atomic devices, in 1947. The country’s Atomic Energy Commission was known to have prompted the prospecting the mineral resource in Gabon and other areas. It was, in fact, in 1956 that a large deposit of uranium was said to have been located at Mounana, about 25 kilometers north of Gabon’s Moanda in the Haut-Ogooué Province, which was once represented in the Gabonese Parliament by young Ali Bongo Ondimba.

Uranium was found to be so profitable in Gabon that, in 1958, the French company known as Compangnie des Mines d’Uranium de Franceville (COMUF) was formed to mine uranium. Similar to several colonial entities in other African nations, the French held 100 percent of the shares of the company. However, by 1990, the Gabonese government acquired 25 percent of the shares. Also, not until 1978, the mined ore was shipped to the DRC, then known as the Republic of the Congo, and from there to the French port of Pointe-Noire.

The ore, in its raw form, was processed in France—one ton yielded 3 kilograms of uranium. Then, in 1978, what was known as a yellowcake plant began the production of a yellowcake that had a uranium metal content of 76 percent. To be able to transport mined ore of the uranium through Gabonese territory for safety reasons, the Transgabonais Railway project to Franceville was completed in December of 1986 and subsequently to the port of Owendo earmarked to receive the uranium’s ore deposits from Gabonese mines. As part of a standing agreement, Gabon gave France the priority in purchasing its rich uranium.



Underneath Gabon’s coastal and offshore areas are well-known sedimentary rocky grounds, which provide the country with its rich petroleum and natural gas deposits. In these areas, Gabon is also blessed with such mineral resources as gold, iron ore, uranium, and manganese, most of which are found in the Precambrian rocky areas of the country.

People and Ethnicity

Several census figures put Gabon’s population at varying numerical strengths but, unlike some African countries in the region, the nation has had relatively peaceful political elections. Between 1921 and the 1960s, the population was estimated at 448,000 people, while the 1993 population was put at 1,314,976 people. However, the census of 2002 reported Gabon’s population as 1,672,597 people. The population figure is also attested by the estimates of the United Nations Population Division, as well as the very reliable CIA country report. Of the total population, 133,000 are immigrants of African origin. There are roughly 20,000 non-Africans in the country, of which 12,000 are French nationals.

By 2005, the Gabonese capital of Libreville had an estimated population of not fewer than 650,000 people. Port-Gentil, the second largest urban area, has a total population of 79,225. The nine other major cities of Gabon—all of which have populations in excess of 10,000 inhabitants—are Franceville, Oyem, Moanda, Mouila, Lambaréné, Tchibanga, Koulamoutou, and Makokou. Like several African nations, Gabon’s population is divided among several ethnic groups, including the Fang, Bopouhou, Nzebi, and Obamba. However, among the most well-known indigenous inhabitants of Gabon are thousands of Pygmies, who reportedly descend from the earliest inhabitants of the place. Of the remaining inhabitants, about 99 percent are known to be of Negroid origin. The population is often divided into eight distinct groups, the largest of which have Bantu ancestry. Sadly, many of the previously known very short (or Pygmylike) indigenous persons are disappearing.

Meanwhile, according to the 1993 census of Gabon, the most populous group is the Fang, constituting 26 percent of the entire populace, while the Bapouhou (also known as Eshira-Punu) are estimated to total 24 percent; the Nzebi make up 12 percent. The smallest group is the Mbede, which is estimated to be 8 percent of the total Gabonese population. The remaining population of about 29 percent is made up of coastal Myene and other indigenous Gabonese people.

Gabonese of Bantu origin began to migrate to what is now called the Republic of Gabon from Cameroon and Eastern Nigeria about 2,000 years ago. Portuguese explorers sighted the coast of Gabon in 1470. They eventually gave Gabon its present name because of the shape of the Río de Como estuary, which reminded them of a gabao, a Portuguese hooded cloak. Also, they founded permanent outposts at the mouth of the Ogooué River, and finding it very much favorable to human habitation, their Bible-carrying missionaries followed shortly thereafter. After the arrival of the Portuguese in sizeable numbers, the region was subsequently visited by the English, Dutch, and French. While the English and Dutch were disinterested in having an active presence in Gabon at the time, major French trading companies in the 17th century did enter the popular and prosperous slave trade in various places on the African continent, including Gabon. Subsequently, French Jesuit (Catholic) missionaries became active along the Gabonese coast during this period, and their influence eventually extended to the powerful native Gabonese kingdoms inland. It is, therefore, not surprising that Christianity is the leading religious community in Gabon, with the Roman Catholic Church the largest Christian denomination.

The sudden abolition of the transatlantic slave trade by France in 1815 caused heavy financial losses to many foreign companies based inside and outside of Gabon. The abolition in itself did not end French interests in Gabon. Instead, it drew armed French shipping vessels to the region to prevent illegal slave trading activities in Gabon. Indeed, the ensuing search by French businessmen for new trade goods gathered such momentum that it led to an active French occupation of the Gabonese coastal ports. The French in 1839 signed a treaty with King Denis of Gabon, whose authority extended beyond what was known as the northern Gabonese coast. As part of the terms of the new Gabonese-French treaty, the African kingdom, in its search for stability and French protection against possible invaders at the time, was virtually delivered to France on a silver platter.

As became apparent later on, the whole exercise involving the Gabonese-French treaty was largely to ensure French protection of the king, his kingdom, and his human subjects. Subsequently, a similar treaty further entrusted France with much of the southern coast below the Ogooué River area. This prompted other coastal chiefs and kings to court French control, as they knew that it would mean sudden protection by armed French vessels. The present capital, Libreville (“free town” in French), was established in 1849 by emancipated slaves, delivered from the hands of the illegal slave traders operating in the region.

After 1847, French explorers planned to enter the hinterland of Gabon. Between 1855 and 1859 Paul du Chaillu, an ambitious French explorer, trekked all the way to the banks of the Ogooué River. There, Du Chaillu sighted a gorilla for the first time, thereby making him the first European to encounter a live gorilla. After his arrival in the area, those who followed his footsteps included Alfred Marche, the Marquis de Compiègne, as well as other French explorers, who made maps of the area’s tributaries.

Meanwhile, between 1876 and 1878, Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza took steps to explore the river’s entire region, whereby he went on in 1880 to establish the place that is today known as Franceville. During the partition of Africa at the 1885 Congress of Berlin, French territorial rights over the area along the banks of the Congo River were recognized, making Gabon, as of 1890, a formal part of the French Congo. Since part of the area had been explored extensively by Brazza, it is no accident that a neighboring city, Brazzaville, is named in his honor. For practical, as well as geographic, purposes Gabon was made a separate administrative area in 1903. By 1910, Gabon as we know it today was reorganized to form an essential portion of a new colony, French Equatorial Africa.

Over 200 years ago, Bantu-speaking people commenced their migration to what is now Gabon from Cameroon and Eastern Nigeria. It was during that time those Portuguese explorers, who had sighted the coast as early as 1470, named Gabon mainly because of the shape of the Río de Como estuary, which reminded them of a “gabao,” a Portuguese hooded cloak. After they founded permanent places of interest along banks of the Ogooué River, Portuguese missionaries followed thereafter. In addition to the French and Portuguese presence in Gabon, Europeans who visited the enclave included the English and Dutch merchants. It was, therefore, in the 17th century that the several French trading companies decided to be part of the slave trading activities. With French Jesuit missionaries being active in the coastal region of Gabon during this period, their influence helped to bring about the abolition of the slave trade by France in 1815, which in fact ruined many merchants; but it did not end French interest in the Gabon coast, as French ships had the duty to prevent the illegal slave trading activities; the search for new products for trade also led to French occupation of the coastal ports.

Gabon’s Postindependence Politics

Gabon has had an association with France since 1910, when the country became one of the four territories of what was known as French Equatorial Africa, a sort of federation that existed in until 1959. On August 17, 1960, Gabon attained her independence from France, and the first elected leader, taking office in 1961, was President Léon M’Ba. The vice president was Omar Bongo Ondimba, popularly known as President Omar Bongo.

President M’Ba came with his own notion of freedom, as he had the press suppressed and political demonstrations were effectively banned. He and his cabinet made sure that freedom of expression was curtailed, with other political parties being gradually erased from existence. The national constitution was rearranged along French lines, whereby power was entrenched in the office of the president.

Very intolerant of opposition, in January 1964, President M’ba dissolved the Gabonese National Assembly (or Parliament). In its place, he planned to put in place a one-party government, similar to what was going on in such socialist countries as Nkrumah’s Ghana and Nyerere’s Tanzania. The Gabonese Armed Forces put in place plans to oust M’Ba in a coup d’état and also planned to restore parliamentary democracy in Gabon. However, the French government disagreed with the army, made up of indigenous soldiers and leaders. Consequently, paratroopers were flown in within 24 hours of the coup to restore M’ba to power. This led to some days of fighting between the pro-French/M’ba segment and the pro-coup leaders, and several opposition leaders were arrested and imprisoned. Making sure of stability and staunch support for M’Ba, French soldiers and paratroopers remained in what is known as Camp de Gaulle, right outside of Libreville, Gabon’s capital.

In 1967, President M’Ba died of natural causes, and Omar Bongo replaced him as president. A year later (in March 1968), President Bongo declared the French-speaking country a one-party state by dissolving the ruling political party (BDG). He established a new party, known as the Parti Democratique Gabonais (PDG). To the surprise of many, President Bongo, in a compromise mood, invited Gabonese from all walks of life, regardless of past political affiliations, to become members of the party.

Meanwhile, President Bongo planned to forge a united front to support his government’s economic policies and development plans. Mr. Bongo did his best to utilize PDG as an effective mechanism for stamping out geographic, regional, and tribal rivalries, which were badly dividing Gabonese politics under his leadership. After Bongo was elected president in February 1975, he took swift steps to abolish the position of vice president. Instead, he created a new position of prime minister, who could not automatically succeed him. Subsequently, Bongo was reelected Gabonese president in both December 1979 and also in November 1986, each time to seven-year terms.

As Richard Grant wrote in Africa: Geographies of Change (2015), Bongo’s reliance on the French increased because he did not have a strong attachment to any of the indigenous ethnic or tribal groups of Gabon. At the time, he needed the French military and other forms of support from France. These became a lot more necessary as economic discontent and calls for political liberalization brought about violent demonstrations and strikes by students and workers in early 1990. As a compromise, President Bongo overlooked the collective grievances of workers and, instead, he negotiated with them on a sector-by-sector basis. In the end, Bongo did make significant wage concessions. Furthermore, he promised to open up the ruling PDG political party, as well as to hold a national conference, which he did in March–April 1990, mainly to discuss Gabon’s future political system. It impressed observers that the PDG and 74 other political organizations attended the conference. Participants were divided into two groups, made up of the ruling PDG and its allies, and the United Front of Opposition Associations and [Political] Parties.

In fact, the April 1990 conference did approve very sweeping political reforms, which included the creation of a national senate as well as the decentralization of the country’s budgetary processes. To please the people, President Bongo’s government passed laws to institute freedom of assembly and of the press. Also, the punitive exit visa requirement was lifted, allowing the Gabonese people to travel freely. In a very swift and shrewd way, President Bongo sought to guide Gabon’s political system’s transformation to a multiparty democracy. Consequently, Mr. Bongo resigned as the PDG chairman and, instead, he and his supporters created a transitional government that was headed by a new prime minister, whose name was Casismir Oye-M’Ba (or Oye-M’ba). The Social Gabonese Democratic Group was formed, which drafted a new national constitution for Gabon in May 1990. Its provisions included a bill of rights coupled with an independent Gabonese judiciary. However, it retained strong executive powers for President Bongo. After a review by a Gabonese constitutional committee and the National Assembly, the new constitution, in March 1991, became the law of the land.

Born in Bongoville, Gabon, on December 30, 1935, President Omar Bongo Ondimba ruled Gabon for 41 years (from 1967 until he died in 2009). His three children were from three wives, with his surviving wife being Gabonese first lady Edith Lucie Bongo, who was married to him from 1990 to 2009. Upon his death in 2009 in Barcelona, Spain, where he was seeking medical treatment, his oldest child, Ali Bongo Ondimba (born February 9, 1959)—who had been well educated in Europe and also in the United States—was favored by the Gabonese armed forces to succeed his father. Ali Bongo Ondimba was installed as president on October 16, 2009, as the head of the PDG. He had held several key positions under his father’s leadership, including minister of foreign affairs (1989–2001); elected deputy in Gabon’s National Assembly (1991–1999); and minister of defense (1999–2009).

Ali Bongo Ondimba converted to Islam in 1973. Known to be a pop fan, in February 1992 he organized a visit to Gabon by the pop star Michael Jackson, an event that made him very popular among Gabonese youth. Another event that gave him visibility in Gabonese affairs was his 1996 appointment as president of the Higher Council of Gabon (known in French as Conseil superieur des affaires islamiques du Gabon, or CSAIG). He also remained a member of parliament, although he faced stiff opposition in the 1996 parliamentary elections.

Ali Bongo Ondimba was elected vice president of the PDG, a move that made critics see Ali as a successor to his father. When Omar Bongo died on June 8, 2009, Ali Bongo, in a televised address to the nation, asked for “calm and serenity of heart and reverence to preserve the unity and peace so dear to our late father.” Ali Bongo Ondimba has remained Gabon’s president since 2009. He is credited in being a unifier as well as establishing scholarships for young Gabonese to be trained overseas. He and his wife, Sylvia Valentin, have four children, Malika, Noreddin, Jalil, and Bilal.

Gabon’s Youth: An Innovation in African Politics

Within Gabon’s total population are over 200,000 college-level youngsters, who are benefitting from the country’s ANBG scholarship agency as they study locally at the Omar Bongo University, as well as at various overseas colleges and universities. Also, within the population are over 50,000 professionals and scholars, who benefit from international exchanges in such Western countries as the United States, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom.

As the well-respected Africawatch Magazine of New York heralded in its October 2014 issue, there is a unique collaborative exchange between the Republic of Gabon and the U.S.-based University of Oregon in Eugene. For that exchange, the Gabon-Oregon Center for Transnational Research Center on Environment and Development was created in the spring of 2013. Simply dubbed the Gabon-Oregon Center, the well-delineated center was formally ushered into operation in the fall of 2012, when the University of Oregon’s Equity and Inclusion vice president Yvette M. Alex-Assensoh (the lead coauthor of this chapter) led a three-person delegation from Eugene to visit Libreville for the sole purpose of signing an agreement with Gabon’s Ministry of Higher Education. Other members of the Oregon delegation were International Affairs vice provost Dennis Galvan, University of Oregon Foundation chief investment officer Jay Namyet, and International Advancement vice president John Manotti.

As a valued exchange program, the Gabonese government has provided seed funding of US$20 million. The uniqueness of the current partnership between Gabon and the University of Oregon stems from various reasons. For example, the then Gabon-based U.S. ambassador Eric Benjaminson, a graduate of University of Oregon, played an active role to ensure that the partnership, and the center created to house it, have the blessing of the state of Oregon and the U.S. State Department. As Africawatch Magazine underscored in its published “Special Report,” which was titled “Gabon-Oregon Cooperation: A Unique Collaboration for Progress,” the uniqueness also includes the fact that this particular global agreement calls for the linking of students as well as scholars and practitioners from the Republic of Gabon and the state of Oregon for the important purpose of utilizing comparative analytical tools to approach (or address) important sustainable developmental challenges, which are specific in nature and unique in context to Gabon and Oregon.

Unlike other known, similar partnerships that left African countries bitter or resentful, efforts have been made to ensure that there is balanced or equal partnership in the Gabon-Oregon Center arrangement; hence the uniqueness, again, includes the fact that two executive directors—with either substantive or bona fide status—have been appointed to head the two created offices, one in Libreville and the other in Eugene. The centers are, respectively, headed in Eugene by former U.S. ambassador Eric Benjaminson and Dr. Francis Bivigou, who is a biomedical engineer and researcher. Furthermore, the leaders of the partnership have taken steps to make sure that there is real or true north-south partnership as the center develops research on sustainable developmental challenges with an applied nuance.

With the formal launching of the Gabon-Oregon Center (GOC) in the spring of 2013 came expanded collaborative endeavors, which in fact include faculty as well as student exchanges. At the faculty level was a delegation of campus officials and students from the Libreville-based Omar Bongo University, which arrived in June of 2014 at the University of Oregon for the expressed purpose of familiarizing itself with GOC’s overall operations in order to earmark areas for meaningful collaboration. With part of its funding coming from the ANGT agency of Gabon, the delegation interacted with students and faculty of University of Oregon, especially those in the Urban Design Laboratory of the Eugene campus. The visit of the Gabonese delegation was in reciprocal terms because, earlier in the year in the spring of 2014, there were visits of scientists, students, and faculty from University of Oregon to Omar Bongo University and other research centers in Gabon. Africanwatch Magazine reported that faculty members from Oregon State University, Portland State University, and University of Oregon collaborated in a May 2014 planning session that was earmarked for possible cooperative ventures in a nature conservatory’s project to study and improve the sustainable management of the Ogooué River Basin, a project that is supported by the GOC.

To make sure that young Gabonese as well as their faculty mentors benefit in totality from the GOC arrangement, similar to what happens in other similar arrangements, major innovative projects have been floated for the administrative supervision of the center’s Libreville and Eugene offices. They include an urban sustainability project in Libreville as well as in other geographic spots inside Gabon, particularly in the areas of ethnobotany and anthelmintic drug development, the Ogooué River Basin sustainable management programs, and a subsoil microbial biodiversity project. As part of the innovative ventures, to benefit Gabonese as well as Oregonian youth, was a reciprocal visit of students and faculty members from University of Oregon’s Urban Design Laboratory to similar research centers on the Omar Bongo University, which was named in honor of Gabon’s late President Omar Bongo; another visit took place with nine advanced Gabonese students traveling to the University of Oregon in the summer of 2014, while there are subsequent plans for the fall of 2014 for Urban Design Laboratory students and faculty members from Eugene to return to Gabon as part of a final end-of-year presentations within the collaboration.

All of the aforementioned programs have gone a long way in strengthening the created working and educational relationship between Gabonese citizens and the students and faculty of the University of Oregon. Apart from sustainable ventures created within the center and its agreement with Gabonese leaders, the University of Oregon School of Law and their Omar Bongo University counterparts have also benefitted from the ventures. Apart from the Fall 2012 agreement that created the Gabon-Oregon Center, there was also the separate agreement of June 10, 2011, which ushered in a formal agreement for the Gabon scholarship agency—which is known as ANBG and for several years headed by director-general Jean–Francois Thardin—to sponsor several young college-age Gabonese students to study at the University of Oregon.

In one of the initial reports on the students sent to the headquarters of ANBG in Gabon in June of 2013, University of Oregon International Affairs vice provost Dennis Galvan wrote: “We are proud to train Gabonese students at our university and to develop new opportunities for them to study in conformity with the advancement of our goals in terms of research. Our program offers academic, cultural and housing support to help the students integrate the University of Oregon campus and familiarize themselves with their studies” (University of Oregon vice provost’s letter dated June 6, 2013, page 1). Very importantly, it is arranged in such a manner that the Gabonese students studying at the University of Oregon have an affinity with the existing arrangements. For example, each Gabonese student is following a subject major that closely matches the focus of the Gabon-Oregon collaboration.

Also, through orientations and programmatic awareness, the students have been made to recognize the importance of their studies on the University of Oregon campus and how, eventually, they can apply what they are studying in Oregon to their professional careers back in Gabon. For the further stability and other benefits of the Gabonese students, as the study in Oregon, it has been devised for them to have their regular academic advisers in their various academic departments. Other than that, anthropology professor and University of Oregon African Studies Program director Stephen Wooten became their first primary program adviser and mentor, whereby he met with the students on a weekly basis to make sure that they were on track with their studies. He also made sure about their housing, administrative, health, and a few other campus needs were addressed. The students also had a peer student adviser in Laurette Garner. Professor Wooten was succeeded as a mentor by Ghana-born Emeritus Courtesy Professor A. B. Assensoh (co author of this chapter).

On the African continent, where pilfering and waste of national resources are commonplace in several countries, Gabon is showing a shining example by making sure that viable collaborative agreements are put in place to benefit its youth and other professionals. It is, therefore, not surprising that, in his June 2013 report, vice provost Galvan assured the Gabonese government, through the ANBG scholarship officials, in the following words: “The Gabonese students look forward to obtaining their degrees and plan to apply their University of Oregon (UO) education to the development of their country. The University of Oregon is proud to be a part of this scholarship program and is open to receiving more students from Gabon in the future, should ANBG decide to send [additional] students here” (University of Oregon vice provost’s letter to ANBG, June 6, 2013, page 2).

Languages

French is the official language of Gabon, as well as the medium in which instruction is provided in schools. Most years since the World War II era, only a small percentage of Gabonese educational institutions were providing instruction in French. However, government employees were required to learn and speak French. By 1970, many people spoke French and, by the 1990s, about 65 percent of the population was French literate.

Gabonese indigenous languages have remained mainly Bantu. The languages’ history dates back to not less than 6,000 years ago. Unfortunately, while French was both spoken and written, the Bantu languages were only spoken. By the 1840s, Western Christian missionaries in Gabon started to transcribe such indigenous languages as Mpongwe, Dikele, Benga, and Fang; they did so by using the Latin alphabet. Gabon’s Ministry of Education and Omar Bongo University have intensified efforts to sponsor research on such indigenous languages as those spoken by Bantu and Pygmy peoples.

In fact, further efforts have been made to teach indigenous languages in secondary schools. That has been intensified in spite of the lack of resources to expand the efforts; the Gabonese government, in its Pan-African posture, is interested in one day adopting an indigenous language as its lingua franca.

Religion

Gabon has Christian as well as Islamic and Traditional Religions. All Bantu religions are described in traditional terms, because the speakers were nonliterate. Also, they do not present rituals and beliefs in sacred ways like the other religions. However, all the Bantu-speaking peoples recognize the existence of a Supreme Being. Interestingly, unlike Christians, the indigenous people do not see their Supreme Being as taking human form.

About 73 percent of the total population is Christian. Most of them are members of the Roman Catholic denomination. In terms of the 12 percent of Gabonese who adhere to the Islamic faith, most of them are of foreign origin. Statistically, 10 percent of the population practices what are considered to be Traditional indigenous religions. The many Christians and Muslims also incorporate some aspects of Traditional Religions. Meanwhile, it is known that 5 percent of the Gabonese population are atheists, having no religious affiliation.

The Gabonese constitution protects freedom of religion, and that right is generally respected in practice. While religious organizations are not required to have formal registration documents from the central government, many do so in order to be assured of full protection of their constitutional rights. For example, since 1970 the government has banned the registration of Jehovah’s Witnesses, although the same government, for fear of international outcry, has allowed the sect to assemble and practice their faith. In fact, certain Christian and Muslim holidays are celebrated as national holidays.

Also, Gabonese, like other Africans, believe in ancestral worship, as well as in spirits. Hence, they have the belief that the world is populated by invisible spirits. Another aspect of their traditional worship is secret initiation societies for men and women. Among the most prominent of these initiations is that of Bwiti of the Mitsogo, which makes its initiating youth hallucinate. Among the Mitsogo and Apindji can also be found the largest secret female society, known as Ndjembe. It is the most popular such society among the Gabonese people. Even among Gabonese Muslims and Christians, one can find evidence of belief in Traditional Religions.

Social Customs

Historically, Gabonese people traditionally have possessed social organization based on kinship. Within clans are ethnic or tribal entities. Customarily, there are the Orungu, who are based in Cape Lopez, and the Vili of the coastal area of Loango, who have central monarchical dynasties. Among them, customs and traditions governed social behavior, but secret societies of both men and women enforced the decisions of the elders whenever that became necessary. Although the slave trade is supposed to have been abolished by international treaties, by custom, Gabonese society practices domestic slavery, where enslaved persons come from other ethnic groups, rather than from within one’s own group. These customary practices gave some Western scholars the impression that Africans were involved in their own enslavement. Meanwhile, in Gabon today, there are social classes that are based on economic and educational factors. In that context, Gabonese with limited education tend to serve in menial and agricultural positions. However, well-educated Gabonese form the bureaucratic class that serves and earns its keep through governmental employment.
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A Bwiti ceremony in Libreville. Bwiti is a spiritual discipline popular especially among the Babongo and Mitsogo peoples. Ceremonies like these sometimes incorporate elements of Christianity or Islam. (Emilie Chaix/Photononstop/Corbis)

In Gabon today, old age, disability, and survivor pensions can be received by all employees, and they are funded by contributions from employees and employers. Specifically, there are systems for Gabonese civil servants, the self-employed, military personnel, and state-contracted workers. Also available in Gabon’s social system are such benefits as maternity and medical coverage and workers’ compensation. A family allowance is available to all salaried workers with children under the age of 16. Agricultural workers and subsistence farmers are not covered by these programs. Compared to those other African countries, Gabonese women have many legal protections and participate in business and politics, although they face discrimination in many areas. Polygamy is still common, and the property rights of women in polygamous marriages are limited. By Gabonese law, women are required to obtain permission from their husbands before doing certain things, including leaving the country. Unfortunately, domestic abuse is prevalent, especially in rural areas of Gabon. There is limited legal and medical assistance for rape victims.

Most of the health services in Gabon are public, but there are some private institutions. In fact, the best known is the hospital established in 1913 in Lambaréné by Albert Schweitzer with some of the proceeds from his Nobel Peace Prize award. The hospital is now partially subsidized by the Gabonese government. Gabon’s medical infrastructure is considered one of the best in Africa. Hence by 1985, there were 28 hospitals, 87 medical centers, and 312 infirmaries and dispensaries in the country to serve the citizenry. Also, as of 2004, there were an estimated 29 physicians per 100,000 people. Approximately 90 percent of the population had access to health care services. In the year 2000, about 70 percent of the population of Gabon had access to safe drinking water and 21 percent had adequate sanitation.

Lifestyle, Leisure, and Employment

In Gabon, the lifestyles of the people depend on educational attainment. That is why census figures have shown that most persons remain in fields like agriculture and even mining. For example, in the 1970s, it was known that almost 300,000 Gabonese were involved in the agricultural sector, while not less than 60,000 were in forestry, mining, and construction.

As of the 1990s, the number of Gabonese employed by the central government had risen to 40,000, and they included teachers in schools and state employees of the parastatals. Unskilled and skilled Gabonese have often provided the requisite employable skills in the area of forestry, mining, and construction. French experts continue to fill the top echelons of available jobs.

Statistically, the long-time domination of the economy by Europeans prevented the development of the Gabonese bourgeoisie during the colonial period. However, since the country’s independence, an economically independent class has emerged, primarily in the area of urban and real estate investment. Gabon’s postcolonial economic expansion has been a blessing for much of the indigenous populace, improving their lifestyles.

In terms of leisure, Gabonese nationals compete with their French counterparts in enjoying the beautiful coastal areas, beaches, and botanical gardens developed as tourist attractions. High-paid citizens of Gabon also save funds for overseas trips, which include holidays in France and other Western capitals. Others travel simply for medical checkups and treatment of ailments that local (Gabonese) medical personnel cannot easily treat, mainly due to lack of adequate medical supplies.
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A child suffering from fever is examined at Albert Schweitzer Hospital in Lambarene. Since 2008, the government of Gabon has been in the process of expanding health insurance coverage to an ever greater segment of the population. (Celia Lebur/AFP/Getty Images)

Gabon’s per capita income is over four times that of most sub-Saharan African countries, thanks to its oil wealth. Consequently, over 50 percent of Gabon’s GDP comes from petroleum and mining production, and the petroleum industry generates 80 percent of export earnings and more than 50 percent of government revenues. The manufacturing sector accounts for 60 percent of GDP overall and services account for 30 percent. Inefficient parastatal enterprises restrain private sector growth. Gabon received close to 22 percent of its total revenues from state-owned enterprises and government ownership of property in 2000. As of 2005, fewer than 10 state-owned enterprises had been completely privatized since 1997.

Gabon, like several African countries, faces high labor costs and an unskilled workforce, and poor fiscal management continues to inhibit economic growth. In 2000, the government signed an agreement with the Paris Club to reschedule its total official debt. However, since the country’s per capita income is higher than the eligibility levels set by the World Bank/IMF Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative, it failed to qualify for debt relief under that program in 2003.

The lifestyles of the people of Gabon have been affected by national events. The World Bank, for example, has reported that, in 1990, household consumption in Gabon totaled $2.96 billion or about $2,202 per capita based on a GDP of $6.1 billion, measured in current dollars. Household consumption includes expenditures of individuals, households, and nongovernmental organizations on goods and services, excluding purchases of dwellings. It was estimated that between 1990 and 2003, household consumption grew at an average annual rate of 2.2 percent. In 2001, it was estimated that approximately 40 percent of household consumption was spent on food, 9 percent on fuel, 3 percent on health care, and 7 percent on education.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Conventional historiography has depicted women as few in number and of limited influence in African colonial towns. Also, bride-wealth has become the avenue for part of the country’s crucial economic activity, as Gabonese men and women work to earn incomes to be able to facilitate interpersonal relationships. Sexual and domestic relationships with European men allowed some African women to achieve a greater degree of economic and social mobility. An eventual decline of marriage rates resulted in new sexual mores, as women and men sought to rebalance the roles of pleasure, respectability, and legality in having sex outside of kin-sanctioned marriage.

An author who writes extensively on marriage and conjugal rights is Rachel Jean-Baptiste. The discourse on sexuality in Africa challenges conventional understandings of urban history beyond the study of the built environment. Marriage and sexual relations determine how people define themselves as urbanites and shape the shifting physical landscape of Libreville. Jean-Baptiste’s book Conjugal Rights takes a fresh look at questions of the historical construction of race and ethnicity. Despite the efforts of the French colonial government and society to enforce boundaries between black and white, interracial sexual and domestic relationships persisted. Black and métisse women gained economic and social capital from these relationships, a situation that allows some measure of freedom in the country.

Cuisine

Gabon has cooking traditions that the citizenry pride themselves in. There are, therefore, specific cooked foods and dishes associated with the country. French cuisine is supposed to be more prevalent than the others, especially when it comes to dishes in large cities. It is in the rural areas that staples like cassava, plantains, corn, and yams dominate the menu. The meat products at dining tables include chicken as well as fish, bushmeats like hunted antelope, and wild boar.

For those who care for fruits, the famous ones are mangoes, guavas, coconuts, avocado, and peanuts. At restaurants, typical menus generally include atanga, a boiled meal that is often spread on bread; beignets, a doughnutlike fried pastry; fufu, made with pounded cassava or yam; nyembwe, chicken with pine nuts; mustard chicken prepared with garlic; meat stews; and Congo chewies, which originated from the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Also, French influence can be seen in the number of restaurants that serve French cuisine.

However, typical local Gabonese cuisine is based on the staples of cassava, rice, and manioc paste. Proteins include fish, which are found plentifully in the coastal areas, antelope, porcupine, wild boar, and even different types of snakes. Also popular are tropical fruits like bananas, sugarcane, and pineapples. Although Gabonese food is known to be delicious, the people of Gabon prefer an assortment of meals in the cafes and restaurants. Therefore, these establishments serve African cuisine from Senegal, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Cameroon.

Very often, Gabon ingredients include plantains and cassava, used to make what is known as fufulike starchy foods that are often fermented, and cooked cassava dough that is served with grilled meat and sauces. The tasty traditional meats that are available include hunted bushmeat from Gabonese forests, which is cooked with a variety of local ingredients and served with such side dishes as spinach, tomato, peppers, chilies, onions, and peanut butter. A popular dish is groundnut stew, prepared with chicken, cut okra, and ginger, which are mixed with a variety of spices. Tasty favorite meals are bambara (a groundnut) and rice porridge, eaten over peanut butter and sugar.

Residents who are not interested in hunted meat often prefer chicken dishes. Ordinarily, game meat meals are made from slaughtered or hunted crocodile, monkey, antelope, and warthog. Apart from the use of berbere (powdered red pepper) in various Gabonese dishes, there are also a variety of other spices. Spiced and clarified butter are often used together with a variety of spices. Very frequently, several Gabonese dishes are served at tables, including injera, a flat, pancake like bread, which is always included. For tasty meals, stew or wat dishes have become the mainstay of Gabonese cuisine. There are also very often meat-, grain-, or vegetable-based meals. These are often prepared with many of different spices, though the hotness is often moderated, especially if restaurants and cafes have tourists in mind.

Gabonese cuisine has variety, which accounts for its deliciousness. For example, there is a diversity of vegetables and cereals in Gabon that are regularly used in cooking. However, as Gabonese are quick to explain, there are no specific or unique preparation methods for Gabonese cooking. However, it is expected that all cooks pay attention to detail, which is very important in the Gabonese cuisine. There is what is known as Gabonia cuisine, which uses elements from various cooking traditions that have been borrowed from neighboring African countries but has developed over time from the traditional dishes of the Gabonese people. They also borrow from non-African sources, including British or French cuisine.

Above all, in Gabonese cooking it is very important to use the right amount of spices, to give the meal flavor and coloring. Also, Gabonese cuisine is such that each traditional dish has a special cooking method, a practice that varies from region to region in the country. However, meat is one of the main elements of most Gabon dishes. Muslims avoid ham and pork products. Overall, the visual attractiveness of each dish is very important, but it is also a fact that all of these details depend on geographic location. Though game meat is popular, the Ebola pandemic may discourage many African countries from the use of bushmeat in their cuisine, no matter how popular it is.

Dress

Gabonese, as citizens of the former French colony located on the western coast of Central Africa, have grown accustomed to Western-style clothing. Even their casual outfits happen to be very rich when it comes to African cultural standards. Gabonese women, too, usually wear modern dresses and skirts. Usually the dresses have beautifully embroidered designs. Casually, Gabonese men wear jeans and T-shirts, unless they have errands to run or meetings to attend for which they may have a jacket on hand. Often, the everyday dress of civil servants differs dramatically from the dress of private employees. For example, in offices, Gabonese workers mostly dress in business suits, often black or dark. Women wear very colorful business suits, as well as skirts. While casual clothing is worn by both men and women outside the office, there are also traditional dresses like the boubou, which is a flowing wrap-robe like Nigeria’s agbada, often of knee length.

Traditional dresses are preferred at customary or traditional events, including customary or civil marriages and parties. Those who choose to marry in mosques often dress in Islamic clothing.

Sports and Games

The Gabonese people are very competitive in sporting events. Apart from in 1976 and 1980, Gabon has always fielded Olympic teams, including at the 2012 Olympic Games in London. It was, indeed, Gabon’s ninth Olympic appearance. The reason that Gabon did not attend the Montreal (1976) and Moscow (1980) games was because of African- and American-led boycotts.

Gabonese officials usually set up the Gabon Olympic Committee, known in French as the Comité Olympique Gabonais. Gabon won its first Olympic medal at the London games, when Gabon’s tae kwon do super heavyweight Anthony Obame won silver. He lost narrowly to Carlos Molfetta of Italy, but the Gabonese nation celebrated the silver medal win.

Gabon, as an African Union country, participates fully in the continental African Nations’ Soccer Cup tournaments. There, the country has always shown its soccer mettle. Other areas of sporting interests have included boxing, tennis, and swimming.

Festivals and Holidays

Gabon is a predominantly Christian country. Therefore, Christian religious celebrations are widely observed throughout Gabon. These are recognized alongside Muslim observances like Ramadan. For Christians, Christmas and the New Year are two widely anticipated public events in Gabon. They are marked by very elaborate festivities, as well as very colorful traditions, musical interventions, extravagant parties, festive buffets, street marches, and general merriment. Apart from the publicly acknowledged holidays, cultural festivities are also avenues for elaborate parties among the people of Gabon. As stated in some of their tourist brochures, the people of Gabon are known to hold their lifestyles in high regard.

Apart from Gabonese national holidays and the observances, very important festivals are held to mark different aspects of Gabonese culture. They include Les Nuits Atypiques de Mighoma, Festival Akini-a-loubou, and Gabon’s Gabao Hip-Hop Festival, which is celebrated in the Gabon-Estuaire region and the capital of Libreville annually on February 25.

The Gabon music festival is usually organized by the cultural group known as Afrik’Aktion, which also has a presence in nearby French-speaking countries, including Cameroon, the Republic of Congo, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Central African Republic, and the Republic of Guinea. As an event, the festival attracts a very impressive array of local, national, and overseas-based hip-hop artists who gather to perform some of their latest artistic forms. In the capital of Libreville, a five-day festival—which is held from May 9 to 14 of each year—is what is known as Festival Akini-a-loubou. It is made up of contemporary dance and music. It is such a popular festival that, on its own, it attracts performers from all over the African continent and beyond. The participating artists come from Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad, Cameroon, the Republic of the Congo, Gabon, and even France. An intellectual aspect of the event takes place when participants plan well-delineated creative workshops at the French Arts Center in Libreville.

Among national holidays is one held on each March 12 to celebrate the founding of the ruling political party, the Gabonese Democratic Party (PDG). However, since 1990 Gabon has a multiparty political system. Also, celebrations are held on August 17 of each year to mark Gabon’s attainment of independence from France in 1960. Parades, fireworks, and other events are held to celebrate the momentous occasion, which the president and other leading officials of Gabon attend. Also, a national holiday is declared in observance of the day. There is also the Mighoma Music Festival, which is held in Mighoma during the last week of August each year. It celebrates traditional music from the Nyanga area of Gabon. It usually also showcases vocal performances, as well as classic and modern instruments, rituals, and many other musical presentations.

Music and Dance

Thematically, Gabonese music has a traditional base, and it is dominated by Bantu musicians. It is similar to the music of Bantu people of Southern Africa, especially in form and genre. An aspect of the music is vocal, which is usually performed with an accompaniment of string instruments, as well as drums, wooden flutes, and xylophones.

Also, Gabonese music benefits a lot from the eight-stringed harp of the Bakele people, which is a mouth-resonated musical bow of the Mylene and Mitsogo. The Fang people’s instrument, known as the mvet, is like a calabash that provides a chamber for its various strings. Meanwhile, the Bantu people generally utilize chants and songs, which are in fixed form, but with traditional themes for both vocals as well as instrumentals.

When it comes to dance in Gabon, the Fan are known to be adept, as they have liturgical ceremonies involving dance and music. The Pygmies have vocal music that is very much similar to the music of hunting groups throughout the continent. Like the highlife genre of Nigeria and Ghana, the Gabonese have developed popular songs that reflect traditional and Western influences. Such musical forms are accompanied by the use of flutes, guitars, and percussion.

Radio, television, and professional recording are venues through which music becomes widely known among the general public. One of the most popular musical figures in Gabon is Pierre Akendengue, who has achieved national and international fame for over four decades. Others include Josephine Kama and Patience Dabany.

Visual Art

Fang art represents most of the visual art forms in the Republic of Gabon. Typical of Fang work are what is known as bieri, boxes containing the skulls and bones of deceased ancestors and carved with figures intended to represent their protective influence. Fang masks, such as those worn by itinerant troubadours and for hunting and punishing sorcerers, are painted white with facial features outlined in black. Also, the art of the Ogowe tribal people, particularly those known as the Mpongwe, is closely tied to death rituals. Their masks, painted white to symbolize death, represent dead female ancestors, though they are worn by male relatives of the deceased.
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A wooden bieri head, indicative of the Fang artistic tradition. These carvings are intended to be seated atop bark boxes containing the bones of deceased ancestors and are meant to represent their protective influence. (Heritage Images/Corbis)

The people known as Kota create stylistically unique reliquary figures called mbulu-ngulu, which are covered with a sheet of brass or copper. Like the Fang, the Kota people keep the skulls and bones of ancestors in containers, which consist of a basket that is surmounted by the carved figure.

Architecture and Housing

Gabonese credit institutions make small loans to homeowners for the repair of existing houses, and larger loans are given for the construction of new houses. Unfortunately, in Gabon, the cost of homeownership and maintenance of houses is still beyond the reach of most average citizens. Due to their higher credit rating, salaried civil servants and employees of trading companies receive most of the loans.

The Gabonese government has encouragingly established a national habitation fund, and there have been a number of urban renewal projects. For example, as of 2000, 73 percent of urban and 55 percent of rural dwellers had access to improved water sources. Furthermore, about 25 percent of urban and 4 percent of rural dwellers had access to improved sanitation systems. It has been estimated that the housing deficit within present-day Libreville alone is about 100,000 dwellings.

Although there are apartment buildings for rental purposes, it is estimated that most houses in Gabon are constructed and earmarked for family occupancy.

Education, Libraries, and Literature

Gabon’s educational system is patterned on that of France, but changes are being introduced gradually to make sure that the curricula at various levels are adapted to local needs and traditions. Toward that end, the Gabonese government of President Ali Bongo gives high priority to education, especially the construction of rural schools. Unlike several African countries, education is free and compulsory between the ages of 6 and 16. As arranged, primary school education takes five years of study, after which students choose either to follow general secondary courses or programs of technical school rigor, each of which takes seven years to complete. The academic year runs from October to June of each year, and the primary language of instruction is French. However, young students in elementary and secondary schools, unlike their parents and grandparents, are required to learn English as well.

In 2001, about 13 percent of children between the ages of three and five were enrolled in some type of preschool program. Primary school enrollment in 2001 was estimated at about 78 percent of age-eligible students. The same year, enrollment in secondary schools was at less than 50 percent of age-eligible students. It is estimated that about 74 percent of all students complete their primary education. The student-to-teacher ratio for primary school was at about 49:1 in 2003; the ratio for secondary school was about 28:1. In 2003, private schools accounted for about 29 percent of primary school enrollment and 30 percent of secondary enrollment.

The Omar Bongo University at Libreville has faculties of law, sciences, and letters; teachers’ training colleges; and schools of law, engineering, forestry and hydraulics, administration, and management. In 1999, about 7 percent of the tertiary-age population were required to be enrolled in some type of higher education program. The adult literacy rate for 1995 was estimated at about 63.2 percent, with 73.7 percent literacy among men and 53.3 percent among women. As of 2003, public expenditure on education was estimated at 3.9 percent of GDP.

Since every successful educational program needs a well-equipped library, the National Library Board was established in 1969 to take care of library needs. Within it have been established a National Archives (since 1969), as well as a Documentation Center that was established in 1980. So far, there is a total collection of books and documents of 25,000 volumes. The library of the Omar Bongo University in Libreville has 12,000 volumes. The Information Center Library in Libreville has 3,500 volumes. There are also American and French cultural centers in Libreville, both of which house modest collections of books. There is a well-stocked Museum of Arts and Traditions at Libreville, which is seen as a general interest museum, and the National Museum of Gabon is also in Libreville.

Media

Like several other African countries, the government of Gabon has a strong stake in and influence over the media. That is why, since the 1970s, the country has had a very popular daily newspaper known as L’Union, which is based in Libreville. In this publication the government of President Ali Bongo maintains three-quarters of the shares.

When it was evident that the government had relaxed restrictions on the press and that there was ample freedom of the press under Western-educated president Ali Bongo, there emerged in the 1990s a surge in the establishment of independent newspapers. On the part of the government, its officially owned Agence Gabonaise de Presse introduced Gabon Matin, a daily bulletin that reaches a large segment of the populace, including government officials.

There are also such foreign-owned entities as Agence France Press and Reuters of the United Kingdom. In Libreville, Radiodiffusion-Televison Gabonaise, which is state owned, owns and operates radio and TV stations in Libreville, Port-Gentil, and Franceville. There are also provincial radio stations. Gabon’s black-and-white TV dates back to the 1950s, while its color television has been in operation since 1975. A second color TV network began its operations in the fall of 1975.

For several years after its establishment, Gabonese television did not have reception beyond Libreville, Kango, and the Ogooué River area. However, by 1980, there had been an improvement, and the whole country began to enjoy television. A competitive television station, which is part of a Pan-African network known as Tele-Africa, started its operations in Libreville, and it impressively stays in operation 24 hours a day. Canal France international programs started to be broadcast in Gabon in 1990.

President Omar Bongo personally encouraged the establishment in 1981 of the powerful Africa No. 1 shortwave station, which is as powerful in transmission as the Voice of America. The new station has been able to broadcast to no fewer than 14 Francophone nations. Other stations providing radio services are Radio France International and Radio Japan.

While the various stations have programs mainly in French, it was in 1987 that Africa No. 1 Radio started to broadcast daily news bulletins in English. Also, by 1992, the radio station had begun to broadcast its programs on 107.6 FM to Paris, and it is considered an important avenue through which French cultural heritage is being spread throughout Gabon.

Meanwhile, the Ministry of Information, Posts, and Telecommunications has been established to provide domestic services for Gabon, but it also participates in international services. That is why there are direct radio-telephone communications with Paris and other overseas areas. In 2003, there were an estimated 29 landline telephones for every 1,000 people. The same year, there were approximately 224 mobile phones in use for every 1,000 people.

In Gabon, Radio-Diffusion Télévision Gabonaise, which is owned and operated by the government, broadcasts in French and Gabon’s indigenous languages. Color television broadcasts have been introduced in major cities. Furthermore, in 2003, census and statistical numbers showed that there were an estimated number of 488 radios and 308 television sets for every 1,000 people. Additionally, no fewer than 11.5 of every 1,000 people were cable subscribers. However, in 2003, there were 22.4 personal computers for every 1,000 people and, indeed, 26 of every 1,000 people had access to the Internet. In Gabon, there were a total of six secure Internet servers for the use of the citizenry.

Gabon has developed its media to a high level with advanced technology and training of its practitioners. Serving the country’s immediate interests as a national press service is the Gabonese Press Agency, which publishes a daily newspaper, known as Gabon-Matin, with a total circulation of 18,000 as of 2002. L’Union in Libreville, the government-controlled daily newspaper, had an average daily circulation of 40,000 in 2002. Also, there is the weekly called Gabon d’Aujourdhui, which is published by the Ministry of Communications. There are about nine privately owned periodicals, which are either independent or affiliated with political parties in Gabon. Foreign newspapers are available, and they are mainly from France, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Admirably, the constitution of Gabon makes room for free speech and a free press, and the government has announced publicly that it supports these rights. Hence, several periodicals actively criticize the government.
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The Gambia
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Quick Facts

Capital: Banjul: (28,000)

Major Cities: Banjul (28,000); Serrekunda (336, 000); Brikama (70,000 approx.)

Population: 1.8 million

Languages: Mandinka, Fula, Wolof, Jola, Serahule, Serere, Manjago, Bambara, Aku

Government: Authoritarian Single-Party

Ethnic Groups: Mandinka (42 percent); Fula (18 percent); Wolof (16 percent); Jola (10 percent); Serahule (9 percent); Aku (1 percent)

Religions: Islam (90 percent); Christianity (9 percent); African Traditional Religions (1 percent)



Introduction

Background: Geography and Ethnolinguistic Groups

The Republic of the Gambia is the official name of Africa’s smallest state, which encompasses approximately 4,000 square miles—roughly the size of the state of Delaware in the United States. It is surrounded by the Atlantic seaboard and almost entirely by its much larger neighbor Senegal, a former French colony. The Senegalese and Gambians are fundamentally the same people; they speak roughly the same languages and share religious and other cultural attributes. In Gambia, the Mandinka are the majority ethnic group, composing roughly 42 percent of the population, followed by the Fula (18 percent), Wolof (16 percent), and Serahule (10 percent).

The remaining ethnic groups include the Jola, Serer, Manjago, Aku, and others. Partly because of Gambia’s linguistic diversity English serves as its official language even though as many as 16 indigenous languages are spoken in the country. While 90 percent of Gambia’s population is Muslim, it is also home to a growing Christian population (9 percent) and a small cohort of traditional worshipers (1 percent).

In the 18th century, British interest in the Gambia River, a waterway that empties into the Atlantic Ocean and is navigable for 300 miles, led to the establishment of the British colony and the protectorate around the meandering contours. One purpose of the colony and protectorate was to ward off French and Portuguese competition. Thus, the Gambia River, as well as the country itself, is only 300 miles long and 15 miles wide at its widest point. Because of Gambia’s proximity to Europe and North America, it was an important source and transit point for enslaved Africans in the 1800s.

Gambia regained its political independence in 1965. Concerns about its economic viability as a country immediately surfaced. Several efforts to integrate this tiny country into Senegal failed for multiple reasons. The desire of an emerging elite to safeguard the soon-to-be independent colony’s autonomy and to maintain British legal and education systems were primary reasons for the failure of the integration scheme. Despite these reservations over the newly independent state’s viability (or perhaps because of them), its founding president Sir Dawda K. Jawara crafted modest economic development goals predicated on improving basic education, health care, infrastructure, and democracy. In time, the country gained international acclaim for its free market economy and democratic system at a time when much of the continent was mired in political instability and military dictatorships.

The Peoples Progressive Party (PPP) under President Jawara was returned to office five consecutive times in national elections until 1992. Yet, partly because of Jawara’s long 30-year tenure—or overstay, his critics contend—he and the PPP drew much criticism for economic mismanagement, which resulted in the drastic erosion of confidence in President Jawara and the ruling PPP. Subsequent popular grievances arising from perceived corruption and economic mismanagement combined with frustrations of young military officers over low salaries and lack of promotion opportunities culminated in a coup d’état in 1994.

Promising to root out corruption and restore democracy, the new military junta, the Armed Forces Provisional Ruling Council (AFPRC), swiftly proceeded to arrest and seize properties belonging to former PPP politicians. The AFPRC banned former PPP members from political activity for periods ranging from 5 to 25 years. With the suspension of the constitution, military decrees became the order of the day. It took a combination of international economic sanctions by the United Kingdom and Scandinavian countries and domestic protests to force Chairman Jammeh to agree to a two-year timetable to reestablish civilian rule, shortened considerably from his four-year timetable.


Carving Out Borders

As the European presence in Africa increased during the 19th century, rivals between the invading powers intensified. Soon, competition in exploration and for trading opportunities culminated in the “Scramble for Africa”—a race to establish claims to African territory through (often dubious) treaties and military strength. The borders of the Gambia reflect this competition. The British delineated this territory not only to exploit access to trade along the River Gambia, but also to frustrate the ambitions of the French, who controlled surrounding Senegal.



A national constitution was hastily drafted and ratified but excluded popular demands for presidential term limits and a minimum 45-year age requirement for the presidency (Jammeh was only 29 years at the time of the coup in 1994). When the 1996 presidential elections were finally held, following several postponements, Chairman Jammeh won amid controversy over the validity of this and subsequent elections in 2001, 2006, and 2011. The next presidential election is slated for 2016.

Religion

While Islam arrived in the West African subregion around the 11th century, it did not take root in the Gambia until the 19th, as a result of Muslim Berber commercial and clerical activity in the region. Subsequent Fulani jihads at the beginning of the 19th century, spearheaded by Sheiku Umar Taal and influenced by earlier wars of conversion in northern Nigeria led by Usman dan Fodio, culminated in the Soninke-Marabout Wars of the mid-1800s. The conflict was led by Maba Jahou Bah, Foday Kaba Dumbuya, and Foday Sillah. These wars against the so-called pagan or partly Islamized ruling elite further deepened Islam’s influence in the country. The Soninke-Marabout Wars were spurred by religious reasons as much as for political and economic gain.

Similarly, Christianity was introduced to the area as early as the 14th century. It took missionary activity aided by colonial authorities to strengthen and spread the religion during the early to mid-19th century. Today, both Islam and Christianity remain important pillars of Gambian society; they reflect a mélange of African indigenous practices within a diverse cohort of Muslim Brotherhoods and Christian denominations. A recent wave of immigration from Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Nigeria beginning in the 1980s as a result of political instability increased the Christian population and places of worship in Gambia. While political Islam has also reared its head in the country, religious tolerance and harmony between Muslim and Christians remain the norm. Yet as political and economic hardship and uncertainty have increased so has the importance of religion and religious performance in dress, etiquette, and distrust of religious innovation, which has resulted in deepening fault lines within the Muslim community.

Social Customs

Gambian culture is a tapestry of various constituent subgroup cultures. Both Islam and Christianity have for centuries shaped the culture of Gambians. Similarities in social structure, social and economic stratification, and gender roles among ethnic groups have blended Gambian culture into a relatively cohesive whole. Except for the Jola and Manjago ethnic groups, traditional Gambian society was roughly divided along caste and further by class: royalty, freeborn, artisans, and slaves, with each category playing a functional role in society. Divisions in society deepened with the arrival of Islam, which strengthened functional roles based on caste and gender. Western education and Christianity also strengthened elements of social and gender stratification but reduced the stigma generally associated with caste. Access to education by many young Gambians, especially after independence in 1965, blurred the divide between the various groups, even as it sharpened class distinctions. Thus, a degree of homogenization occurred with slight variations among groups who have historically borrowed culturally from one another, intermarried, and lived side by side with one another.

The institution of marriage, naming, and death rituals and ceremonies, and other customs associated with rites of passage remain key features in each group, sometimes with slight differences. However, growing economic interdependence or cooperation among and between groups, joking relationships, intergroup marriages, religion, and myths or beliefs about the past have engendered among Gambians a strong sense of ethnic harmony. Over the centuries ethnic identity has become fluid, with many individuals claiming more than one ethnic group in attempts to recognize the ethnic blend of families. Among urban dwellers, in particular, Wolof is widely spoken, as a result of which many young urban dwellers have become “Wolofized,” both in terms of culture and language.

Hospitality (teranga in Wolof and tedungal in Fula) is cherished by all ethnic groups, and involves willingness to meet the needs of visitors, even if one were to go without and sometimes at the expense of the family. The open display of hospitality by families in the amount of food and soft drinks served on behalf of visitors is a case in point. A family will do without just so that a visitor is taken care of. Thus, Gambians and Wolof culture, in particular, place a high premium on amicable social relations and reciprocity. A return visit by a host to his or her guest will also be met with similar displays of teranga.
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A Gambian man conducts a mock initiation ceremony for African American visitors at the Roots Homecoming Festival. Ceremonies like these are used to mark many rites of passage, such as naming, coming of age, and marriage. (Ariadne Van Zandbergen/Lonely Planet Images/Getty Images)

Another important feature of Gambian social relations is the ritual of greeting. Individuals are expected to engage in a greeting ritual. The ritual is sometimes brief, ending with a handshake, and at other times there is an extended exchange of pleasantries that can last for a few minutes. Not only is one’s health inquired about but also his or her animals and farms as well. In fact, a formal conversation may already be in place only to be interrupted by a return to inquiring about subjects not previously covered. Persons who do not engage in this ritual risk being admonished or labeled rude or insane. Failure to greet another could also be a signal of discontent or malice toward another. It conveys a strong message that something is amiss. Often, a resolution is reached and concluded within three days with a handshake, and the ritual resumed once more between the parties. The young greet the elders, women greet men, lower-caste individuals greet those belonging to a higher caste or order, and the like.

In sum, social relations are underpinned by respect and strong social bonds, which are predicated on reciprocity. Goodness, even godliness, is often measured by how large and deep a person’s social network is. Large crowds to a social event like a wedding, naming ceremony, or funeral serve as the ultimate measure of a person’s social standing in a community. It is a measure of the respect a person enjoys in society. Respect is also demonstrated by how one is called. Elders typically have their names preceded by “uncle,” “auntie,” or other religious titles like Al-Hajj, Ajaratou, or Sheikh. Today, these titles have become common names of individuals, often obscuring a person’s real name.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Leisure remains central to the cohesiveness of Gambian society, as it strengthens bonds between participants and observers alike. Sporting activities, especially soccer, is by far the most popular activity among Gambian youth and elders. The Gambia Football Association has organized tournaments for teams of all skill levels. Ordinarily young people engage in beach soccer, especially during the weekend, and boys are seen in streets and soccer fields throughout the country playing soccer. Most schools, both primary and secondary, also have soccer teams. At the regional level, Gambian teams participate in the Africa Cup of Nations, and take pride in their Under-17 squad. Many of these young Gambian players have moved on to play soccer in the European League, while earning incomes they never thought possible. Cricket, though popular during the immediate postindependence era, is played mostly by young and not-so-young elite Gambians. This is also true of golf, which is played predominantly by older, elite gentlemen.

Traditional wrestling remains a big attraction among young and old Gambians, and it is a favorite pastime for the country’s president, Yahya Jammeh, who sponsors many such events with generous prizes for winners. A significant portion of television airtime, therefore, is devoted to showing wrestling contests. Wrestlers from various regions of the country, as well as from Senegal and Guinea Bissau, frequent these events. In fact, regional wrestling competitions now occur on a frequent basis. This has broken cultural and regional barriers to nurture lasting friendships across countries.

Like soccer and wrestling, music videos, both local and international, are a regular staple of Gambian entertainment. The music scene is particularly vibrant, attracting as it does musicians from neighboring Senegal to Jamaica to the United States. Weekend house and beach parties are today common among the youth and one is assured of listening or dancing to a variety of music forms that include the more traditional to hip-hop, which reflects rich and diverse tastes.

While Gambians have historically enjoyed locally brewed herb teas in the morning, it is drinking Chinese green tea that has become the latest form of leisure. Locally called attaya, it is consumed while engaging in conversation, playing card games, and, among the educated, a game of Scrabble. For many, it is also consumed after each meal. Sweetened with sugar, the tea is served in small glasses. Typically, one drinks three different servings from the small glasses: the first, a slightly bitter brew with some sugar to dampen its bitter taste, while the remaining two are a lot sweeter. The practice may have come to Gambia as early as 50 years ago by way of Mauritania, where the practice is common among the Moors.

While Gambians have access to the river and the Atlantic Ocean, swimming for leisure is not common. In fact, many Gambians do not know how to swim; most of those who do know are not strong swimmers. This has to do with fear because of the numerous drowning deaths as well as stories of crocodile attacks. Consequently, fishing for pleasure and relaxation is not so common; as a trade and a source of income, however, fishing is widely practiced by the Serer and Chubalo (a subgroup of the Tuckulor).

In sum, the lifestyle of Gambians is laid back. Humility and getting along with neighbors and relatives are highly valued. Teranga remains an important cultural fixture, even as economic conditions have worsened. Today, following two decades of quasi-military rule, the social fabric of Gambian society and the values that held it together have eroded considerably. Piety, respect, strong family bonds, honesty, and “speaking truth to power” all have been compromised to some degree, as individuals try to survive in a predatory and repressive political and economic environment.

Employment

Primarily because Gambia’s economy is underdeveloped and now relies mostly on tourism as the main source of income, employment is limited to a few civil servants who work as bureaucrats and support staff in government and nongovernmental organizations. The government remains the largest employer, and such jobs are valued as a source of regular income as well as graft. While private-sector jobs are increasing, the rate of growth is not fast or large enough to absorb a growing pool of high school and university graduates. Thus, unemployment hovers around 60 percent for the general population, and it is higher for youth, the largest segment of the population.

Family ties and networks help cushion the social and economic problems that arise from such a situation: unemployed young people are assured of a place to sleep, a meal or two a day, and most certainly a couple of cups of attaya a day. Remittances from Gambians abroad now total over US$100 million a year, which helps sustain families and the economy and indirectly maintain the regime. Gambians are very enterprising on their own and seldom rely on government handouts to sustain themselves and their families. Petty trading in local wares, food items, and secondhand clothing are some of the many trading activities in which Gambians are engaged.
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A resort hotel on the Atlantic coast. The Gambia’s vibrant culture, access to Atlantic beaches, and tropical climate have provided considerable opportunities for the development of the tourism industry. (Thomas Jurkowski/Dreamstime.com)


Visitors Welcome

Since winning its independence, Gambia has actively sought to promote tourism. However, it has been a long road. In 1966, only 300 visitors were recorded to have visited the country. Despite this, today considerable strides have been made. During the 1988–1989 season, Gambia received more than 112,000 visitors. Tourism has grown to become the second-largest sector in the Gambian economy. Despite declines since 2000, thousands continue to come to the country to enjoy its food, music, culture, wildlife, and exquisite coastal and riverine landscape.



Women, who suffer higher rates of unemployment and underemployment, constitute the bulk of the population and are extremely hard working. They, too, engage in small business activities to support their families: farming to grow vegetables for sale and home consumption, and traveling abroad to sell and buy foodstuffs or fabric. Agriculture, which once was the backbone of the economy and primary source of income for rural Gambians, has been all but destroyed by neglect and underinvestment. This has resulted in the movement of young people from the rural to the urban areas in search of jobs. Given Gambia’s many resources—fertile soils, abundant labor, water resources—it stands to benefit economically but only in the context of good policies and leadership.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

African traditional values have combined with Islamic and Christian ones to produce an elaborate division of labor based on gender. As social constructs, these roles inform behavior and regulate gendered expectations. Gender roles in Gambia, as in other societies, are heavily male dominated with men enjoying more privileges as well as opportunities for social mobility, education, wealth, and prestige. Disparities in the distribution of coveted goods and rewards are often rationalized on the basis of women’s presumed weak, childlike attributes, which need to be controlled and guided by their stronger male protectors. Patriarchy, the institution of male domination, therefore, serves as a conscious and unconscious, pervasive ideology to maintain roles and relations. Violence against women serves as the remedy to keep certain women in their place. Like in all societies, violence against women and girls is not uncommon; the emotional consequences of which linger long after the physical scars have healed.

Nowhere are these gender roles and expectations played out more and made visible than in marriage. In Gambia and majority-Muslim states in West Africa, a man can marry as many as four wives, provided that he treats and loves all of them equally, which is a practical impossibility. Yet Gambian men, ignoring the hadith, have for centuries engaged in polygyny, the practice of having more than one wife. The rationale was that more hands in a mostly agrarian society could potentially translate into wealth and prestige. Men would grow the cash crops to secure bride-wealth for their sons and themselves, and women would concentrate on rice and other cereal production alongside vegetables to feed a growing family.

Bride-wealth is often given by the groom’s family in exchange for the rights over children in that union. While marriage occurs between two individuals, it binds two families as well. Elaborate negotiations occur concerning the amount of bride-wealth to be exchanged. Many young men of lesser means will typically delay their wedding until they have had an opportunity to accumulate enough money for the bride-wealth or so-called bride-price. The practice, though still prevalent, means that young men delay taking a wife at the risk of losing their prospective bride to a more affluent and much older man. With growing educational opportunities and access to jobs and travel, young women have more options regarding who and when they marry.

In polygamous homes, men will typically consult with the senior or first wife to make decisions regarding child care, cooking, laundry, and husband’s rotational conjugal visits with other wives. Economic hardship and crowded quarters in urban settings have somewhat dampened the practice of polygyny, sometimes averting generational cycles of poverty. It is worth noting that women in Gambia defy the stereotype of the “oppressed woman” who needs Western feminists to “rescue” them. In general, women in Gambia are independent, self-reliant, and assertive. Even among the less educated and traditional, women exercise considerable power and control over production and, to some degree, reproduction.

The concept of family generally includes both the nuclear and extended components. What is typical, however, is the extended family living in a compound with brothers, sisters, cousins, uncles and aunts, and grandparents, headed by the oldest son/husband. Here, too, as in the nuclear family, gender roles are clearly delineated. Grandparents are included in the day-to-day running of the household but spared the arduous and often backbreaking tasks of working at family farms. Child care and informal instruction and training of the young, especially in sex-specific roles, become their primary activity.

Conflict resolution is yet another area in which elders engage. Extended families are a source of support and identity. They sometimes occupy an area of a village, known among the Mandinka as kunda or kabilo (clan). Relations are often close, and some intermarriage may still occur among first or second cousins. In sum, families, be they nuclear as among the Aku or extended as among other ethnic groups, are a corporation and source of economic and social support, especially among the Serahule of the Upper River.

While breakups or divorces do occur, they are discouraged. Families discourage them for the social disruption they bring and the difficulty involved in potentially returning or repaying gifts and bride-wealth to the groom’s family. When a divorce occurs, it is the woman and children who typically suffer the brunt of its negative effects. Men are more likely to divorce their wives for a number of reasons that include incompatibility, which could range from a wife not being submissive enough or not getting along with co-wives or a mother-in-law. Though less common, women can also divorce husbands for not being good providers, for violence and cruelty, or long absences from the home. Given the pressure on wives to bear children, this could also be a cause for divorce or a man taking a second wife. When a woman is unable to bear children (which is always considered the woman’s fault), a husband is at liberty to marry another woman, sometimes one that has a child already, which is a sign of her fertility. When a husband dies, much of the remaining wealth goes to the male children with very little transferred to his female children. Without children in a marriage, women receive little of the inheritance, even if they had worked tirelessly in its creation. Wife inheritance, though once common, is a dying practice due to more options available to widows and the incidence of HIV/AIDS.

Cuisine

The country’s abundance and diversity of food comes from sources ranging from the Gambia River to the Atlantic as well as from a variety of plants, vegetables, and tropical oils (palm tree and the palm kernel tree). This abundance and diversity make Gambian cuisine a delectable feast of spicy and tasty treats to visitors and natives alike. Rice, the main staple, and peanut butter are creatively combined with lamb, beef, or chicken and spices to produce mafe or domoda (a peanut butter sauce). The universally known jollof rice, which in Gambia is called benachin (one cooking pot) or thiep in neighboring Senegal, is perhaps the most popular dish in the country and comes with a rich mix of vegetables and fish, beef, or chicken cooked in various ways.
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Yassa poulet, a spicy chicken stew with lemon. Traditionally served with rice, yassa can also be prepared with fish. In either of its forms, yassa is one of the most popular dishes in West Africa. (Alexander Mychko/Dreamstime.com)

Chicken or fish yassa is a dish marinated in lemon juice or sometimes mustard, onions, and hot spices including black pepper (depending on taste). The fish or chicken could be fried in peanut oil or grilled to enhance the flavor. The onions are sautéed just long enough to be coated in the oil. It could be served with rice or eaten with bread and a salad with the tangy sauce serving as dressing. Yassa could also be eaten with cherre, the local couscous made from millet or sorghum, which is a favorite among the Serer or rural folk. Supa-kanja (okra stew), another favorite lunch dish, is cooked in a palm oil sauce with fish and beef and a generous amount of vegetables and spices over rice. Plasass includes all the ingredients that supa-kanja has, but with a healthy dose of raw crushed peanuts. All these meals are typically served at lunch.

The pungent yet delicious mbahal is also a rice dish with a generous amount of ground raw peanuts; locust bean, which gives mbahal its strong smell; dried fish; and numerous other spices. It is a healthy, low-fat, vegetarian (if made without the dried fish) meal that is very filling. Lunch, especially the dishes benachin or mbahal, is often garnished with a spicy spinach, sorrel, okra, pepper, salt, and lime juice paste called r’ang’ha. R’ang’ha gives dishes a delicious, textured flavor and burn because of the pepper. Durang and kutcha, like the r’ang’ha, are vegetable based with a generous dose of okra that give a slippery and stringy texture. They are also low-fat dishes, served with rice, and served with or without fish or other meats. They are rich sources of vitamins and antioxidants.

In fact, all these dishes, especially durang, kutcha, mbahal, mafe, and supakanja, made without the animal products, are excellent for vegetarian and vegans, and they provide healthy amounts of protein and vitamins. Churra-gerte is rich in peanuts. Rui and lakh, with substitutes for the fermented or sour milk ingredients, could be a good addition to a vegan or vegetarian lifestyle. Even the popular benachin, sometimes cooked with black-eyed peas and vegetable cooking oil, provides healthy nutrition, especially if the processed white rice is replaced with brown rice. Cherre could also be an important addition to a plant-based lifestyle or diet.

With creativity and flexibility, many of these dishes can be modified without losing taste, texture, or flavor. Most Gambians are not vegan or vegetarian, and many find it unfathomable to consume a diet free of animal products. For the most part, however, Gambian food is healthy, fresh, and, to some degree, organic—made without preservatives, coloring, and other additives. With the rise of imported chicken parts, this may become less so.

The breakfast menu pales in comparison to lunch and dinner offerings, yet it is quite rich and tasty. Cherre and mboom (moringa or nebbe-die in the local Wolof language) is a powerhouse of vitamins, antioxidants, fiber, and protein. Rui and lakh are gruel- or porridge like breakfast foods made from millet or sorghum served with fermented or sour milk and sugar that are sometimes sprinkled with ghee or palm oil. These dishes are also served at naming ceremonies or after a burial. The humble peanut is perhaps the bedrock of Gambian cuisine. It is added to rice and pounded to produce teya kere-churro or churra-gerte in Mandinka and Wolof, respectively. This protein-rich breakfast food is also served with fermented or sour milk and sugar. In the urban areas, bread along with bean cakes and tea is a regular staple.

Snacking and snack foods are an important contribution to the Gambian diet as well. Roasted peanuts, cashews, and a variety of fruits that include mangoes, papayas, and oranges are eaten as snacks and dessert. These snacks are followed by attaya (green tea). Dempeteng is a favorite of kids especially. Following harvest of the new rice crop, it is roasted and then pounded to give the rice a thinner, compressed, and charred look. With milk and sugar, it makes for a light meal, snack, or dessert. Mbudakeh is a combination of roasted peanut butter and cherre ground together in a mortar with a hint of sugar to produce a delicious snack that is sometimes eaten alone or with milk. Dessert after a meal is not common; imported soft drinks, fruit, or fruit juices and attya often suffice.

Growing urbanization and globalization have also added to Gambia’s traditional food menu. Chinese food and foods from other countries, including the ubiquitous hamburger and other fast foods, have found their way onto Gambia’s lunch and dinner tables and mats, sometimes with unhealthy results. Departure from what was once a plant-based diet and lifestyle with small amounts of animal products as well as a sedentary lifestyle have in no small measure contributed to the incidence of hypertension, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease. An inadequate health care delivery service with poorly staffed and trained health care personnel have compounded the health challenges Gambians face. Therefore, people die routinely of non-life-threatening diseases.

Dress

Clothing is an important aspect of Gambian society where “looking good” and conveying an impression of wealth or affluence is an important aspect of life. Clothing consumes a significant chunk of household budgets and by far exceeds the amount spent on medications and other household necessities. Clothing styles in Gambia are an amalgam of traditional African, Arab, and Western forms. What one wears, however, is influenced largely by religion, gender, class, age, and/or ethnicity. Partly because of the shifting social identities and roles that individuals play in society—be it at work, a naming ceremony, or a funeral—Gambians will dress appropriately to fit these specific occasions. Among the professional class and office workers, Western-style clothing would be the attire to wear from Monday through Thursday. On Friday, most Gambian Muslim men, even some Christians, will wear kaftans or gowns made from the locally produced tie-dye with a skullcap made from the same material to match. These gowns typically cover down to the heels or extend a little below the knee to expose baggy trousers made of the same material.
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Gambian women at a fish market in Tanji. Gambian attire is often brightly colored and combines influences from sub-Saharan Africa, the Islamic world, and the West. (Peeter Viisimaa/iStockPhoto.com)

Other Muslim young men may wear the imported silky white kaftans and pants and may or may not wear a skullcap. The older, middle-aged, and sometimes more prosperous middle-class Muslim men may be outfitted with flowing gowns of expensive mbassen cloth with elaborate embroidery that makes the tie-dyed version seem very plain by comparison. Boys will generally dress like their fathers, with sandals or Moroccan moccasins; while the less well-to-do would wear plastic sandals or slippers. Muslim men in general who have performed the hajj would often dress in expensive silk, muslin, or cotton gowns accompanied by the traditional headdress of a golden rectangular rim resting on a white headscarf. Moroccan moccasins are the preferred footwear for the Friday (jumma) prayer.

Well-to-do individuals are also distinguished by their use of expensive cologne for the main Friday prayers at 2:00 p.m. Dress in this case may also reflect a more somber albeit colorful atmosphere. One will also find the occasional person of means who dresses down. However, like Sunday church services in the United States, most are smartly dressed for the occasion. At a naming or wedding ceremony, many elders would dress down by wearing less rich cloth or embroidery. Younger men with less means may dress just as they do for jumma prayer. Funerals, on the other hand, are an occasion for the long-sleeved, sometimes collared white kaftans and skullcaps. Understandably, clothing at this ceremony is less ostentatious.

Women, depending on their age and class, will dress more conservatively with flowing gowns that cover the entire body down to the heels and sleeves that cover to the wrist along with a headscarf called tiko (Mandinka) or mussor (Wolof). The grand’ mboba (flowing gown) works even for middle-aged and younger women. The kaba, an oversized gown often worn with a headscarf, is more fashionable for weddings, naming ceremonies, and house parties. The kaba is, however, new only in name as it was preceded by the marineer and before it the kamissol, both similarly oversized gowns worn by middle-aged and pregnant women. For work, most working women wear Western clothing and, like the men, revert to African and Islamic clothing on Fridays. In nightclubs Western clothing is more common. At home, women wear T-shirts with a wrapper, perhaps with an exposed head or a tiko or mussor.

Younger women also wear the daggit ack mallan, a wrapper with a tight-fitting blouse and sometimes with a headscarf. The mallan (wrapper) is often accompanied by another lighter, sometimes decorative mallan or becho (Wolof), especially when the top mallan does not have a lining. Urban Senegambian women are renowned for their excellent taste in dress and fashion, blending with seamless ease African, European, and Islamic dress. A growing fashion industry headed by Gambian women has seen many innovative designs suited to all the categories outlined earlier. These designs target a growing international market as well as a local clientele. What one sees displayed at craft markets tends generally to be less well cut and tailored and is mass-produced. In the Gambia and in Senegal, it is still the practice that both women and men have their clothes sewn by a favorite tailor, who takes precise measurements and in a few days produces a beautiful and well-fitting dress.

Like many women in other parts of the world, urban Gambian women, especially the young and married middle-aged ones, pay much attention to lingerie, both African and European. In fact, there is a tradition of locally designed lingerie among urban Wolof women that, like lingerie elsewhere, is sexually suggestive. This tradition has now become more common, irrespective of ethnic distinction. Yet there used to be, and still is, special clothing worn by newly married women, especially among the Mandinka and Fula. The fabric is often made out of cotton, has a thicker feel, and is often dyed blue and worn as a mini grand’ mbuba and wrapper, fano (Mandinka), or wude reh (Fula). Brides also wear special clothing following their wedding or shortly before. They are often adorned in similar clothing mentioned earlier along with silver and gold earrings, bangles, and foot bracelets. Young, circumcised girls also wear specially made cotton dresses, the lower part resembling a skirt called kulembeng. The Fula and Serahule have similar garments as well. In fact, kulembeng may very well be a Serahule word but is appropriated by other groups.

Gambian men also have an assortment of traditional clothing that once was very common but is being eclipsed by more “modern” clothing. The daba-kurr’to (Mandinka), chayya, or jata (Wolof) are baggy trousers that fall just below the knee. What is distinctive about the chaya is its baggy bottom, which in the hands of a skillful Fula dancer is very entertaining. The more elegant sabadorr and turki, both kaftans with rich embroidery, were also once very common. The jalabia, a more common and recent addition, is essentially a sleeveless and open kaftan that allows air to flow in and out with ease during the hot summer months and is also worn during regular prayers. Today, the more elegant nyetti-abdou is more commonly worn by young and middle-aged men. The nyetti-abdou/morrso is essentially a three-piece suit with a sleeveless embroided kaftan worn on top of an oversized shirt that falls below the knee. The pants while resembling the chaya at the waist are a thin-legged trouser cuffed with more embroidery. The nyarri morrso (two-piece suit) is worn by men but more by the young and middle-aged. It is a kaftan that reaches to the heels and has beautiful embroidery and thin-legged trousers as in the nyetti abdou/morrso.

Unlike Americans who have gender-specific colors even at birth, Senegambians and Gambians do not have such designations. Color is an individual choice, and men wear pastels and violet. In fact, men often wear the imported wax cloth, a multicolored cloth that women also wear. These days the wax cloth is worn by all, but more so by the less well-to-do, as it tends to be too colorful to many of higher means who prefer the imported or locally produced Malian tie-dye or batik. Growing prosperity and improvement in locally manufactured clothing has witnessed further refinements in taste among Gambians even among the not so well-to-do. The once ubiquitous samba’kuka or kassi konnoh, cheap European imports, are seldom if at all worn these days. Gambia’s professional class like their counterparts elsewhere wear rich and expensive traditional clothing at important meetings with officials of international institutions or when they travel abroad for conferences. Given the variety in tastes, many also wear expensive suits at these functions and gatherings.

A discussion of Gambian dress and clothing styles would be incomplete without a brief discussion of adornments. Locally made and imported jewelry feature prominently in the dress of Gambian women, especially the well-to-do. Ceremonies, especially weddings and outings, are occasions to show off or flaunt them. With more Gambian business women traveling to China, Dubai, India, the United States, and the United Kingdom to purchase goods that they then sell in Gambia and elsewhere, the choices available to both men but especially women have increased tremendously. For the less well-to-do, domestic innovations in jewelry design, among them leather, means greater access to accessories of good quality at an affordable price. In such instances, a young woman of modest means only requires a few choice, designer jewelry imports. Add to this the new hairdos, the elaborate Nigerian-style head scarves, and expensive shoes and fabric from overseas markets, specifically China. Diaspora Gambians, who for the most part are better off materially than the bulk of Gambians, are regularly targeted by Gambia’s female business class, where higher profits can be had and reinvested for new purchases from Dubai and of Chinese goods.

In sum, both Gambian men and women take pride in how they appear in public and will dress well depending on the occasion and circumstances. Fashions change frequently, perhaps yearly or less often, but the grand’ mbuba, kaba, and kaftans will remain permanent fixtures in Gambian wardrobes for some time to come, changing perhaps only in name. While Gambians and Senegalese are themselves trendsetters (many, but not all tailors are Senegalese), they are also influenced by regional trends from the subregion and globally. American jeans are a favorite among young women and men alike as are the T-shirts, designer shoes, and sneakers. In fact, American fashion has so infiltrated the clothing tastes among the young that it may have taken over, except perhaps in formal wedding, naming, and other ceremonies. This has been made possible by the growing availability of second-hand clothing and relatively cheap imports, and travel to the United States and Europe by Gambian businesswomen and men.

Sports and Games

Gambians enjoy playing and watching all kinds of sporting events. Playing soccer for most Gambian males (and increasingly girls), especially as adolescents and young adults, is considered a rite of passage. Everyone grows up playing soccer, and local soccer stars and teams enjoy a great deal of popularity and have a loyal following of fans. Wrestling is also a much-enjoyed sport throughout the country, and attracts both young and older spectators. It is by far the oldest sport, while cricket, golf, and tennis, as elsewhere, are played by elite urban Gambians. Basketball is also popular due largely to the growing availability of television sets and access to global sport channels like ESPN and their European counterparts from South Africa.

Thus, Gambians, young and old, are fans of European teams that include Manchester United, Chelsea, Liverpool, and Arsenal, to name a few. With the growing number of Africans, including Gambians, playing professional soccer or basketball in Europe, the United States, and even Mexico, sports have captured the imagination of young Gambians, just as they have elsewhere. This leaves many parents worried, as studying becomes less of a priority. Like in the United States, many young Gambians aspire to play in the European or American leagues, and many talented young Gambian players do get a break and get recruited into the European junior leagues before making it to the big leagues. Yet for all the Gambians who make it to the elite ranks, many more fail to make it. The Gambia’s Under-17 team has generally performed well internationally.

Festivals and Holidays

National and religious holidays are occasions for Gambians to celebrate and commemorate dates and events that hold national and religious significance. Prior to independence, the country had Empire Day and Commonwealth Day, both of which celebrated Gambia’s subservient colonial status. The Commonwealth is an international organization of former British colonies that included India, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and other colonies. These celebrations, like their successor Independence Day, were marked by sporting events such as track and field competitions and awarding prizes. Independence Day is celebrated on February 18 of each year, which marks the end of colonial rule from Britain in 1965. It once was characterized by pomp and circumstance: parades, receptions, speeches, and numerous cultural performances in Banjul and all regional headquarters.

Following the July 22, 1994, coup d’état that ousted Sir Dawda Jawara from office, this date has now eclipsed the February 18 celebrations. It is today punctuated by military parades, receptions, and other entertainment once reserved for Independence Day. In fact, July 22 is now dubbed “Revolution Day,” when four young men risked their lives to “save” the country from corruption, tribalism, and nepotism. Today, these national festivities are often held at a large Chinese-built stadium outside Bakau, a coastal town less than 15 miles from Banjul. Gambians also celebrate most international holidays such as International Workers’ Day on May 1, International Women’s Day, and many others. People often have a day off from work, and these holidays are typically spent at home entertaining friends and relatives or at beach parties.

By far the most recognized and celebrated holidays are religious. Being mostly Muslim, Gambians celebrate Eid al-Adha, or Tabaski, the feast of sacrifice. The prospect of delicious food offerings and new clothes to wear for the celebration is always a cause of much anticipation among children. Following a late morning prayer at the mosque or square, worshippers return home to slaughter a lamb, and the cooking and grilling begins, culminating in lunch of benachin around 2:00 p.m. and cherre with lamb for dinner. Thus, Tabaski always elicits much excitement, especially among children. Elders are also happy, as it is an occasion when family members from near and far travel to their home villages and towns to celebrate this day. In this sense, it is like Thanksgiving or Christmas in the United States.

Every family that can afford it sacrifices a lamb, a portion of which is consumed by the household, while the rest is distributed to neighbors and households that cannot financially afford a lamb. Tabaski was and still remains a time to indulge and stretch one’s appetite for food and soft drinks. It also is a time for children to visit neighbors to solicit gifts of money, like Halloween in the United States, where kids go door-to-door soliciting candy from neighbors. Tabaski night is yet another opportunity to indulge in merriment. Music from clubhouses and house parties punctuates the night air, and everywhere one goes there is a true sense of goodwill and friendship.

The other religious holiday for Muslims is Eid al-Fitr, which marks the end of a 29- or 30-day fast, depending on the sighting of the new moon during the month of Ramadan. Though slightly more subdued than the earlier Eid, Korriteh is an occasion to strengthen community, build solidarity, and deepen faith. A lamb or sheep is often slaughtered, followed by much eating and drinking and festivities to mark the occasion. Both Eid celebrations are opportune moments to heap praises on the president and the secretaries of state and are a time to pray for peace and tranquility in the country. Like Tabaski, Korriteh is also a time for dances and much amusement, accompanied, as in Tabaski, with gift giving. These are truly national, as both Muslims and Christians take part in these celebrations.

Christmas remains one of the most popular holidays in the country despite the high number of Muslims in the country. Christmas Eve is celebrated at churches throughout the country only by Christians, but Christmas Day is celebrated by all with masquerades, drumming, and dancing with fanals and lanterns in Banjul and other urban centers. Fanals (a Portuguese word meaning lantern) are wood or bamboo replicas of ships or houses decorated with intricate, hand-designed paper patterns that are glued to a wood or bamboo frame and lit with candles or small lightbulbs wired to a radio battery. The fanal is then attached to wooden stilts and is handled by boys as it floats majestically in the air. Lanterns are typically small house frames made from bamboo that are just as well decorated, and like fanals, people travel the streets with them, going from one compound to another soliciting gifts. At the end of the Christmas season, prizes are handed out to the club or organization with the best fanal. Sometimes a fanal or lantern may catch fire and, depending on the severity of the fire, it is repaired the next day in time for the nightly celebrations.

Easter—or Nan m’buru, roughly translating into “taking of the sacrament”—as well as Good Friday and Good Monday are celebrated by church services and exchanges of goodwill between Christians and Muslims. The Imam of Banjul, just as the Christian clergy do on both Eids, sends messages of solidarity and friendship to all Christians, emphasizing the importance of Jesus to both Christians and Muslims alike. Sang Marie (St. Mary), the mother of Jesus, is greatly revered among Christians in the Gambia. Also known as the Feast of Assumption, Sang Marie, which falls on August 15, is celebrated by all Christians. Like Christmas Day, it is one of masquerades (Pakins, Eegugu, Mamapara), parades, and sumptuous meals and drink. Muslims indulge just as much in the festivities and typically receive gifts of food and drink from Christian relatives and friends. All these Christian holidays remain relatively vibrant to this day. It is Christmas, and its celebration as a national holiday, especially among Muslims, that has taken a toll. Hard economic times along with growing immigration have dampened the enthusiasm that once greeted the Christmas season in Gambia.

Among Muslims, Maoloud’Nabi, or locally known in all the languages as Gammo, similar to Christmas, is a celebration of Prophet Muhammad’s birth. It is marked by nightlong prayers and recitation of the Koran as well as sermons on the noble character of Prophet Muhammad. During this all-night celebration, tea, biscuits, and mints are served, culminating with the early morning prayers at dawn and then breakfast of cherre with a tomato-based beef or lamb stew.

In sum, Gambians celebrate many holidays, both religious and secular, and these are occasions to indulge in fun activities. Music, masquerades, food, and drink are important in the success of all celebratory events.

Music and Dance

Each ethnic group possesses a language and music tradition of its own that is related to and influenced by music styles of other ethnic groups with whom they have lived and intermarried. The result is a rich and highly integrated mosaic that is linked to music styles performed in neighboring Senegal, Guinea, Mali, and Guinea Bissau—countries that are constituted by the same ethnic groups as is Gambia. Yet to classify music played in Gambia as “Gambian Music” is misleading, in large measure because it is part and parcel of a larger music constellation or tradition whose origins are traceable to Mali, Guinea, and Senegal, predominantly. The National Council for Arts and Culture (NCAC), as well as Gambia’s National Cultural Troupe, like their counterparts in neighboring states, reflect the unity as well as the diversity in musical styles and traditions in the country and in the region.

The kora is a 21-string music instrument that sounds like a harp, and the balafong (xylophone) is played by the Mandinka. Jeli are traceable to ancient Mali, whereas the xalam, a four-stringed lute, is often associated with the Wolof and to some degree the Fula, Mandinka (n’goni), and Moors in Mauritania, where it may have originated centuries ago. The Jola, as well as the Manjago, also possess a guitar like instrument, with fewer strings though larger in size and resembling the xalam. The riti, a one-stringed instrument, is played predominantly by the Fula and, to some degree, the Serer. Flutes also feature prominently among the Fula. Today, this instrument with its melodious sound is an important addition to both traditional cultural troupes and contemporary music groups throughout the subregion.

Drums of various sizes and shapes also feature prominently in music forms played in Gambia and neighboring countries. All ethnic groups have within their traditions a variety of drums that are used for entertainment and in ceremonies. Among the Wolof, for instance, the gorong, sabarr, lambe, junjung, and tamma (talking drum) serve specific functions in an ensemble of drums. The tabala, on the other hand, is a single drum, which like the xalam, may have originated from North Africa, possibly the Middle East, as a result of cultural diffusion many centuries ago. It is an important instrument among the Narr of Mauritania, Senegal, and Gambia. The tabala has both an entertainment as well as a ceremonial purpose.

Among the Narr, both men and women dance to the tabala accompanied by hand clapping. In other instances, the tabala serves as the prelude to a village announcement, sometimes signaling the sighting of the new moon that indicates the end or beginning of Ramadan, Islam’s holy month of fasting. It could also be used to signal the death of a village elder or a village meeting in days when the telephone and radio were not available. The Mandinka also possess a large repertoire of drums that are used for entertainment, with each drum playing specific functions in an ensemble of sewruba drums.

However, it is the tamma (talking drum) that has always drawn the greatest attention among drums, notwithstanding the jimbe’s current resurgence and popularity among Westerners. Partly because of its undulating and voice imitation, the tamma, possibly originating from ancient Mali, was appropriated by many music traditions in West Africa. It is an important instrument among the Wolof and under the hands of an able or master drummer; it could mimic the inflections of the human voice, which often elicits amusement among audiences. Thus, the tamma lends itself easily to tassou, a poetic expression among the Wolof that precedes a dance.

Music and dance are closely bound together in all the music traditions of Gambia, and in the larger cultural landscape. Within each music genre are different schools that may be distinguished by styles of playing, tuning, or singing. These distinctions are not necessarily localized but may, in fact, transcend artificial political borders, and it will take a seasoned listener to make these distinctions. With drumming, the mix is often complex, combining as it often does multiple rhythms that result in fast and often explosive performances, led by a lead drummer who with skill guides the other drummers and dancers.

Gambians, in general, have had an eclectic taste in music that ranges from Afro-Cuban music styles of the 1950s and 1960s to adaptations of the latter that now include genres such as Afro Manding, mbalax, jazz, salsa, reggae, hip-hop, and numerous others. Radio stations in Gambia, especially those in the urban centers, delight listeners with a mix of traditional music and modern tunes that are sometimes adaptations of the latter and new creations. The Gambia is or was home to numerous kora and xalam virtuosos who travel the subregion entertaining patrons.

Lalo Kebba Drammeh remains one of the most well-known Gambian kora players. His mix of both traditional and modern improvisations earned him a regionwide and international reputation. His music lives on even after his death in the West Africa subregion and among the Senegambia diaspora in Europe and the United States.

Among contemporary Gambian musicians, Jaliba Kuyateh, with his Kumarreh Band, enjoys international acclaim more than any other. Coming as he does from a renowned Namina Jeli family in the Central River region, Jaliba is a virtuoso kora player who sings in Mandinka and Wolof, performing new and old songs along with his own creations. His band, including an electric guitar, several Mandinka/Wolof drums, a synthesizer, and a kora, relies on a traditional repertoire of praise songs, some of which he has modernized to capture a growing fan base in the United States and Europe.

Youssou N’Dour, Senegal’s mbalax superstar, has performed globally and won every conceivable award in his relatively long profession, including a Grammy and an Oscar for his acting. He has performed with numerous Western performers including Peter Gabriel and follows in the tradition of Ifang Bondi and late Laba Sosseh. What is not well known is that N’Dour received his early training as a back-up singer for the famous Super Eagles. Ifang Bondi singer Pap Touray’s late mother Marie Samuel Njie, along with Sosseh Jagne, was also a famous griot singer in her own right. And long before Senegal had Koumba Gawlo Seck and Viviane N’Dour, Gambia had Vickie Blain, who sang beautiful melodies in English and Krio/Aku. She also sang old popular Wolof songs. Though never making it big internationally, Vickie Blain laid the foundation for future female and male Senegambian stars.

In sum, Gambian music is a branch of the greater Senegambia, drawing on Fula, Wolof, Jola, and Manding cultures but influenced by music from Cuba, U.S. rhythm and blues and rock, reggae, and several other musical traditions. It too, has influenced other music traditions, especially those of Cuba, Latin America, and United States, and black music in the United States, specifically. The banjo, many believe or theorize, may very well have come from Gambia or Senegal, taken from these shores by enslaved Africans. Jazz as well as the blues are major black contributions to world and American music, and they may have also originated from Senegambia or Gambia specifically.

Visual Art

Modern visual art in Gambia is a relatively young enterprise, and international attention has only come in the last two or three decades, following independence in 1965. For the most part, artists are distinguished by their desire to capture on canvas Gambia’s cultural heritage and rich physical landscape, using color, texture, and personal sensibilities. Sculptures also adorn most public parks to capture diverse motifs. Regrettably, a cinema industry does not exist in Gambia. Filmmakers from the subregion, and Nigerian filmmakers in particular, use Gambia as a venue to shoot films at relatively lower costs.

Pottery remains are the oldest known archeological discoveries in the area where modern-day Gambia lies. They date back to 500 CE. These finds suggest that the peoples who occupied the area at the time used iron tools, which they smelted themselves. The next oldest artifacts are the stone circles near Wassu in Central River region. It is not known who the builders of the stone circles were, when they were built, or for what purpose. The stone circles are, however, believed to have been built by inhabitants of the area some 1,200 to 1,500 years ago and may have served as burial sites or as places of worship for residents in the area.

The Gambia has a rich art and architecture heritage, which is reflected in its sculptures, masks, textiles, jewelry, pottery, mat decorations, carved doors, and wood and stone carvings. These art objects have both ceremonial and entertainment value and typically have social and religious functions in society as well. Economic shifts and the resulting changes and dislocation of people’s lives and livelihoods have resulted in the growing commercialization of these cultural artifacts. Nonetheless, masks in days of old were revered.

This may no longer be the case in most places today, including Gambia, where both materialism and commercialization, in response to tourist dollars, are the norm. Financial reward, rather than the quality and the preservation of culture, has been trumped by the quest for a quick sale. Yet in an environment where once communally owned land is being sold to the highest bidder and national treasures have become easy targets for sale to tourists, it would be unreasonable to expect artists not to follow suit. It used to be the case that pottery was the domain of Serahule women, whose beautifully decorated clay water jars, cooking pots, and pots for burning incense decorated homes. Serahule men were also known for making multicolored bamboo mats, beds, and chairs that decorated homes and were used also during naming ceremonies and weddings. Serahule men and especially women supplemented their incomes from these off-season ventures when they were not tending groundnut and rice fields.

Many art objects have since disappeared or are on the verge of doing so. In urban settings, especially, they have been replaced by refrigerators, carpets, and modern Western-style furniture made of wood, which is a departure from traditional art whose materials often came from within the country. In doing so, art materials and their use reflected a fine balance between inhabitants and their natural environment. The making of straw hats called tengado by the Fula was an important skill, in addition to cloth weaving that produced immaculate and intricately decorated cloth of considerable value. Called serri rabal in Wolof or pano in Manjago, it was once a medium of exchange, serving as it did then, as part of a woman’s bride-wealth. These expensive pieces of cloth would be lavishly displayed during naming ceremonies or given away as gifts to griot.

The Laube ette (woodcarvers) are also well known for their woodcarving skills that include figurines, masks, drums, combs, and cooking utensils that are used in day-to-day household functions. Tie-dyeing and batiks, known for their bright cola-nut enhanced colors, are an important specialty among all ethnic groups, especially the Bambara, who of late bring them from Mali to sell in urban areas. The products made by goldsmiths and silversmiths, while still a vibrant trade, are now being displaced by cheap imports. Cobblers continue to use animal skins to make beautiful bags, sandals, amulets, and other items for personal needs; these are skills one finds in all ethnic groups.

Tourist markets punctuate major towns, coastal hotels, and beaches where one is sure to see a rich display of paintings, masks, cloth, and jewelry. Prices are negotiable, determined by the size and/or the complexity involved in the making of the art object itself. Wooden statues and chairs four feet high and taller are major attractions for tourists. These are made from locally harvested wood that may include mahogany. Economic hard times have led to a glut in art objects, which has driven prices downward, resulting in good bargain prices. On visiting a tourist market on the coast or in Banjul’s Albert Market, one is at once treated to a panoramic and colorful scene that is likely to include tie-dyed and batik cloth sewn into shirts, shorts, kaftans, skirts, and blouses.

These materials are also used to make bed sheets, pillowcases, curtains, and napkins. Craft markets are typically a happy and festive place where one could potentially find wares to suit almost any taste. There are laundry baskets, baskets for grocery shopping, and baskets for fruit and other household items. Colorful calabashes or gourds are part of any display and like the straw baskets serve as household decorations. These calabashes are still in use in both urban and rural areas. Serer and Fula women use large calabashes to sell cherre or fermented sour milk. Large calabashes are also used to serve food.

Architecture and Housing

In the last quarter of a century, woodcrafts have witnessed a boom partly because of tourism but also because of the growth in home construction in urban areas, where outside doors and internal doors leading into rooms are beautifully crafted by carpenters and adorned by visual artists. These European-styled homes are decorated with paintings that have an African motif, as large baskets adorned with beautifully decorated gourds and masks hang on walls or larger ones are displayed in living rooms. Windows and doors are likewise fitted with colorful tie-dyed curtains while heavy mahogany dining tables and chairs are decorated with placemats, napkins, and an assortment of dining utensils. Locally made stools and chairs tend to accompany a mostly European décor. Bedrooms have both an African and a European ambiance.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Arabic was the language used most frequently by literate Africans and clerics who served as scribes and teachers in precolonial Senegambian courts and schools. Though a language used mostly by the elite, Arabic offered literate Africans a vehicle for self-expression in their own languages. Uthman Dan Fodio wrote close to 500 poems and about 20 books in his native Fula, Hausa, and Arabic. His daughter Nana Asma’u wrote nearly 20 poems and his son Abdulahi wrote nearly 10 poems. Sheikh Umar Tal was not only a great warrior and strategist, but was a prolific writer and scholar. Tal would later encourage his disciples, or talibe, to write about the early and middle stages of his campaigns. One of them wrote Laawol Pullaku (Ways or Traditions of the Fula). Later, a poem written in Futa Toro detailed Umar’s campaigns between 1852 and 1855, and a great part of the poem praised Umar and his gallantry.

Sheikh Amadou Bamba of Senegal, founder of the Mouride Brotherhood, was also a prolific writer, having written numerous poems and books in Wolof and Arabic dedicated to Prophet Muhammad. The grand mosque in Touba houses many of his manuscripts as well as those written by his disciples. They, too, used the Arabic script to write in Fula, Mandinka, and Wolof. In fact, the Koran was translated into Wolof as early as the 19th century. Some of Sheikh Umar Tal’s disciples in Gambia, including Maba Jahou, were also renowned Fula scholars as were many other clerics and heads of sects that followed in the 20th century to the present day. Shiekh Ibrahim Niasse of Kaolack, Senegal, commonly known as Baye Nyass, was a gifted scholar and poet, dedicated many of his works in praise of Prophet Muhammad.

In Gambia, Imam Abdoulie Jobe (1910–2004), the late Imam Rattib of Banjul, was a prolific scholar who wrote in both Arabic and Wolof. Literate in both English and Arabic, Jobe’s book The Garden of My Contemporaries was later translated from Arabic into English but was never published. Also, while studying in Saudi Arabia, he produced a 56-page booklet on Islamic Studies, as well as many others on poetry, and the hadith (the sayings of Prophet Muhammad). Earlier, the late Alhaji Alieu Badara Faye (1880–1965) was a prolific scholar with a large following from around Senegambia major. In 1950, Imam Faye founded the town of Boussra several miles from Brikama. He left numerous manuscripts, the bulk of which have yet to be published. Imam Faye also wrote in both Wolof and Arabic and produced a book of about 2,000 verses on Arab grammar that was published in Egypt. His best-known poem in Arabic is “Mimaah katalil Baitil Laasa,” which became a famous Gambian national tune frequently performed during Independence Day parades by the Gambia Police band.

The late imam of Bansang, Alhaji Cherno Bubacar Jallow (1909–1989), wrote several books on Tijaniyaa theology and tawheed (oneness with Allah). His best-known book is Miftta Us Saadatil Abadiyyafii MaTalibil Ahmadiyya, published in Tunis in 1963 by Tijan el Mamdi Publishers. Written in Arabic, the book deals with the philosophical foundations of the Tijanyiaa order and its major prayers. Imam Bubacar Jallow (1909–1989) also wrote a long poem in Peul/ Fula titled “Mido Jortinnoh” (I Have Trust and Confidence in Allah), which is a detailed poetic guide to the hajj, as well as shorter poems in both Arabic and Peul praising the noble character and qualities of Prophet Muhammad.

Alhaji Cherno Baba Jallow of Kerr Cherno, in addition to being a prolific scholar, was also the late imam of Banjul. A crop of young Islamic scholars that includes Imam Baba Leigh have become strong critics of the current regime. Imam Leigh is president of the Sheikh Umar Futiyou Taal Foundation in Gambia, which holds an annual siyareh (pilgrimage) in Gunjur to mark Umar’s visit in the 1840s to the site where he was said to have prayed and meditated for a month. Many more Gambian Islamic scholars, past and present, who have authored works will remain obscure either because their works could not be published in great numbers or were destroyed by the elements. Yet many scholars writing in Fula, Arabic, Wolof, and Mandinka have left behind manuscripts, possibly to their disciples and children, that remain largely unknown to the public.

Gambian literature in English reflects the rich cultural and historical diversity of the country. While the use of a foreign languages such as English and French have been debated by scholars and writers such as Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, and Ngugi Wa’Thiongo for decades, the fact remains that English is part of Gambia’s cultural toolbox: a legacy of British colonialism and Western missionary education. Its use remains a hotly debated issue. However, like Gambians who use Arabic to write beautiful poetry in Fula or Wolof that reflect sensibilities that is part of Gambia’s cultural landscape, so, too, have others used English as a medium of expression. Therefore, the use of English does not make Gambian literature any less Gambian, indigenous, or authentic.

Dr. Lenrie Peters Jr. and William Conton are generally regarded as the pioneers of Gambian literature. Peters, who died in 2010, was a surgeon, Pan-Africanist, and humanitarian. He was born in Bathurst in 1932 to Lenrie Peters Sr., an accountant who was also once an editor of the Gambia Echo newspaper, and Keziah Peters, who was raised in England and later moved to Gambia from Freetown, Sierra Leone. The young Peters grew up in an intellectual and print-rich environment, an environment that would help lead him into publishing his first novel The Second Round and two books of poetry, Satellites and Katchikalli. Peters’s creative works were also undoubtedly shaped by his Aku background and his studies in the United Kingdom. Understandably, one major theme that crops up often in his body of work is his incessant search for his roots and identity.

William Conton was also educated in Bathurst and Freetown before completing his studies at Durham in England. Born in Bathurst in 1925, where his father served as a clergyman, he would return to Sierra Leone where he became principal of a high school. Conton would come to international fame following the publication in 1960 of his novel The African.

Among these pioneers of Gambian literature must be included Augusta Mahoney Jawara, whose work injected a womanist/feminist sensibility into this emerging national literature. The foundation she laid helped other women writers like Sally Singhateh, Mariama Khan, and Amie Sillah.

Credit is also sometimes given to Phyllis Wheatley, an enslaved African girl from the area that is present-day Gambia. Also, U.S.-born Alex Haley, an African American, is sometimes credited as contributing to the early beginnings of Gambian literature. In 1976, Haley published the novel Roots, which was partly based on the capture and enslavement of his ancestor Kunta Kinte from Niumi, Juffureh, in modern-day Gambia. The epic miniseries Roots, which was an adaptation of this novel, remains the most watched television miniseries in U.S. television history.

N’Dannan was Gambia’s first literary magazine, founded in 1971 by a group of young Gambian writers and aspiring writers. It would become the catalyst for the rise of a second-wave generation of Gambian writers. Derived from the Wolof word dan, which literally means “to fell,” a N’Dannan is one who is a consummate griot or one of high social status who is acutely familiar with the folklore, values, and history of his or her people. Lenrie Peters served as an adviser to the young publication and its mixed group of mostly aspiring writers. Among its founding members were Suwaebou Conateh, a renowned Gambian journalist; educators Hassan Jagne, the late Charles Jow, and Marcel Thomasi; civil servant Hassoum Ceesay Sr.; and Dr. Wally Ndow, among others. Peters, as a seasoned elder statesman, would have a major impact not only on N’Dannan as a nascent publication but on young writers like Tijan Sallah as well. Sallah is today a well-known poet, the recipient of numerous awards, and the subject of numerous literary works.

Ebou Dibba, who was born in Bathurst in the 1940s, was also a renowned novelist. He grew up in the prevalent Wolof culture of the capital, with recollections of that urban life to influence his first two novels, Chaff on the Wind and Fafa, both written in the 1980s.

Like Dibba, Nana Grey-Johnson has also contributed immensely to the furtherance of Gambian literature with plots and characters that are deeply informed by Gambian traditions. He has self-published more than eight books, and, like Peters, he is an Aku/Krio yet of a younger generation. Sheriff (Samsudeen) Sarr’s Meet Me in Conakry is an interesting read, especially among the youth. The story resonates with young and older readers alike and is deeply anchored in tales of travel, hardship, and triumph.

One of the first dramatists who brought worldwide attention to Gambia and acclaim to himself was Gabriel J. Roberts. A founding member of N’Dannan, Roberts published the only play in the first issue of the magazine in 1971, Mandingerio Outwitted. His play The Trial of Busumbala won an award that would earn him international acclaim following its performance on the BBC. The novel The Goosieganderan Myth takes off where Roberts’s 1971 play A Coup Is Planned ended. The former is a tale of two fictitious countries, Goosie (Gambia) and Ganderan (Senegal), whose leaders enjoy mutual respect and friendship. Owing to personal military ambition and likely frustration over the Ganderian president’s failure to forcibly annex Goosie, the Ganderian military leaders take over Goosie. This novel is decidedly political, clearly a criticism of the Senegambian Confederation established in 1982 following the 1981 aborted coup. In the play, Roberts evokes a deep-seated fear that many Gambians harbor: being taken over by Senegal.

Swaebou Conateh, also a founding member of N’Dannan, is a veteran journalist, former director of information, and editor of the widely respected The Gambia Report. Like other founding members of N’Dannan, he also published in the literary magazine. In addition, he published two collections of poems. Dr. Tijan Sallah stands out as a luminary in both Gambia and in Africa. He is by far the most prolific Gambian literary figure, having written several books of poetry and essays on Gambian culture. He is recognized internationally as a leading poet and has numerous publications to show for it.

Baaba Sillah best exemplifies this category of post-N’Dannan creative writers. Born in Banjul in the 1950s, Sillah came to national and international attention following the publication of his first book When the Monkey Talks in 2005. Baaba would publish two other books in 2010, Daabali Gi and Pencum Taakusaan. Daabali Gi is a sequel to When the Monkey Talks and is set in colonial Gambia against a backdrop of acute economic changes and dislocated lives. In Daabali Gi, Sillah vividly captures the sharp internal divisions and cleavages that arose between and among political leaders in the quest for national “flag independence.” The protagonist is none other than Edward Francis Small (Edu Fara Mundaw).

Lady Augusta Jawara, Gambia’s first first lady, is widely considered a trailblazer for women, as well as many male writers. Like Lenrie Peters, Lady Jawara (formerly Augusta Mahoney) was of Aku/Krio descent and David (later Dawda) Jawara’s first wife. Her book Rebellion was published in 1968, but she is perhaps better known for The African King, a play staged at the Negro Arts Festival held in Dakar in 1966. Janet Badjan Young has also published and produced several of her plays to rave reviews in Gambia. She is easily one of the most prolific playwrights, and her plays tackle, among other issues, the practice of wife inheritance as a possible conduit for HIV/AIDS.

Born in 1977, Sally Singhateh is a young writer and poet and author of Christie’s Crises (1988) and The Sun Will Soon Shine (2004). In general, her protagonists are young people who face social, political, and economic challenges. Mariama Khan, like Sally Singhateh, was born in 1977. She is a Gambian poet who has received much acclaim nationally, and she is gradually building an international reputation. For Khan, poetry is a vehicle through which she seeks social justice for women, the voiceless, and the oppressed in society. Another young and promising female poet of the postindependence generation is Isatou “Aisha” Saidy, whose poems grace several online Gambian newspapers such as Maafanta, a Web site dedicated to the views of women that is owned and operated by Fatou Jaw Manneh, a well-known Gambian journalist and critic.

Media

In 1871, Thomas Brown founded the Bathurst Times, the first newspaper in Gambia. Brown was a British merchant and member of the Legislative Council, and he created the paper as a vehicle to oppose ceding of Gambia to France. Brown used his newspaper as a political platform to oppose British policy. In particular, he feared that ceding Gambia to France would result in huge financial losses to the business community. In the late 19th century, the Bathurst Observer, along with the London-based African Times, regularly covered events in Gambia. In 1893, Samuel Forster Sr. founded the Gambia Intelligencer.

In the early 1920s, Edward Francis Small established the Gambia Outlook. He published the Senegambian Reporter in Dakar. Unlike newspapers of the previous era that were concerned primarily with business interests, Small’s newspapers were decidedly against colonial policy. In 1934, the Gambia Echo was launched. Following World War II, several nationalist newspapers, including the Vanguard, emerged primarily to counter and criticize British colonial policy as well. Established by Kebba Foon and M. B. Jones in early 1958, the Vanguard became the official mouthpiece of the Gambia National Party.

Dixon Colley, another luminary journalist in the years before and after independence, established The Nation in the early 1960s. Following in the tradition of the Vanguard, Colley used his paper to criticize government policy, while the Torch, a newspaper founded by Sana Manneh, later became a thorn in the side of the People’s Progressive Party (PPP) government for highlighting corruption and government malfeasance under President Jawara. In fact, Manneh was sued by the government and later acquitted, which contributed to the general loss of confidence in the Jawara government. It can be argued that the publication of Sir Dawda’s per diem allowances and other expenses while on vacation in the United Kingdom in early 1994 as well as corruption at the Gambia Cooperative Union provided additional ammunition and justification for the military coup against him and his regime. Gambia Onward was equally critical of government and its hardnosed journalism resulted in the fall of M. C. Cham, Fafa Mbai, and several other ministers accused of corruption.

Party-based newspapers, at least during the first republic, were a common feature of Gambia’s political landscape. From the 1800s through World War II, newspapers carried a strident political agenda. Similarly, the National Convention Party’s Gambia Outlook (1975), the People’s Progressive Party’s Gambia Times (1981), and the People’s Democratic Organization for Independence and Socialism’s Foroyaa (1987) were explicitly political and, with the exception of the PPP-owned Gambia Times, were critical of PPP government policy. The Gambia News Bulletin was established in 1943. It remained in existence until after the 1994 coup, having been renamed the Gambia Weekly and then the Daily; they were edited at different times by Saptieu Jobe before her dispute with the Armed Forces Provisional Ruling Council (AFPRC) and the late Amadou Barry.

Kenneth Best, a self-exiled Liberian journalist, established the Daily Observer in the early 1990s. Best, along with Deyda Hydara and Pap Saine who cofounded the Point, helped train many young journalists in the 1990s. Following in the tradition of newspapers before them, both the Daily Observer and the Point were critical of government policy and President Jawara, in particular. However, following the coup in 1994, Best was expelled from Gambia by the new leaders of the July 22 coup. On December 16, 2004, Hydara was assassinated by what many believe to be hired assassins of Yahya Jammeh’s government: the Green Boys, a vigilante group he supported before they were allegedly banned several years later. There is, however, no evidence linking President Jammeh to Deyda’s death.

The post-1994 coup period witnessed a drastic curtailment of democratic rights generally, and of expression specifically. Ruling by decree, the AFPRC imposed numerous decrees, including Decrees 70 and 71, which significantly increased the amount of money that had to be deposited for newly established and existing newspapers to roughly US$10,000. A hostile environment for journalists ensued, thereafter, as journalists were routinely arrested, tortured, and/or imprisoned. Pap Saine and Halifa Sallah, owner-publishers of the Point, and Sidia Jatta, owner-publishers of Foroyaa, were charged with technical breaches that were later dismissed by the courts. In the ensuing years, even more restrictions were imposed upon journalists, including the Media Commission Act of 2002 that imposed lengthy prison terms on journalists for writing newspaper articles that “threatened national security.” It was repealed later by the National Assembly but not before a majority in the assembly enacted the Newspaper Amendment Act in 2002, an even more punitive law directed against newspapers and journalists. The term “national security” became, at best, a nebulous phrase that was interpreted widely to include stories, personal or otherwise, that the government deemed critical of its leaders and policies.

Baboucar Gaye’s newspaper the New Citizen was forced to close in 1998. A building housing the Independent newspaper owned by Alagi Yoro Jallow and Baba Galleh Jallow was torched by agents of the state. In 2006, Chief Ebrima Manneh, a leading journalist, disappeared; he is now feared dead. Deyda Hydara was assassinated in 2004. Kanyiba Kanyi, who worked for an NGO, is also feared dead. These events and others have effectively established a culture of silence and fear among journalists in the country. Consequently, more than 30 journalists live in self-imposed exile in Senegal, Germany, the United States, and the United Kingdom, where they have gone on to establish online newspapers that are critical of the regime in Gambia. These online papers include the Gambia Echo, the Gambia Journal, Freedom Newspaper, Jollof Newspaper, Gainako, Senegambia Newspaper, Gambia News, Maafanta, and AllGambian.net. They have been vocal in their criticism of President Jammeh, his regime, policies, and supporters. They have waged relentless, critical campaigns against the Gambian government.

To some degree, the onslaught against Jammeh and his policies, as well as his less publicized alleged involvement in the separatist rebellion in the Casamance, have raised doubts about his credibility. Criticism of Jammeh has become all the more vociferous in the absence or silencing of newspapers like the Point and since the 2004 sale of the Daily Observer to businessman Amadou Samba, one of President Jammeh’s most ardent supporters and a person who has benefitted disproportionately from state largess. Regrettably but understandably the domestic press has been reduced to reporting stories that are of little critical consequence. The Gambia Press Union (GPU), and its affiliates in the United States and Europe, nonetheless, hold talks and seminars in support of press freedoms. The GPU has also shown solidarity with slain journalist Deyda Hydara and his family by holding peaceful demonstrations to which many dignitaries are invited to discuss human rights issues.

Predictably, President Jammeh has reacted against online newspaper journalists and editors. In 2008, Fatou Jaw Manneh was arrested at the airport in Gambia while attending her father’s funeral. She was jailed in a mosquito-infested cell for six days after which a yearlong kangaroo court ensued. Manneh’s only “crime” was to have criticized President Jammeh in a 2003 online newspaper article. She was subsequently found guilty of treason and fined US$12,000.

Despite the severe repression, many newspapers also serve as outlets for aspiring Gambian writers who, otherwise, will remain unknown to the reading public. These papers will also serialize longer academic essays and editorials. Online newspapers also provide similar services for Gambian writers in the diaspora as well. Few magazines operate in the country and what little exists are often limited to literary, cultural, and fashion-related issues. The Gambia News and Report, a weekly magazine owned and edited by veteran journalist and poet Suwaebou Conateh, is also understandably circumspect in its coverage and known for its annual awards to the man and woman of the year.

Radio Gambia, the nation’s first broadcasting facility, was established in 1962, just three years before independence. Yet its reach was by no means national because its audience was limited to Banjul and environs. For entertainment and news prior to Radio Gambia, Gambians tuned to radio broadcasts from neighboring Senegal, Mali, Guinea, and Liberia, and as far as the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the Republic of the Congo. The British Broadcasting Corporation and the Voice of America were, and still are, important sources of news and entertainment. In the years before Radio Gambia, shortwave battery-operated portable transistor sets served as the only links between Gambians and the rest of the world. In time, however, and along with Radio Syd, Radio Gambia’s reach improved, especially following the 1994 coup d’état.

Paradoxically, the postcoup period has seen a significant increase in the number of radio stations in the country but has not resulted in improved access to information for the population. This is because the Jammeh government continues to exert the same pressures on radio broadcasters as it does on the print journalists. For instance, Baboucar Gaye’s Citizen FM Radio station was banned from broadcasting the news in local languages and was ultimately shut down by the authorities for Gaye’s alleged failure to pay taxes. On February 5, 1998, Gaye was arrested along with the station’s news editor Ebrima Sillah, and they were detained for several days at the NIA headquarters in Banjul. Gaye was charged subsequently under a 1913 telegraphic law for allegedly operating a radio station without a valid license. The 1913 Act is an old colonial law.

Teranga FM, a private, community radio station, was also shut down by the Jammeh government for no apparent reason other than its broadcast of the news in local languages. The station was reopened in February 2011 following critical concerns raised by listeners. There are roughly six FM stations, including West Coast Radio, City Limits, Sud FM, Paradise FM, Unique FM, and Radio 1 FM. Unlike Teranga, these radio stations, though privately owned, are not allowed to broadcast the news in local languages unless relayed from Radio Gambia, which is a propaganda arm of the government. There are five other community radio stations that are located in Brikama, Farafenni, Basse, Kerewan, and Sinchu Alhaji (Teranga). All these community radio stations, especially Brikama’s, have had run-ins with the law and were closed at one time or another during their operation. In sum, access to information via radio is severely curtailed by the regime in an effort to keep the citizenry uninformed and more easily subjected and susceptible to manipulation and control.

The Gambia’s only television station is government owned. Established shortly after the 1994 coup, Gambia TV and Radio Services (GRTS) were generally effective tools in the hands of Jammeh to mobilize and win the 1996, 2001, and 2006 presidential elections. In all these elections, the opposition was given little access to the TV, which Jammeh used to vilify them. Jammeh’s monopoly of GRTS precipitated a reaction among diaspora print journalists, which led to the establishment of online radios in the United States and elsewhere. The most notable of these include GRTS International, owned by Momodou Lamin Sillah and Mbye Sarr, long-time democracy and human rights activists based in Silver Spring, Maryland. The other is Freedom Radio, also owned by Pa N’derry M’Bai, proprietor of Freedom newspaper in Raleigh, North Carolina. Raaki-Television, an online radio/television outlet, is owned and run by Momodou Buharry Gassama from Stockholm, Sweden. Raaki-Television also provides useful information, news, music, and historical material on Gambia.

Following in the tradition of Freedom newspaper, Freedom Radio is critical of the Jammeh regime and of the civil servants working for him. Online radio stations provide important news about Gambia in all of the major languages—Mandinka, Fula, Wolof, and Serahule—something unthinkable except in the government-owned and controlled GRTS. Gainako, Kibarro, and several other online newspapers have online radios now and have added to the diversity of programs and debates. They also have valuable programs to inform listeners on topics that range from history to women’s issues and health. Gambians at home who have access to the Internet subscribe heavily to these news and entertainment outlets from its diaspora, as well as the major international networks like CNN. In fact, President Jammeh is said to read these papers and listen to the radio broadcasts emanating from the United States.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Accra

Major Cities: Accra, Kumasi, Tamale, Sekondi-Takoradi, Ashaiman, Sunyani, Cape Coast, Obuasi, Teshie, Tema

Population: 25.366 million (2012 census)

Languages: English (official); Akan (Asante Twi, Akuapem Twi, Mfantse, and Nzema), Ga, Ewe, Dangme, Gonja, Kasem, and Mole-Dagbani (Dagaare and Dagbanli)

Government Type: Constitutional Republic, Presidential System, Multiparty Constitutional Democracy

Ethnic Groups: Akan (47.5 percent); Mole-Dagbon (16.6 percent); Ewe (13.9 percent); Ga-Dangme (7.4 percent); Gurma (5.7 percent); Guan (3.7 percent); Grusi (2.5 percent); Mande-Busanga (1.1 percent); others (1.6 percent) (2012 census)

Religions: Christianity 71.2 percent (Pentecostal/Charismatic 28.3 percent, Protestantism 18.4 percent, Catholicism 13.1 percent, other 11.4 percent); Islam (17.6 percent); African Traditional Religions (5.2 percent); other/none (6.0 percent) (2012 census)



Introduction

Ghana holds a prominent place in African history and culture. Its people were one of the first in sub-Saharan Africa to grant extended residence rights to European visitors in the 15th century. It was one of the earliest to be formally colonized in 1874, and it was the first sub-Saharan African country to earn its independence from European colonialism in 1957. Prominent Pan-Africanists like George Padmore (1903–1959) and W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) chose to reside in independent Ghana, and their names remain well known on both sides of the Atlantic today. The independence years have brought both success and turmoil to Ghana. Kwame Nkrumah (1909–1972), the first prime minister and president, was ousted in a 1966 coup, and the next two decades saw economic deterioration and political upheavals. Since 1992, however, peaceful elections have resulted in the transition of power from one party to another and renewed hope entering the new millennium. Ghanaian culture, too, has continued to mature during the independence era. It encompasses long-standing, dynamic interactions between the past and the present that reflect the duality inherent in the attempt to blend rich cultural institutions with the political, economic, and social exigencies of the modern world. Though one can talk of many cultures and customs within the country today, Ghanaians have also developed a national identity based on their rich historical traditions of indigenous, Islamic, colonial, and Western foundations. These influences permeate virtually every aspect of Ghanaian religion, literature, art, cuisine, dress, marriage, family relations, music, and dance. The many influences have been adopted and adapted into strong, dynamic cultures firmly rooted in the past, reflecting present conditions, and pointing to a new and vibrant future.

Geography

The southern coast of Ghana spans 334 miles along the Gulf of Guinea, 465 miles north of the equator. The Greenwich Meridian passes through the port city of Tema, 16 miles east of the national capital, Accra. The country extends 420 miles northward from the ocean, covering an area of 92,100 square miles and consisting largely of flat terrain and gently rolling hills. A mountain range along its southeastern border with Togo contains the highest point in the country at 2,920 feet.

The southern coastal region is generally drier and flatter with a number of saltwater lagoons. Forested hills and plateaus rise in an escarpment at the edge of the Greater Accra Region. The northern third of the country is largely savanna and open woodland, but overgrazing and increased cultivation are gradually depleting the natural vegetation and the region is beginning to resemble the arid lands of the Sahel to the north.

Numerous rivers and streams crisscross the Ghanaian landscape. The Volta, the largest river, was dammed in the early 1960s to build the Akosombo Dam, a mammoth hydroelectric project designed to meet all of Ghana’s electricity needs. What was once the main drainage basin for a large portion of the country became the largest man-made lake in the world. The only natural lake in Ghana is Lake Bosumtwi. Lying in a steep-sided caldera about 20 miles southeast of Kumasi, the capital of the Asante Region, it reaches depths of almost 300 feet.
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Lake Bosumtwi, located southeast of Kumasi. Created by the flooding of an ancient meteor impact crater, Lake Bosumtwi is Ghana’s only natural lake and a favorite recreational spot. (Guppy Images/Dreamstime.com)

Ghana has a tropical climate with consistently high year-round temperatures. There are three distinct climate zones. The southern coastal belt is warm and humid, with temperatures normally in the upper 80s°F. There are two rainy seasons in the southern and central areas. The forested regions generally experience heavier rains and higher temperatures than the coastal areas, while the northern savanna area is hotter and drier, with daytime temperatures in the 90s°F for much of the year. In the northern savanna, there is only one rainy season and one dry season. The period of the harmattan involves cold and dusty northeasterly winds that come down from the Sahara Desert, decreasing the temperatures, especially at night. The harmattan is most prevalent in the north, but reaches south to the coastal regions, usually during December and January.

People and Ethnicity

Fifty-seven percent of Ghanaians are under the age of 25 and the large majority live in the triangular shaped region bounded by Accra and Tema to the east, Sekondi-Takoradi to the west, and Kumasi to the north. Groups in the southern and central areas have had a longer history of contact with Europeans. They are more likely to be Christian and have had greater access to formal education. Islam has a longer history in the northern areas, and its influences there are more extensive in everyday life.

Ghana is a highly multicultural and multiethnic country. There are about 100 ethnic divisions characterized by linguistic and cultural differences. The large majority of Ghana’s population today, however, can be classified into eight major groups: Akan, Mole-Dagbon, Ewe, Ga-Dangme, Gurma, Guan, Grusi, and Mande-Busanga. The Akan, the largest ethnic group in Ghana, compose about 48 percent of the population and are made up of two main groups, the Fante and the Asante. The two most populous groups in the northernmost states are the Mole-Dagbani and the Gonja. Ghanaians often refer to the Northern, Upper East, and Upper West regions as “the North,” suggesting some degree of homogeneity of the geography and the people that differentiates them from the rest of the country. The Ewe people came from northern Togo, and, today, occupy southeastern Ghana and parts of neighboring Togo. The Ga inhabit the stretch of coast from Accra to Prampram. The Ga-Dangmes most likely traveled along the coast from Nigeria, as evidenced by the structural similarities in the Ga and Yoruba languages. The Guan, most living around what is now Lake Volta, are believed to be the earliest of modern Ghana’s ethnic groups to arrive from the north, probably around 1000 CE.

Languages

Ghana is a highly multilingual country with about 60 language groups. English is the official language; it is used in government, most large-scale business transactions, and in much of the national media. Most Ghanaians, however, are at least bilingual, and many are able to speak three or more languages. It is not uncommon to hear a speaker, especially in the urban areas, use two or even three languages within a single conversation. The national radio and television media rely on English as their major language, but Akan, Dagbani, Ewe, Ga, and Hausa are also employed frequently, especially in advertisements, commentary, and public service announcements.

The 1969 constitution required that members of parliament speak, read, and understand English, but a later constitution did away with that requirement to increase the overall diversity of representation in government. More recent guidelines promote the use of local vernaculars at the primary educational levels, where students may study in any of 11 Ghanaian languages for the first three years before giving way to English as the medium at more advanced levels.

All the languages in Ghana belong to branches of the Niger-Congo language family. In the north, languages belonging to the Gur branch of Niger-Congo predominate and include three major subdivisions: Gurma, Grusi, and Mole-Dagbani. In the south, most languages, including Akan, Ga-Adangbe, and Ewe, belong to the Kwa branch. There are also a number of subdivisions within these three. Akan includes Twi, Fante, Akuapem, Akyem, Akwamu, Ahanta, Bono, Nzema, Kwahu, and Safwi. Ga-Adangbe contains Ga, Adangbe, Ada, and Krobo. Even the language of the Ewe, which most closely resembles a single linguistic group, can be broken down into various subdivisions. The presence of Central Togo remnant groups, such as the Nkonya, Tafi, Logba, Sontrokofi, Lolobi; and Likpe, who live among the Ewe but speak a different language, further complicates linguistic categories. There is, in addition, some representation in Ghana of Mande languages more commonly found to the north and west in Côte d’Ivoire, Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Mali. Akan (predominantly Twi) is by far the most widely spoken African language in Ghana today. Almost 12 million people speak it as a first language and, because it has become the lingua franca and is used in many facets of life, many others have learned it on their own or in school. Pidgin, a language that incorporates aspects of English and local languages, is also quite popular, especially among younger and often more affluent urban residents. All the major languages of Ghana, however, are featured daily in radio and television shows.

Religion

The three main forms of religious practice in Ghana derive from indigenous, Christian, and Islamic faiths. Christianity predominates in the southern half of the country, while Islam is most prominent in the northern regions and in pockets of large urban centers. Traditional Religions maintain a presence throughout. Tolerance of religious differences in Ghana is very high. The constitution guarantees the right to religious expression, and the government makes visible efforts to support that right, recognizing both Islamic and Christian religious celebrations.

In general, the number of people professing Christianity or Islam as their primary religion has increased steadily since independence. Today, Christians account for more than 71 percent of the population while the number of Muslims stands at almost 18 percent. Other world religions, including Hinduism, Buddhism, and Judaism, have a small presence. While the data suggest a decline in the number of those professing adherence to indigenous religious beliefs, few dismiss these practices entirely. Indigenous religions continue to form a core of Ghanaian cultural and ritual life, and many reconcile some indigenous beliefs and practices with their Christian or Islamic views.

Traditional Ghanaian religious belief is shaped by the belief in two separate but connected worlds: the world of spirits and the world of the living. Though there are as many different types of indigenous religions in Ghana as there are ethnic groups, the most fundamental trait of all is the belief in a hierarchy of spiritual beings that are responsible for the human condition. At the top of the hierarchy is the Supreme God, followed by lesser gods, ancestors, witches, diviners, and other spiritual powers, some of which are life enhancing and others that are life damaging. Although based on long-standing beliefs developed during the many centuries of their existence, encounters with Muslims and Christians, the appearances of new religious leaders, and the incorporation of new technology continue to influence indigenous religious beliefs and alter the practice of them.

Christianity first arrived in Ghana with Europeans in the late 15th century. This early influence was largely confined to the coastal regions. During the early 19th and 20th centuries, missionaries established a greater presence throughout the region and began to offer formal, Western education with the belief that once able to read, people would understand the Bible and accept Christianity. Although wary of Western religion at first, certain families eventually began to see the benefits of education and sent their children to the schools. Since 1970, Ghana has entered into a new phase of Christianity, as Independent African churches, Pentecostal, and Charismatic faiths have seen considerable growth. Independent African churches included the Musama Disco Christo Church, the Apostle’s Revelation Society, and the Kristo Asafo Christ Reformed Mission. These churches emphasized healing and exorcism in their services and quickly gained popularity because of their ability to adapt their practices and doctrines to suit local beliefs. Many of these churches, however, were short-lived, opening the door for the rise of new faiths. The popularity of Pentecostal and Charismatic churches demonstrates the viability of Christian religions more compatible with certain indigenous religious beliefs and able to adapt to local cultural practices. The belief in witchcraft and divination, and the dynamic and expressive nature of the services, contribute to their attractiveness. Some estimate that there are more than 3,000 different sects of these Christian churches in the country today.

Dating to at least the 14th century, Islam has a longer history in Ghana than Christianity and, in general, it was more easily adapted to Traditional Religious beliefs and practices. Islamic ideas of marriage, festivals, and religious offices blended easily with traditional customs. Islam, for example, allows a man up to four wives, making it compatible with traditional beliefs. In other cases, traditional and Muslim festivals, such as the damba festival, were combined, utilizing aspects of Islam (Muhammad’s birthday) and traditional society (pouring libations and celebrating community unity). Most Muslims in Ghana belong to the Sunni sect of Islam. Sufism is represented by the Tijaniyya and Qadariyya brotherhoods. The Ahmadiyya movement is also well represented and is respected for its emphasis on education and vocational training, as well as the construction and management of hospitals.

Unlike in countries such as Nigeria where the Muslim population is significantly greater, there have been few instances of conflict or animosity between Christians and Muslims on a national level in Ghana. Most Ghanaians make very little of the religious differences between Muslims and Christians, with members of the same family sometimes belonging to different faiths. If a friend or relative of a different faith is getting married or holding a naming ceremony for a newborn, it is not uncommon to attend, regardless of one’s own faith. Christmas, Easter, Eid al-Fitr, and Eid al-Adha are times for everyone to greet family, friends, and neighbors, despite the religious symbolism associated with each. Muslim and Christian leaders frequently come together to make statements about national issues. As tensions were rising before the 1992 elections, the Christian Council, the National Catholic Secretariat, the Ghana Pentecostal Council, and the Ahmadiyya Muslim Mission called upon all political candidates and parties to help quell the volatile situation. Although many people perceive a growing rift between Christians and Muslims in the northern regions, Ghanaians are cautious to avoid the same fate as other countries.

Despite the dominance of Christianity and Islam, the importance of Traditional Religion to overall social organization is evident in the fact that they have been unable to replace it completely. Almost all Ghanaians, regardless of class or education, are affected by indigenous religion, consciously and unconsciously. Even for those who subscribe to Christianity or Islam, many continue to practice traditional beliefs and customs. It is not uncommon for people to attend a Muslim mosque or a Christian church, and then engage a diviner or Traditional priest when they are experiencing physical or spiritual problems. Christians and Muslims still pour libations to the ancestors and lesser gods, and many retain belief that the spirit world can provide an explanation for misdeeds, sicknesses, and periods of bad luck. People avoid actions or objects that might lead them to be associated with witchcraft and limit those behaviors that might bring the wrath of spiritual powers and invite the presence of evil forces. Ghanaians participate in many different ritual systems, some based on indigenous religions, others based on various forms of Christianity and Islam, and still others merging the two. Ghanaians are able to adopt one without dismissing the other, thus satisfying multiple spiritual, psychological, and social needs. New religious leaders have not eliminated the power of the lesser gods and the ancestors, nor have they replaced traditional priests and diviners. Some of the rituals and practices of Traditional Religion may be in decline, but they continue to influence the way in which people see the world and their place within it.

Social Customs

One of the most important responsibilities of membership in a lineage is participation in rites of passage celebrating birth, puberty, marriage, and death. These ceremonies help determine family organization, domestic hierarchies, and future lineage relationships. Each event is marked by specific rituals that teach children how to be responsible adults, show married couples how to live together and respect one another, or send the deceased on their journey to the ancestral world with dignity and respect.
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A priestess purifies a girl during the second stage of the Dipo Festival. The festival is an initiation rite that marks the passage of young girls into womanhood. (Black Star/Alamy)

Children represent wealth. Their birth and passage to adulthood are joyous occasions. Many Ghanaians believe that children are wanderers from the spiritual world and may decide to return to that world during their first week, after which an elaborate naming ceremony is held that celebrates their official arrival. During these “outdooring” ceremonies, their names are called out, formally welcoming them into the community. The transition from childhood to adulthood symbolizes a rebirth and is accompanied by special ceremonies that teach initiates about cultural, social, and religious values. Ceremonies may include lessons about sex, health, folklore, values, hunting, or farming. For females, initiation takes place after they have had their first menstrual period. Boys generally undergo initiation between the ages of 10 and 14. In some societies, they are taken outside of town, where they undergo physical tests for endurance and participate in competitive games. For males and females, the lessons prepare initiates to become responsible adults and fulfill their obligations to society by learning the cultural traditions and social mores of society. Although most Ghanaians today do not go through the same rites as their elders, less elaborate activities still lend significance to important stages in life.

Marriage in Ghana is seen as a requisite stage in life and remains one of the most important social institutions. Marriages serve to establish alliances between families and between communities. The importance of marrying and creating children made arranged marriages common at one time. Families had to be confident of the status and character of their child’s mate, especially when it reflected on their own lineage. This is, however, more uncommon today. Today, men and women are more likely to choose their own partners, but marriage continues to revolve around much more than the union of two people. It is still, primarily, a union between two families. Young people must inform their families of their intentions and ask for permission to begin the steps necessary to begin the process leading to the marriage rites. In some cases, educated urbanized couples must work hard to convince their families to agree to their wishes because the families may not know each other well.

The final rite of passage in the human world is death. Ghanaians do not mourn the dead. Death marks not the end of life, but rather a transition from the physical world to the spiritual world, the world of the ancestors. Funeral ceremonies perform social functions, providing an opportunity for people of a community to come together, show respect to the deceased, and help provide everything they might need on their journey. The belief is that the deceased might have been poor in life, but they should not want for anything in death. Funerals often begin with an all-night wake keeping. The burial and funeral rites are held the ensuing day and, frequently, continue into the next. Smaller gatherings follow its completion, including thanking the mourners and “making accounts, ” or accepting donations from others. The funeral itself is accompanied by dirges, usually by females. Two other important rituals occur 40 days after death, when there is a “parting” ceremony to mark the spiritual departure of the deceased to the ancestral world, and at the first anniversary of the death. The latter also allows for the distribution of inheritance, and after this time, the widowed spouse can remarry.

Every society has patterns of behavior that help to organize social relations and determine acceptable and unacceptable actions in particular situations. Apart from the large urban centers, where a greater degree of outside influences have affected these patterns, there is a general formality to social interactions throughout the country. The fundamental basis of these interactions is determined by the factors of age and status.

In general, Ghanaians value interpersonal interactions. Greeting is an important custom. Whether buying something at a store, entering someone’s house, or meeting someone on the street, greetings are always given first. When meeting an individual, it is proper to greet them and inquire about their well-being and the well-being of their family. When encountering a group of people, there are also expected procedures. Individuals are to greet all of the group members individually beginning with the person on the right, even if only intending to speak to one person quickly. Any handshakes or gestures should be done with the right hand because many Ghanaians consider it an insult to be offered the left hand. Visiting the homes of friends and family is most common, especially on Sundays and at the end of traditional festivals. When visiting a friend’s house, visitors are welcomed and made to feel comfortable. It is customary to remove shoes, especially sandals and flip-flops. People are first offered a seat and a drink to welcome them. Just as greetings demand a certain protocol, so does leaving. One does not simply say goodbye to their guests at the door. It is customary for the host to walk with the visitors, either seeing them to their car, helping them find a taxi, or giving them a ride home.

Public gender relations and appearance are generally conservative by Western standards. Showing public affection between men and women, even between husbands and wives, is rare. Grooming and overall neatness are important because they are outward reflections of one’s character. Women are discouraged from wearing tight or revealing clothing. In general, women’s skirts, dresses, and pants cover their knees, and more often reach mid-calf length, especially in the more Muslim societies of northern Ghana. It is rare to see men wearing shorts. These traditional mores on public display are changing quickly, however. Urban youth, in particular, are exposed to more images of Western culture in films and on the Internet, as well as personal interactions. They frequently wear clothes that older generations see as too tight or too short, and express feelings for their partners more openly.

Lifestyle and Leisure

In general, leisure and entertainment time, like social relations, are valued. Whether in the rural or urban areas, people enjoy spending time with others, sharing stories, playing games, and having new experiences. Everyday life varies between the rural and urban areas, but people living in both areas also tend to exaggerate these differences. Many tend to express the dichotomy in idyllic terms that favor traditional life. While based in some reality, these differences also reflect a level of nostalgia: fast-paced city life is contrasted with the relaxed atmosphere of rural society; the noise of the city is set against the serenity of the countryside; and the cold social relations of the urban environment are the antithesis of the warm, friendly family life found in the village. Obviously, rural life has not remained serene and unchanged. It has a long history of economic, social, and cultural exchange that continues to modify everyday patterns of existence.

Agricultural activities take up a large part of the day in most rural societies, especially during the planting and harvesting seasons. Some people also practice animal husbandry, with younger children tending to smaller animals such as goats and sheep. Other traditional occupations include potters, tailors, and carvers. Children are expected to help their parents and learn the skills necessary to continue the family tradition. They are groomed to take over household and family responsibilities when they reach adulthood. During the dry season, after the harvest, everyone has more free time, which is spent doing repairs to equipment and homes, visiting friends, and enjoying leisure activities. Most of the major festivals are also held during this time.

Both boys and girls receive formal education, at least through the primary level, in even the remotest villages today. During these years, the school environment consumes a majority of the student’s time. Schoolmates, rather than siblings, become their best friends. Teachers, rather than parents and elders, assume the most important role in the socialization process. Those from small villages who want to continue their education past the primary level often find that they must move to a larger town to attend the nearest school. Educated children often do not want to stay in the village and work on the family farm. Rural men and women want to explore the increased opportunities offered in urban areas, and some migrate to a city at some point during their lives. Some of them leave only for a few years and return to the family farm or business, while others find their niche in the city and establish their lives there.

Leisure time in the rural areas differs from that of the city because of more limited options. After the workday, people may gather together for storytelling, to share news about the community, and to discuss local, national, and international issues. People gather around a television, radio, or computer to see or watch the news or one of the other programs available to them. They may attend movie theaters and see the latest Ghanaian films. Rural bars serving locally produced alcoholic drinks are popular places to meet friends, listen and dance to music, and unwind from the day. In the urban areas, there are a greater variety of economic, social, and cultural choices.

Urban leisure and entertainment reflect the diversity of people and availability of cultural resources. Class differences, in part, determine the type of activities in which people participate. Urban wage labor creates money for basic amenities, but it also affects the organization of leisure and entertainment by creating differences in disposable income. The lower classes might attend a movie theater, have a drink at one of the ubiquitous “spots” (small outdoor bars), or spend time relaxing, listening to music, and dancing with friends. The middle and upper classes have more disposable income. They are apt to seek entertainment at upscale hotels, bars, discos, restaurants, and theaters. They also spend more time with their nuclear family, dining together, watching television, and traveling. Some urban elite enjoy spending time in their home village. They establish large farms and grow export crops such as pineapples, mangoes, and cassava. They often construct nice houses in the village, both to get away from city life and as a means of displaying their status. Regardless of economic class, coastal populations enjoy going to the beach, especially on Sunday. Beach outings are a time to spend with friends, play soccer, and swim. In larger cities, such as Accra, Cape Coast, and Kumasi, big music festivals are often held on Sunday afternoons and holidays.

Employment

Although one can find an array of economic professions, more than one-half of the Ghanaian labor force is involved in agriculture or fishing as a primary occupation. Farmers produce a variety of crops for domestic consumption and export. These include cocoa, yams, grains, palm oil, cotton, sugar cane, nuts, and coffee. Recently, the export of pineapples, papaya, and bananas has increased. Some farmers raise cattle or fish. Fishing is an important occupation for many who reside along the coast and at the edges of Lake Volta. The fishing industry increased threefold during the 1970s and 1980s, but entered a period of decline because of overharvesting by local and foreign poachers. The government introduced regulations in 1992 and again in 2002 to protect marine life and ensure future resources, but lack of funding is making the regulations difficult to enforce. As access to education expands and the economy continues to grow at a significant pace in the 21st century, the number of people in agriculture, animal husbandry, and fishing continues to decline and people are increasingly turning to new occupations.

Many people work in industries associated with the world’s second largest cocoa exporter and Africa’s second largest gold producer. Gold and cocoa have long been the top export earners, but the discovery of oil reserves off the coast of Ghana in the early 21st century has resulted in a new pool of jobs in the oil industry. Timber exports are also a significant contributor, but production is declining as it comes under increasing scrutiny because of deforestation. The export market still drives the production of raw materials in Ghana. Gold, cocoa, and timber are shipped mainly to Germany, Britain, and the United States. Export trade moves through the two main harbors at Tema and Takoradi or through the main international airport in Accra.

Apart from raw materials, Ghana has seen enormous growth in other export areas. Nontraditional exports are increasingly bringing more and more people into new professions. These include the processing and production of agricultural products such as shea butter and peanut butter, as well as creating handicrafts such as baskets, paintings, and ceramics. Retail sales and tourism encompass other major sectors of the economy. In the late 1990s, tourism usurped timber’s place as the fourth highest export earner, offering a less destructive alternative for earning foreign exchange and creating thousands of new jobs. Government incentives, a rich cultural heritage, and a striking natural environment continue to attract more and more visitors. The Ghanaian government promotes festivals such as the Pan-African Historical Theatre Festival and Emancipation Day ceremonies to attract nearly 2 million foreigners to visit the country each year.

The performance of the Ghanaian economy has been mixed since independence but it is showing substantial signs of life in the 21st century. Early postindependence governments stressed manufacturing. A major aluminum smelter, timber and cocoa processing plants, breweries, cement factories, oil refineries, and textile factories commenced operations during this time. Devaluation, shortages of raw materials, and lack of foreign exchange, however, led to negative growth and many businesses ceased production. In 1983, Ghana introduced an economic recovery program that promoted free-market forces and the development of local resources. The government reduced public budgets, privatized state enterprises, devalued the currency, and, with foreign assistance, began to rebuild infrastructure. Between 1983 and 1986, the government increased payments to cocoa farmers, laid off 28,000 civil servants in one year alone, and removed price controls on most products. Major construction projects began to dot the landscape, including new hotels, bridges, and roads. Ports were rebuilt and improved. The national electricity grid was expanded to cover a larger part of the country. Consumer goods, previously impossible to find, were again abundant in shops.

The price of structural adjustment, however, was high. Indeed, cocoa, gold, and timber exports increased dramatically, but that also meant a return to the neocolonial economic structures that relied on exploiting nonrenewable resources at the expense of improving the industrial base. Although serious strides were made, the average citizen continued to suffer from low wages and high inflation. Increased foreign debt, reduced government revenue, and unemployment left the long-term success of structural adjustment in doubt. Only recently has renewed emphasis been placed on manufacturing, and the slow process of recovery has begun. In the second decade of the 21st century, Ghana has the fastest growing economy and one of the highest GDP per capita in Africa. It has seen a sustained drop in inflation rates and a relatively stable currency. These economic forces have combined to create new employment opportunities for Ghana’s workforce. The manufacturing industry in Ghana is slowly gaining strength after years of hardship and now produces a wide variety of products, particularly in the Accra metro area. The economic upturn and the optimism associated with it provide new opportunities for Ghanaians at every occupational level.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

As an Akan proverb states, Ghanaian families are truly a crowd. They can include extended families spanning three and four generations. Families are dynamic institutions that reflect traditional patterns of gender and marriage and concepts of family structure, as well as changes brought about by religion and culture, education, migration, and changing economic conditions.

Families play an active role in daily activities and provide for the maintenance of social security. The structure of the family differs between ethnic groups and regions, but the inherent values are similar. Sometimes, the household structure resembles a traditional nuclear family, although frequent additions, including elderly relatives, cousins, and brothers, sisters, nephews, and nieces of the husband and wife, add to that. Among patrilineal groups, such as the Ga, the Ewe, and those in the northern regions, residence patterns are varied. In the north, a household is often composed of two or more brothers, their wives, and their children. The eldest brother is considered the head of the household. Each husband is the head of his family and is responsible for its needs, but all of the adult males cooperate in the care and well-being of the entire household. A domestic group typically includes a husband and wife or wives, their children and, often, additional young and adult dependent relatives. The traditional matrilineal Akan family structure is similar to that of the Ga, but the matrilineal descent system shows some differences. The female compound usually consists of a mother, her unmarried and married daughters, and their children, who form a cohesive matrilineal group. Adolescent sons sometimes move to the houses of their fathers or to those of their maternal uncles who play an important role in raising their sisters’ sons and are often referred to as their father. Although less frequent today, polygyny still exists and mandates special residential arrangements. The wives cannot all share a room with their husband and, rarely do they all live in the same house. Co-wives form a hierarchy, with the senior wife controlling the domestic scene and the most recent wife having the least say in decision making. In some cases, the senior wife will live with the husband, while the others stay with their own families but, more often, they live in separate residences.

Within the family structure, hierarchical roles determine individual responsibilities in community and household organization. These roles are determined, in large part, by age, gender, and status. Traditional household relationships revolve around rules of family etiquette that demand certain patterns of interaction and determine behavior models. Elderly people are the reservoirs of family tradition and knowledge in the cultural, social, and practical domains. Within a traditional household, elders provide advice and counseling rather than great amounts of physical labor. Elderly females tend to young children in a mother’s absence and teach them morals, folklore, and skills. An Akan proverb emphasizes the dual-dependency relationship that exists between children and elders: “If your elders take care of you while cutting your teeth, you must take care of them while they are losing theirs.” Elders are to be accorded honor and respect by younger people because of their age and life experiences, and they are greeted, seated, and served first at social gatherings. Children, in contrast, are at the bottom of the social ladder. They are valued, to be sure, but they are also taught to respect age and status and perform their duties without objecting. Children are expected to learn the mores of the community so that they do not disgrace themselves and their family, their elders, and their ancestors.

Parents also have roles to perform in the household. As mature adults, they are expected to provide the financial resources and basic needs for their children, as well as food and shelter for their elders. Within this structure, however, there are sharp gender differences. Men still largely retain power in traditional households, in community life and in most government positions. Husbands are expected to provide for the health and well-being of their wives and children. There are, in theory, provisions for women to go to court if they feel their husbands are not meeting their obligations to the family, but in reality this rarely happens. Women are expected to respect their husband’s authority in the household, care for children, and carry out regular domestic duties. They are increasingly asked to provide a greater share of the financial needs of the family and play important roles in domestic, economic, and political life. Women perform the daily activities that keep both the household and the larger community running smoothly. They work inside the home rearing children, preparing food, and cleaning. This holds true regardless of a woman’s level of education or work schedule. In some societies women hold significant offices and display great power. The queen mother in Asante society and the stool mothers of the Ga, for example, wield influence over the affairs of the entire community.

The nature of traditional relations between husband and wife was once embedded in economic conditions. Rarely was romantic love part of the equation. Mutual respect between the two and economic security were often the highest things that men and women aspired to in their marriage. Increasingly, however, people choose their mates based on more personal factors, and women are contributing much more toward household finances. Market traders can become economically and socially independent and protect themselves against the inability of their husbands to provide sufficient support. It is becoming more common for husbands and wives to keep their financial resources separate.

Ghanaian family structures, roles, and institutions are undergoing rapid transformation due to changing economic emphases, the increase in education and migration, and broadened global influences. New identities emerge and the roles of the extended family have been altered. Young men and women move to the cities for a variety of reasons, but the most prominent is the hope of economic gain. The lucky ones acquire jobs, gain skills, and earn wages far beyond those available to them in their home areas. Migration alters the nature of social organization. The obvious aspect is the physical loss of young men and women who would otherwise have been active participants in rural family and economic life. The cyclical balance in the household relationship between youth, adults, and elders is more difficult to maintain with infrequent interaction widening the divisions between generations.

Wage labor helps young men subvert social restrictions on the acquisition of wealth and status. Economic independence diminishes the influence of family resources. In such cases, young men provide their own or forego bride-wealth, thus reducing parental influence and making arranged marriages less common. In general, marriages have become less formalized with respect to customary traditions. Among the Ga, for example, a traditional marriage was called a “six cloth” marriage, representing the elaborate ceremony surrounding bride-wealth. It is more common today for Ga couples to perform the afayinodaa (offering a drink) marriage. This involves assuming a marital relationship after the groom presents a small amount of money or gifts, but it does not include as much family involvement.

Changing family patterns and interactions impact many aspects of social life. Particularly, in the more affluent urban areas, family life tends to reflect the idealized model of the nuclear family. Husbands and wives live together in the house, share duties, and practice a more egalitarian decision-making process. Educated Ghanaian women, despite the constraints on them, can achieve high status through their professions, working in prestigious positions as doctors, lawyers, and judges. Women dominate the secretarial and nursing professions, and they play a significant role within education at every level from primary school to university. Children in dual-income homes experience different stimuli through educational and after-school activities. They increasingly spend time away from home with schoolmates and other peers, and absorb a greater share of their values from adults who are not part of their extended family. Urban family size has decreased due to changing economic conditions and expansion of education. The high costs associated with formal education and the time children spend away from the house also make large families impractical. Educated women generally marry later, thus reducing the number of children they have during their fertile years. The overall effect on family size, however, is less profound, because educated couples have access to better health care facilities and, thus, their children have a lower infant mortality rate.

In the face of constant change, family structures remain important in Ghanaian life. Rarely does the distance between urban and rural relatives sever these bonds entirely. Even long-term urban residents rarely consider the city to be their home. Many urban immigrants plan to return to the rural areas after having achieved their goals, or perhaps just to escape city life. Some young men leave a wife and children behind while they seek financial security in the urban environment. There is no immediate or complete separation of the two worlds. Monetary remittances replace work in the fields, labor around the house, or physical care of their parents. Some also build houses in the rural areas in preparation for retirement.

It is important to see the continuity in extended family relations. Although the nature of the family and gender roles are changing, urban immigration has actually extended many family branches, bringing together in the city people who would not otherwise be dependent on each other. The social security function of the family continues to have relevance. Urban immigrants reach out to extended family members for assistance with housing, food, or school fees. Their sponsors are meeting their lineage obligations by providing for the children of relatives. Well-off families are best able to provide support to extended family members, and their houses often act as meeting places for the new urban kinship members who are eager to hear news of home. This creates a different type of benefit-obligation cycle, but it continues to support the overall function of a family by bringing people together and creating links to the next generation.

Cuisine

Ghana is known throughout West Africa for the variety and quality of its cuisine. Traditional cuisine features indigenous plants and animals, as well as those introduced from elsewhere during centuries of trade and cultural contact. Today, there are a wide variety of traditional and international foods at roadside stands and full-scale restaurants, especially in the larger cities. For most Ghanaians, however, traditional foods remain an important part of their diets, and they consider foreign foods, although fine to eat, as nothing more than snacks. Regional and ethnic differences in Ghanaian cooking largely reflect the types of crops produced. People in the northern regions grow more sorghum, grains, and rice. They also practice pastoralism and other forms of animal husbandry and eat more river fish. People in the Asante Region eat more plantains and vegetables such as spinach. Coastal people such as the Ga eat more ocean fish and other seafood, while the Ewe of the Volta basin eat lake fish and maize products.

The staples of most Ghanaian diets are starchy foods such as yams, cassava, millet, maize, and rice. In many cases, these staples are pounded into a dough-like substance or rolled into balls and served with soups or stews. The Ga are associated with kenkey, the Asante and others with fufu, northern groups with tuo zaafi, and the Ewe with banku. Yams and plantains can also be boiled, fried, roasted, or grilled and eaten with many dishes. Beans are popular with rice in a dish called waakye. Another popular fare is “red red,” which pairs black-eyed peas cooked in palm oil with fried plantains. The most popular meats are beef, chicken, goat, guinea fowl, and mutton. Meat is seen as an important part of the dish, and the quantity and quality of meat served are indications of status and wealth. Sheep, goats, and poultry are raised throughout Ghana, even in urban centers, but the savanna environment of the northern regions favors larger cattle ranches. Guinea fowl meat is a popular snack anytime of the day. Originating in the north, it can now be found throughout Ghana. Wild animals are also caught and consumed, including different types of deer, small antelopes, and “grass cutter,” best described as a large rodent.

Additional foods provide flavor and spice or add variety to the Ghanaian diet. The primary cooking oil comes from red palm nuts. The oil is high in cholesterol, but it also contains high levels of vitamins A and E and adds a distinctive flavor to food. Hot and spicy foods are common, with most Ghanaians believing that the pepper cools the body and cleanses it of impurities. One of the most popular sauces used to add spice to food is shito, a hot pepper sauce that is made with fresh peppers and often served with fish and kenkey. Many societies rely on fruits such as coconuts, bananas, avocados, pineapples, oranges, papayas, and lemons to balance their diets. Ghana’s most famous crop, of course, is cocoa. It is one of the country’s major exports and is used to make chocolate, but Ghanaians traditionally do not eat sweet foods on a regular basis.

Beverages are also important in Ghanaian customs. There are certain rules that apply to drinking in Ghana. In traditional society, alcohol was associated with power and, therefore, it was not considered proper for children, adolescents, or women to drink. Ghanaians consume alcoholic beverages for recreation, but drinking is primarily a social activity and it is frowned on for Ghanaians to drink alone. Locally produced alcoholic beverages are common. Akpeteshie is a high-alcohol, homemade gin that is popular throughout Ghana. Pito is a fermented, low-alcohol drink made from sorghum that is common in the northern regions of Ghana. Palm wine is tapped from a palm tree using different methods. Depending on the type of tree, Ghanaians may fell the palm tree first and let the liquid ferment before tapping it or tap the tree at the top while it is still standing. Although palm wine was once used for many ceremonial purposes, spirits are often used now because they carry a higher status.

There are food dishes and drinks associated with specific festivals and ceremonies in Ghana. The ritual use and consumption of food and drink pays tribute to those who provide for the people. Ceremonies that mark the end of the growing season pay tribute to gods and ancestors for helping produce an abundant harvest. One of the most popular is the yam festival, celebrated by Akan peoples. To thank the gods, yams are pounded and sprinkled all over the village or city, and in rivers, lakes, and shrines. Libations of palm wine or akpeteshie are poured for the gods and ancestors, and animals are sacrificed. After all the proper rituals are finished, the festivalgoers take part in eating and drinking to celebrate a successful season.

Codes of etiquette surround Ghanaian eating habits. Food is best eaten with the fingers, but it should never be touched with the left hand. It is common for friends and family to sit around a table and share one large bowl of food. With the fingers of their right hand, they take a small piece of the staple food, usually fufu, kenkey, banku, or rice, form it into a small ball, and dip it into the soup or stew. The eldest male gets the best meat but is required to leave a portion for the children to eat later. Most Ghanaians prefer to eat at home. Visitors are always invited to join in a meal, even if they arrive just before the meal is served. Ghanaian families must always prepare extra food because of the frequency of such occurrences. Single and working people who do not have regular access to home-cooked foods frequent the ubiquitous “chop bars” that are essential to the everyday life of society, especially in the urban areas. Usually located in the open air, chop bars have benches and tables and sell a variety of inexpensive local soups and stews that have been prepared in advance. At these chop bars, one can see individuals in business attire, laborers, students, and the elderly eating good food and enjoying lively conversation. Also along the roads are stands that sell snack foods such as kelewele, plantain fried with ginger and hot pepper, or kyinkyinga, local kebabs that are coated with hot pepper. There is also a popular snack called “Kofi broke man,” a dish of roasted plantains and groundnuts. It is meant to satiate an individual during a time when he has very little money.


Homowo

During the Ga festival of Homowo (hooting at hunger), a great feast is held on the most important day. The ritual meal of Homowo is kpekpei, a dish made from steamed, unleavened corn dough and served with palm soup. Women begin the preparation long before sunrise because everything must be finished by noon to allow for other required rituals. The kpekpei and soup are put into earthenware pots. Some is given to the owners of the house, who sprinkle it around the entrances to pay respect to the souls of departed ancestors. Some is given to the mantsemei, or chiefs, who, accompanied by lively drumming and dancing, walk around sprinkling it in the public areas.



Dress

Ghanaians, like most people, attach considerable importance to dress as a symbol of status and according to the nature of the occasion. Dress includes not only the clothes that people wear, but also the ornamentation and accessories that affect the way in which people project their image to others. What one wears is an indication of socioeconomic and marital status, age, and education. Dress, like food and drink, also demands particular style of dress for specific ceremonies.

Men and women continue to wear traditional styles of dress in both the rural and urban areas. For women, a two-yard piece of cloth worn around the waist is called a lapa and is the most common everyday clothing style in the rural areas. Women might also wear a lapa or lapas wrapped around the entire upper and lower body. Head-ties are also a common feature of Ghanaian female dress. More formal dress might include a skirt, a blouse, a purse, and various accessories. The “kaba and slit” is a popular style of dress for women to wear to work, formal dinners, and weddings. Many banks, restaurants, and other workplaces use it as their company uniform. Menswear ranges from long gowns called agbada to variations of an oversize smock, called fugu, worn with long pants. Ghanaian traditional dress reflects regional and ethnic identities, but the spread of national ideas and increased migration has blurred those lines. Agbada gowns, for example, are derived from the flowing gowns of the Muslim ulama (learned men) in North Africa, but the Ghanaian style is more colorful and is worn by men in all areas of the country. For festive or ceremonial occasions, men and women in the southern regions usually wear cloth in a toga style. The cloth can come in many different patterns and designs, including hand-made kente and adinkra, or factory-made wax prints.

Foreign clothing styles that satisfy traditional mores are adapted, while others are adopted by youth, sometimes to the dismay of older generations. The politics of a multiethnic workplace also promote a greater variety of dress styles and more emphasis on Western clothing styles. For both men and women, wearing shorts is frowned upon. Boys and girls regularly wear shorts in public, but once people reach the age of puberty, the wearing of shorts undermines their adult status. Around the home, both men and women are free from these social restrictions. Such sanctions are also relaxed in the urban areas, where young men and women frequent the beach and discos, and some women wear short skirts and tight tops.

Ghanaians wear fancy clothes for many social occasions. Weddings and Sunday religious services call for elaborate dress, whether traditionally tailored Ghanaian cloth or Western clothes. Dress is also important in the celebration of funerals and naming ceremonies. Wakes and burials demand certain types of cloth, depending on the age and status of the deceased. Naming ceremonies, weddings, and funerals are popular social occasions that offer everyone a chance to display their finest clothes for their family and friends. It would be difficult to pass through any part of a city or any village on a weekend without encountering one of these ceremonies.

Individual preferences in jewelry, accessories, hairstyles, and bodily ornamentation form an integral part of traditional and modern dress in Ghana. Status can be gained by displaying certain items, such as gold jewelry, expensive watches, and luxurious purses. For women, expensive, imported cosmetics and perfumes exhibit wealth and a cosmopolitan style. In a similar way, beads can be indicators of wealth and status and are seen by some to provide spiritual protection. In many groups, a string of small, fine beads are wrapped around the waist of young girls from the time they are born as a protective device and as a sign of status. In Dangme society, the wearing of certain beads identifies people as priestesses, while the number of beads indicates the rank of the priestess and identifies her deity. Chiefs sometimes wear bead bracelets to signify their position in society. The human body can also be a canvas for augmenting one’s dress, displaying sophisticated body markings, hairstyles, or painted designs. Elaborate body painting and specific hairstyles may be used in ceremonial contexts to identify a particular position or display ethnic pride. During their traditional festival, the installation of a chief, and girls’ puberty rites, Dangme priestesses paint their bodies with chalk, vegetable mixtures, and charcoal, an act that revitalizes the bond between the priestess and her deity.

Ghanaians today wear a variety of clothing styles: sometimes Western dress, sometimes a combination of Western and traditional dress, and sometimes traditional clothing. When going to a disco, young people tend to dress in fancy Western clothes, symbolizing a high status and knowledge of Western fashion. Tailored suits made in Ghana or abroad signify knowledge of international styles in corporate and political milieus. Ghanaian fashion, like Western fashion, undergoes constant change according to the context. Wearing a cloth in a toga style to work might be comfortable and cool, but it would be difficult because one must constantly make adjustments to keep the loose ends in place. Fashion designers react to the needs and interests of society and create new styles of clothing that reflect these interests. Bustling shops of tailors and seamstresses can be found in all cities and villages. Women may take Ghanaian cloth to a tailor to create a dress style they found in a fashion magazine or saw on television. Ghana has a number of skilled fashion designers who create new styles for the workplace, entertainment venues, and casual environments. Some designers own fashionable shops in Accra, while others host fashion shows on local television stations. Ghanaian designers utilize the wealth of local textile designs and patterns to create garments that reflect innovations in traditional styles. A number of fashion designers living in Ghana are gaining fame on the international scene by using Ghanaian fabrics and designs to create a wide variety of styles, including European suits and African shirts.

Sports and Games

Sports and games, whether playing them or watching them, are an important aspect of Ghanaian leisure activity. Popular sports include soccer, boxing, field hockey, table tennis, cricket, netball, volleyball, and basketball. Soccer, however, is the king of sports and has a huge following in Ghana. From the time they are young, children play soccer with any round object they can find and anywhere they can. Children set up soccer fields in any open spaces and use items like rocks to mark the goals. “Gutter to gutter” is a short game of soccer that is played on city streets. Soccer was first introduced early in the colonial era, but it did not become widespread until after World War II with the increase of urban populations. Currently, the national league consists of teams from most of the different regions. Some regions, especially the Greater Accra, Ashanti, and Central Regions, have many teams. Clubs attract thousands of fans to their stadiums, the largest of which is National Stadium in Accra. People support their team with outward displays of team colors and energetic vocal cheers. The clubs with the most followers are Asante Kotoko, based in Kumasi, and Hearts of Oak, based in Accra. A meeting between these two clubs generates enormous excitement both within and outside of the stadium. People live and breathe soccer. It is a common topic of discussion in daily activities and stimulates lively discussions.

Every young boy dreams of playing for the Black Stars, Ghana’s national team. People vigorously support the national team, but they also do not hesitate to criticize the players and coaches for defensive lapses, selfishness, and misplayed balls. When it comes to soccer, everyone is an expert! Ghana has enjoyed some success at the international level. The Under-17 team won the World Cup twice in recent years and the Under-20 team won a world championship in 2009. In the 2010 World Cup in South Africa, the national team had a thrilling run to the quarter finals. There are many Ghanaians playing soccer in European leagues. In fact, the first black professional soccer player in the British league, Arthur Wharton (1865–1930), was a Ghanaian. Ghana’s most famous soccer player of all time is undoubtedly Abedi Pele (1964–), who was voted the best player in Africa three times.
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Ghana’s John Paintsil (holding the Ghanaian flag) and Lee Addy celebrate a 1–0 victory over Serbia in the first round of group play during the 2010 World Cup in South Africa. The Black Stars (Ghana’s national team) drove all the way to the quarterfinals before being eliminated that year. (Natalia Kolesnikova/AFP/Getty Images)

The second most popular sport in Ghana is boxing. Boxing also began during the colonial era when some missionaries saw it as a good activity to keep young men off the streets. The Ga of central Accra are known for their boxing prowess. In inner-city neighborhoods like Jamestown, one can see young men aspiring to become the next great Ga fighter at facilities like the Bronx Boxing Club. Ghanaian boxers have enjoyed success at the international level, winning numerous medals in the Commonwealth and Olympic games. Numerous boxers have become world champions in their weight class. Ghana’s greatest fighters include Azumah Nelson (1958–), Ike “Bazooka” Quartey (1969–), and Joshua Clottey (1977–). Nelson, also known as the “The Terrible Warrior,” was a three-time world boxing champion in the featherweight and super-featherweight divisions before retiring in 1998.

Track and field events are also common in Ghana. Almost every school at every level holds vibrant competitions in the various events. Entire communities come out to support the athletes in an array of events. Athletes also compete in zonal, regional, and national contests. Ghanaians particularly excel in the sprints and short relay races, with sprinters winning international competitions and performing well at the Olympics.

The government sponsors an annual National Sports Festival to find new talent and promote the development of Ghanaian sportsmen and women. Athletes representing each of the administrative regions come together to compete for honors in soccer, netball, handball, basketball, volleyball, table tennis, tae kwon do, boxing, speed walking, badminton, and field hockey. The sports festival is also a time to have fun and enjoy good-natured competition. Many groups, such as the military, the police, fire services, and university sports associations, sponsor teams to compete in the games.

Ghanaians also enjoy playing board games. One of the oldest games is oware. Oware is similar to backgammon, but it is played with marbles (or stones) on a board that has two rows with six holes on each side. The goal of the game is to move the game pieces around the board and capture those of the opposition. Draughts, sometimes called “African checkers,” is also popular. Two men sitting under a shade tree with the wooden board resting between them is a common sight in all areas of Ghana. The games are played with a certain style, with participants slamming the small wooden pieces against the board to emphasize a good move. Bystanders watch the game with interest, waiting for their turn to play.

Festivals and Holidays

Festivals and holidays commemorate important community, religious, and national events. Ghanaian festivals reflect the rich tradition and culture inherited through indigenous customs, Islamic and Christian practices, and colonial influences.

Traditional festivals are centered on the religious, socioeconomic, political, and cultural beliefs and values of a society. During the festival period, people return to their homes to celebrate their family ties and reinforce the customs and values of the community. There are common underlying features of traditional festivals that are closely tied into traditional belief systems. When people die they move to the ancestral world, but remain a guiding force in the land of the living. Traditional festivals recognize this and pay tribute to the ancestors, seeking their spiritual protection through libations of food and drink. The rituals associated with traditional festivals are also a means to purify the community. They act as a way to cleanse society and provide hope for a new year. Festivals are also a time of celebration, a time filled with colorful displays, music and dance, and plenty of feasting.

Many festivals take place soon after the staple crop is harvested to express gratitude for a successful agricultural season. Priests and chiefs act as intermediaries with gods and ancestral leaders and lead the rituals of purification and dedication. Some Ghanaian traditional festivals include Aboakyer, Homowo, Odwira, and Damba. The most important festival for the Ga is Homowo (Hooting at Hunger), celebrating the corn harvest and bringing all Ga people from the outlying villages to the original settlements. Oral tradition states that there was a period of famine when millet would not grow. After planting corn, however, the crops flourished and, thus, the main food is kpekpei, a dish made from steamed corn. There are many elaborate rituals that surround the Homowo celebration. On the eve before the celebration, people stay in their houses, as ancestors are believed to be walking the streets. Elderly women spread akpade (red clay) on the doors of their houses to protect the inhabitants from evil spirits. Before eating the ceremonial meal, some of the kpekpei is sprinkled around the neighborhood and libations are offered to the ancestors.


Aboakyer Festival

The Aboakyer festival, believed to be more than 300 years old, is held annually in Winneba and is one of the most popular festivals in Ghana today. Aboakyer commemorates the first settlement of the Effutu people in Winneba. Also known as the “deer catching” festival, it centers on a competition between two asafo companies, former military groups called together to defend the community, to find and catch a live deer. When the deer is presented to the shrine of the god Penkye Otu, the chief priest receives information from the god about the outlook for the coming year and informs the community. During Aboakyer, the asafo companies dress in traditional battle-dress and, after undergoing a purification ceremony at the beach and receiving blessings from the chief, they set out to catch the deer. Once the deer is caught and the winning company presents it to the chief, it is sacrificed to Penkye Otu, and the entire community enjoys enormous amounts of food and drink, as well as music and dancing.



The Odwira festival of the Akan gives thanks for the harvest of new yams, mourns those who passed away and pays tribute to ancestors for their guidance. It is centered on the Akan calendar, which breaks down the year into 42-day cycles called adae. There are nine adae in a year and the last one, Odwira, marks the biggest festival. The Odwira festival lasts one week, with special rituals on each day. Tuesday marks the parade of new yams. Wednesday is a day of mourning and fasting to commemorate all those who have died during the past year. Thursday is a day of feasting and paying tribute to the ancestors. During the night, however, people stay inside because it a time for the ritual procession of the dead. Friday is the climax of the Odwira festival. There is a great durbar (procession of chiefs) and lavish gifts are presented for the ancestral spirits to thank them for their protection and for promoting the previous year’s good fortunes.

Some traditional festivals combine indigenous beliefs and values with those of other religions, such as Islam. Most people in the northern regions of Ghana celebrate the annual Damba festival. It was originally an Islamic festival, but is now celebrated by Muslims and non-Muslims alike. Damba is actually two festivals, 17 days apart. The first one marks the birth of the Prophet Muhammad and is called the Somba Damba. It is ushered in by the appearance of the Damba moon, the new moon in the third month of the Islamic calendar. The second festival celebrates the naming of the Prophet and is called Naa Damba. The Naa Damba festival, like the first, combines traditional rituals, such as paying tribute to ancestors, with Islamic prayers. During the ceremonial slaughter of a cow, a chief reads verses from the Koran while dancers move around the animal. After eating, everyone dresses in their best clothes and moves toward the dancing area. Also known as the “chief’s festival,” it is a day of great pageantry. When the chief arrives, the drummers begin to play and people begin to dance. The merrymaking continues on and off until the following day, when everyone breaks away to conclude the Damba period by greeting their friends and neighbors and wishing them well.

There are many national holidays that are celebrated by all Ghanaians. These holidays are joyous times and feature a variety of cultural and entertainment activities. In all areas, music and dance are a common element. During many festivals, sporting competitions or friendly matches between community groups take place. In the coastal areas, people flock to the beach to picnic and enjoy the company of friends. Secular holidays include New Year’s Day, which is marked by various social events, religious services, and music and dance of all types. Independence Day is on March 6. It celebrates the day when the British flag came down and the new Ghanaian flag arose at midnight in 1957. During the evening of March 5, the celebration begins in Accra with speeches and music in Kwame Nkrumah Memorial Park. People remain until the official moment of independence and return to Black Star Square the following day for a parade of military personnel, schoolchildren, and various public and private groups. During the Independence Day celebrations, people don traditional dress and wave Ghanaian flags. A speech by the president punctuates the festivities. Labor Day is celebrated on May 1, the day that honors workers worldwide. The people who work in Ghana’s main economic activity, agriculture, are honored on December 6, known as Farmer’s Day. Boxing Day, which falls on the day after Christmas, is a colonial remnant of the British and is a time to celebrate with friends and family. Ghanaians, regardless of their religious faith, also enjoy national holidays during important Christian and Islamic celebrations. Christian holidays include Good Friday, Easter Sunday and Easter Monday, and Christmas Day. The Muslim holidays of Ramadan, Eid al-Fitr, Eid al-Adha, and Eid al-Kabir are also recognized.


PANAFEST

The largest international festival in Ghana is the Pan-African Historical Theatre Festival (PANAFEST). First held in December 1992, the biennial PANAFEST gathering attracts people from all over the world. The festival promotes the links between Africans and African Americans and focuses on the development of the African continent and its peoples. The main mediums of entertainment emphasize the common heritage of all African peoples, and include drama, dance, music, and other forms of creative arts. The bulk of the festival events are held in Accra and Cape Coast.



Ghanaian youth, especially those of the middle and upper class, have begun to adopt some of the Western holidays as well. Valentine’s Day, for example, is popular with love-struck youth in urban centers and, although less so, throughout the country. From February first, young men begin patronizing shops to buy cards and expensive gifts for their loved ones. The gifts express affections for the other person, but they also act as a status symbol and are an attempt to impress that person and others who see the item. The media plays an important role in promoting Western-derived holidays. Newspapers, radio, and television stations promote Valentine’s Day raffles. They offer free movies and cozy dinner buffets, and sponsor events such as blind dates, as well as other valentine activities. Other holidays such as Mother’s Day and Secretary’s Day are also gaining some followers today.

Music and Dance

Music and dance are popular forms of ceremony and recreation in Ghana and can be found in almost every aspect of Ghanaian cultural life. They are often inseparable forms of artistic and emotional expression. Men and women of all ages meet formally and informally to listen and dance to a variety of rhythms. Musicians create sounds to send a message, inspire their listeners to action, or to provide a backdrop for entertainment and leisure. Whether in the presence of a chief and dignitaries or in a nightclub with friends, dancers listen to the rhythmic patterns of music and reveal their skills through their posture, gestures, and steps. All varieties of music and dance in Ghana invite people to join in, to play an active part in social occasions. Music and dance styles fall into three main categories: traditional, neotraditional, and popular.

Traditional performances of Ghanaian music draw no line between audience and performers. They often take place in an open area, musicians surrounded by the audience rather than placed on a stage. There is little physical or psychological distance between them. The audience not only listens to the music but also partakes in it through dance and ceremony. Many types of traditional music and dance are functional and have social roles through which Ghanaian societies express their culture. There are songs and dances for women, songs and dances for men, and songs for warrior groups and chiefs.

The Akan, for example, have a category of songs, asrayere (visiting the wives), which were performed by women while the men were away at war. The music of asafo companies once included all able-bodied Fante men who came together during community crises. Their military history is evident in the songs. Asafo companies used drums to announce the arrival of the enemy and call the men of the community together. Today, asafo companies may announce the arrival of a certain company during community festivals. Asafo drummers also call the company together to perform a service such as extinguishing a fire or improving a road. Asante adowa, originally a ceremonial form, is perhaps the most widely known traditional music and dance form in Ghana today. It is usually preceded by a chorus of voices and two gongs, with two drums joining in to attract attention. Atumpan drums (pairs of “talking” drums associated with Akan royalty) then begin to play and the dancers join in. As in many other Ghanaian dances, different instruments communicate different messages. Parts of the body adjust to specific drum rhythms, while gong patterns control body movements like spins and bows.

There are songs for all activities and various social and age groups. Recreational music is the most common type. Music and dance accompany sports events, children’s games, drinking, family time, and storytelling. Music and dance are often accompanied by singing to express sorrow or joy, or to give a rhythm to work patterns, such as the pounding of fufu. Children incorporate singing into games and storytelling and use music to impart lessons. Children play games like nteewa, a clapping game, usually performed by young girls in a circle. They move in the circle and, while singing, clap in an alternating (up and down) rhythm with the people on either side of them. The object of this game is to remain in rhythm, to sing and clap on specific beats, and continue to move the body and legs at a different pace. Music might also be used to impart a message. A group of children, for example, might sing a song to a habitual bed-wetter in an attempt to correct the problem. Parents also use music to communicate a message to their children. A Ghanaian cradle song, “Why Do You Cry?” reflects important values of society. It shows children that they need to take action to satisfy their needs, but it also reveals the potential wealth of the land and shows pride in the agricultural profession.

Traditional music and dance continue to change as new forms of creativity and outside influences are introduced. When a type of traditional music incorporates outside elements, it becomes neotraditional or neofolk. Neofolk music types do not replace traditional styles of music, but represent new additions to the Ghanaian musical repertoire. Neofolk musical styles may combine elements of traditional music, previous recreational styles like oge, and popular styles like highlife. The new styles maintain basic elements, such as the emotional, spiritual, and cultural values, but incorporate recreational and popular rhythms and steps that reflect the environment of their creators. One example of this was created by the band Wulomei (traditional priests in Ga society). Influenced by earlier neotraditional styles, Wulomei added the electric guitar to a traditional ensemble and sought to indigenize highlife music and create a style that would draw the attention of youth away from foreign music. The group’s success led to the formation of many more bands like them, and this type of music remains popular with many groups in Ghana today. Ghanaian neofolk music comes in many different forms. It is at the forefront of maintaining traditional music, not by locking it into a time capsule and forcing it to remain unchanged, but by finding a place for it within modern social contexts. Such music, regardless of its point of origin, appeals to all Ghanaians by cutting across ethnic and generation lines.

Popular music developed during the colonial era and continues to change through a dynamic relationship with global cultural forces. Many new styles have developed with the introduction of Western instruments and musical influences. After independence, material changes affected the development of popular music: electric guitars replaced box guitars, electric organs replaced pianos, and amplifiers allowed popular music to reintroduce African drums into a small band without drowning out the other instruments. New styles, too, are brought into the local musical culture and incorporated into already existing musical forms. Ghana’s most significant and long-standing popular music is highlife. It dates from the early 1920s and continues to thrive and generate new music and dance styles today.

Highlife is a blend of traditional and imported music and is certainly the most internationally well-known music style of Ghana. Early highlife musicians began to incorporate imported influences, such as the foxtrot and calypso, into Ghanaian rhythms like osibisaba (Fante) and a Liberian guitar style, dagomba. By the 1940s, highlife developed two main branches, dance band highlife and guitar band highlife. Dance band and guitar band highlife flourished during the 1950s and early 1960s before declining in popularity, as the younger generation turned to new forms developing in Africa (Congo music, Afro beat, and Afro-rock) and the West (rock and roll, soul, and rhythm and blues). The late 1960s and early 1970s were a dynamic period in the history of Ghanaian popular music. Spending only a few weeks in Accra, one could experience a wide array of musical styles. From the music of syncretic churches to the traditional music and dance of festivals and the variety of music at hotels and nightclubs on weekends, there was always something to please music seekers. Beginning in the late 1970s, Ghanaian highlife musicians living abroad began to integrate new influences into their repertoire and produced a new genre of highlife. Originating in Hamburg, Germany, this style of music was nicknamed “burgher highlife” and quickly attracted many followers.

It is not possible to discuss popular music in Ghana without looking briefly at the presence of Jamaican reggae. In the early 1980s, with the explosion of Bob Marley (1945–1981) onto the international music scene, the danceable rhythms and relevant lyrics of reggae music made a strong impression on Ghanaian youth. Many people were happy to listen and dance to reggae music, but Ghanaian musicians also integrated reggae sounds into their own repertoire and created reggae-influenced highlife. African reggae, in general, has developed to the point where it is now a distinct musical idiom, very different from the Jamaican archetype.

When rap and hip-hop music first developed in the United States, it attracted little attention in Ghana, but it slowly made inroads in the urban areas, resulting in the creation of a new genre, hiplife, a musical style that fuses hip-hop and rap with highlife rhythms. Hiplife emerged in the mainstream in the 1990s when Reggie Rockstone (1964–) incorporated languages such as Twi with local and foreign rhythms in his 1997 debut album, Makaa, Maka! (I Said It, and That’s That!). Hiplife burst onto the scene and it quickly took center stage, with artists singing in all of Ghana’s major languages. Although the sounds of highlife and reggae remain, hiplife is pervasive today; it can be heard blaring from speakers in homes, open-air bars, nightclubs, stadium shows, and festivals.


E. T. Mensah (1919–1996)

Known as the “King of Highlife,” E. T. Mensah and his band, the Tempos, helped to Africanize big band music and inaugurate the era of dance band highlife. During World War II, Mensah played with a Scottish sergeant in a multiracial band, Leopard and His Black and White Spots. They performed mostly for British and American soldiers and played jazz, swing, and other popular dance music. After the troops departed, the band began to play for Ghanaians, incorporating influences from calypso and Afro-Cuban percussion. The Tempos made their first of many recordings with Decca in 1952 and, after splitting and reforming with new members, registered as the first professional dance band in Ghana the following year. When Mensah played with Louis Armstrong and His All Stars during their first visit to Ghana in 1956, his popularity exploded and this new form of highlife attracted new followers. E. T. Mensah and the Tempos inspired many highlife bands throughout Ghana and brought notoriety to Ghanaian music throughout West Africa and Europe.



Visual Art

Ghanaian visual artists work in a variety of genres, including sculpture, painting, textile, metalwork, pottery, basketry, beads, and leatherwork in traditional, modern, and tourist art forms. Traditional art enhances the presentation of the performing arts, augments political stature, and strengthens religious life. The Ewe word for art, for example, is adamu, meaning “a skill or value,” which refers to a wide range of artwork, objects, and ornamentation. A piece of Ghanaian art depicts the history and beliefs of not just the artist but also the entire community from which it originated. Art is a functional representation of the secular and spiritual lives of society and acts as an agent of communal and national unity. To appreciate artistic forms in their totality, it is also necessary to look at them in their practical context.

Ghanaian traditional art serves both aesthetic and functional purposes and plays an important role in rites of passage. Beautiful earthenware pottery is a principal item in everyday domestic life and in ceremonial rites. During pregnancy, women sometimes carry akuaba (Akua’s child) dolls as symbols of fertility on their backs to ensure a safe pregnancy and a healthy child. At the time of the naming ceremony, children’s arms and legs may be adorned with precious beads and other jewelry. During initiation into adult life, young boys may use sculptures and masks to invoke spirits of the ancestors and to give themselves courage. Boys may also learn to make textiles, leather and metal items, and wooden and clay sculptures to give them skills to thrive as adults. In some female initiation ceremonies, girls adorn themselves with beads and gold ornaments. After the ceremony is complete, the initiate is placed in front of her house on a carved wooden stool or paraded in the street, so that the community can see that she has made the transition from girlhood to adulthood. From the type of cloth worn by mourners to the type of coffin used, funerary art also serves aesthetic and practical functions. In Akan societies, terracotta portraiture is commonly used to commemorate the deceased, especially wealthy and powerful figures. Ceramicists create these terracotta works in the image of the deceased and as a symbol of continuity between life and death.

Art is also an important symbol of leadership. Kings and chiefs differentiate themselves from the rest of society by the regalia that they wear or carry with them. Ghanaian chiefs might wear elaborate rings, beaded bracelets, and ornate necklaces. They drape themselves in beautiful cloth, and golden objects adorn their crowns and sandals to enhance their social status and form a link to ancestral power. Jewelry, textiles, swords, and walking staffs identify other community leaders and demonstrate the level of wisdom, wealth, and power that they have attained. The most famous piece of Akan regalia is the Golden Stool of the Asante, which symbolizes the unification of the Akan peoples under Asante rule.
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An Asante paramount chief adorned with fine cloth and gold and beaded ornaments. Finery such as this has been employed by royalty in Ghana to symbolize the power, wealth, and authority since before the colonial period. (Robert Estall photo agency/Alamy)

Textiles are another important artistic expression and can be seen in all aspects of Ghanaian life. Ghanaian textiles, such as kente and adinkra, are popular throughout the continent and in the diaspora. Kente and adinkra patterns and symbols can be found today in a variety of items produced for Western consumption, including oven mitts, book covers, sashes, hats, and holiday cards. The complex motifs, each associated with particular meanings derived from proverbs, historical events, human attitudes, animal behaviors, plant life, and objects, present both a visual and a verbal message. The ladder motif, for example, when seen at a funeral, is associated with the saying “Everyone climbs the ladder of death,” which means that no one can cheat death forever. Textile art is also seen in everyday life and may be worn around the house, at the office, or to a soccer match.

Metalworking is popular throughout Ghana, but the Asante, in particular, excel at this craft. Gold was commonly used in metalworking because it was thought to contain magical powers. Utilizing metalworking styles, such as the lost-wax casting and various hammering techniques, artists cast brass and gold into a variety of objects for the Ghanaian and international markets. The best-known Ghanaian products of this method are gold weights, once used on scales to weigh gold dust in the precolonial era. Today, artists produce gold weights in many different shapes, including animal, plant, and human forms. Though they are no longer actually used as weights, they are commonly worn as jewelry and are very popular with tourists.

Basketry, beads, and leatherwork also have both functional and aesthetic values. Ghanaian baskets range from practical and plain types to those elaborately woven with beautiful colors and intricate designs created with dyed fibers or painted images. Weaving materials include palm branches, raffia, cane, and sisal. Woven items are used as baskets, trays, sleeping or praying mats, and sieves. People use woven fans and adorn themselves with woven belts, handbags, and hats. Using shells, glass, clay, hard seeds, and stones, artists create beautiful beads utilized in jewelry, decorations for handbags, belts, hats, and sandals. The highest quality beads include bota and aggrey, which are often worn by elders and chiefs as a sign of status. In the northern regions, leatherwork has become an important craft. Leather is dyed and made into handbags, footwear, sheaths, wallets, briefcases, and many other items. The hides of domestic and wild animals also serve as the material for other products such as drumheads.


“A Drum Exorcism”

The significance and meaning of wooden objects often go far beyond their exterior. An Akan talking drum, for example, must be carefully constructed and maintained so that it can speak a drum language. The master drummer must follow the proper ritual involved in making a new drum or preparing one for a performance. The spirits of the wood, the pegs, the bark for lacing strings, and the animal skin must all be respected. The verse below of a “Drum Exorcism” is performed as a tribute to Tweneboa Kodua, the spiritual ancestor of drummers who lives in the Tweneboa wood:

Wood of the drum, Tweneboa Akwa.

Wood of the drum, Tweneboa Kodua.

Wood of the drum, Kodua Tweneduro.

Cedar Wood, if you have been away,

I am calling you; they say come.

I am learning, let me succeed.

Source: Nketia, J. H. K. 1954. “The Role of the Drummer in Akan Society.” African Music Society Journal 1(1): 37.



Traditional artists have a high standing in society because they provide the objects necessary for, and that play a vital role in, social, religious, and cultural activities. The best artists are often closely associated with state and spiritual leaders. Traditional artists usually serve an apprenticeship before being allowed to strike out on their own. Once the training is finished, the artist may join a traditional guild of artists working in the same medium. The spiritual value of traditional art necessitates certain rituals when preparing the base materials from which the artists work. Wood for sculptures or drums, for example, must be propitiated before carving can begin. Potters offer similar prayers before digging for clay, and weavers never destroy an old loom for fear that it will bring bad luck.


Vincent Kofi (1923–1974)

Vincent Kofi was one of Ghana’s most accomplished sculptors and author of the book Sculpture in Ghana (1964). He studied at Achimota School, the Royal College of Art in London, and Columbia University and has taught at various schools in Ghana, including the University of Science and Technology in Kumasi (now KNUST). His work merged artistic influences from Africa, Western worlds, and the South Pacific with poetic and spiritual themes. Some of his most famous sculptures include Sankofa and Mother and Child. He has a number of large-scale sculptures mounted in prominent places around Accra, including at the University of Ghana, Legon.



Like traditional artists, modern artists work with a variety of materials, including wood, bronze, clay, and paint, but their works display a greater synthesis of Ghanaian and foreign styles. This art is usually meant for viewing, not for functional use. Most modern artists received long training in formal institutions in Ghana and abroad, and produce their works for both local and international consumption. Modern art in Ghana took hold with the establishment of the first school of art at Achimota. The school promoted painting by emphasizing its role in national arts and culture and encouraging new work in sculpture, weaving, and ceramics. Some of the most prominent modern artists in Ghana include Amon Kotei (1915–2011), Vincent Kofi (1923–74), Ablade Glover (1934–), El Anatsui (1944–), and Ato Delaquis (1945–).

Modern artists often find it difficult to sell their works because tourists prefer to buy what they perceive as more traditional “African” art. This has led artists to produce tourist art (sometimes called airport art), limiting the development of modern art in Ghana. The image of Ghanaian art in international circles typically relates to Akan, especially Asante, art forms such as kente cloth, gold weights, akuaba dolls, and stools. Traditional art is now produced in greater numbers than in the past, but sometimes without the previous quality or social and cultural significance. The airport art that is intended for tourists does not demonstrate the training and knowledge that are features of Ghanaian traditional arts. Still, a trip to any of the best markets and shops will give anyone an appreciation for the quality of Ghana’s artistic activities.

Architecture and Housing

Ghanaian architecture exhibits both functional and aesthetic qualities that are adapted to particular environments. The nature of social structure and religious ideology, the available materials, the changing technology, and the range of economic activity determine architectural types. Historical influences also play a role, with the northern regions revealing more Islamic influence and the southern regions revealing more European influence. Traditional architecture and housing are elaborate in terms of function and building technology but they are also a reflection of social values and environmental conditions. Building placement and designs reveal an individual’s status and may stress the importance of social relations between family members and within the community as a whole.

Although there are many different types of structures in the rural areas, the majority of people live in a residential compound. The most common arrangement in northern compounds involves several related families sharing a compound with separate living areas but with a common enclosed yard where cattle or grain may be kept. Just inside the entrance to a compound, there are round thatched-roofed structures, which serve as shelters for animals, and tall mud-brick grain silos. Most houses feature an entrance opening with a short semicircular wall around it to provide privacy and protection and keep out floodwater. Outside the entrance and usually under a shade tree is a sitting area where community members can rest and discuss matters. The compound in Akan societies consists of a central courtyard, which serves as the center of household activities, surrounded by a multiroom rectangular building, reflecting the Akan concept of private and public space. Within the compound, there are also a number of private rooms, including living areas, bedrooms, and a rainy season kitchen.

Traditional houses employ many different styles and materials. Round houses are more common in the northern areas of Ghana, while rectangular ones are more common in the southern and central regions. In areas where the two shapes coexist, women generally reside in the circular buildings and men in the rectangular ones. Due to the colonial influence, rectangular buildings are seen as more modern and represent higher status, but circular walls are stronger and stand up to the weather much better. The walls are often built with packed mud, earthen bricks, or cement blocks. The roofs are framed with rough timber or bamboo poles and covered with mud, palm branches, or aluminum sheets. Some northern groups, such as the Konkomba and Tallensi, build curved-wall structures and elaborate granaries. Others prefer square-walled buildings and use wooden rafters as the main ceiling support. The materials used in the design of traditional homes help keep the houses cool in high temperatures. In northern Ghana, where the temperatures can vary significantly between day and night, there are few windows in buildings. During the day, when much of the time is spent outdoors, the rooms store heat, which becomes important when the temperature drops at night. In contrast, during the hot season, some people sleep on the mud-covered house roofs, which are comfortable and cool.

Weather considerations can also determine the best location for the house. In some northern societies, most houses are built on a west-to-east slope. The main entrance is at the highest point facing to the west because the harmattan winds and strong rains come from the east and northeast. Scored walls and the sloping structure help to reduce erosion and channel the flow of water to specific areas. The husband and his wife or wives usually live in separate buildings. The women’s residence, at the low point of the compound, contains a living area, bedrooms, and outdoor and indoor cooking spaces. The residence of the husband has a bedroom and a larger living space for receiving guests. Coastal architectural designs utilize more rectangular shapes and provide numerous windows to take advantage of the cool breezes that blow off the ocean and the smaller variance between day and nighttime temperatures. These houses often have a sheltered veranda as well, and the open courtyards are used in the preparation of fish and repair of items such as fishing nets.

Religious structures are often the most striking buildings in any given area. Traditional shrines exist throughout Ghana. They are considered to be homes for powerful deities that protect communities, heal individuals, and help in dispute settlement. Many shrines are elaborate buildings with artwork and regalia adorning the walls, furniture, and floors. Many, such as the Akan abosom, are closely associated with ancestral power and have priests attached to them. One of the most elaborate shrines is the posuban of the Fante. Posuban shrines hold the sacred drums and other symbols of the asafo companies. Drawing on Western-influenced themes such as churches, coastal castles, and just about anything else, some shrines today are built to resemble warships, and others are shaped like airplanes or multistoried buildings. In the northern areas, where Islam has a greater influence, mosques stand out in many communities for both their form and their color. The most impressive are those constructed in a style that developed during the days of the western Sudanese empires. This design utilizes triangular clusters of mud pinnacles with protruding wooden spokes held together by horizontal wooden crosspieces. Urban Christian churches have also contributed to architectural styling in Ghana, but most rural churches are not as elaborate.

The architecture of Cape Coast and Accra reflects the long history of European residency and influence. Building such as the Customs House and General Post Office in Accra were built by the British in a renaissance style, with symmetrical Roman arches, while others like the Parliament Building exhibit the influence of British colonial architecture. Accra exhibits a wide range of architectural styles. It is an interesting mix of small houses within established residential patterns surrounded by impressive administrative and commercial buildings. Urban architecture includes 19th-century colonial-style buildings, multilevel elegant mansions of the elite, with large porches, lush green gardens, and whitewashed walls, as well as modern glass and steel skyscrapers and apartment complexes. There are also more modest single and multistory brick and cement houses that have many amenities and provide a high standard of living for their inhabitants. In other areas, traditional and modern residence structures exist side by side, but spatial limitations restrict the expansion of compounds and enhance overcrowding. Tucked away in particular areas of the city, more austere conditions are found. In places like James Town, Ussher Town, and Nima, houses are a hodgepodge of cement, wood, and tin structures, some lacking even the most basic necessities of water or waste disposal facilities.

Around the time of independence, the government completed new projects to emphasize the ideal of the Ghanaian nation and pan-African unity. Independence-era projects in Accra include Black Star Square, the National Museum, the Accra Community Center, and a number of commercial buildings. The area around Black Star Square is one of the most impressive in Accra. The square consists of a large assembly ground with covered seating and a striking presidential stand. Near the square is Independence Arch, with the words “Freedom and Justice” inscribed in large letters celebrating the liberation of the country from colonial rule. The large Roman-style victory arch ushered in the era of Ghanaian independence. This area is the site of major processions celebrating Independence Day and other national holidays.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Ghanaian literary tradition includes oral, written, and performance literature. Oral literature is by far the oldest of the literary forms. Proverbs, poetry, songs, and narratives are used to communicate complex messages or simple morals, to praise or criticize others, and to tell stories about the creation of the world, describe the nature of divine power, or recall important historical events. Oral literature provides an outlet for social criticism and commentary and contributes to social cohesion. Oral literature is a powerful performance medium because, by definition, it is dependent on performers, who accentuate their words and meanings with gestures, facial expressions, intonation, and mimicry. It is deeply tied into the social context in which it is performed. Performers change their presentation—from the type of story to the complexity of words and images—by responding to verbal and nonverbal suggestions from the audience.

Proverbs express a truth, offer a guide to good conduct, and warn against foolish acts. Ghanaian societies have thousands of proverbs that express the wisdom of communities and provide a means to understand life in the past and present. Public speakers and linguists are expected to have a wealth of proverbs available to them in order to communicate effectively. An Akan expression reiterates this: “We speak to a wise man in proverbs, not in plain speech.” A particular proverb can function in different ways according to the context. One proverb, for example, “The knee does not wear the hat when the head is available,” may be used in court to maintain hierarchy, but it may also be used in everyday life as a caution against the arrogance of youth. Some proverbs are represented by symbols, such as the kente pattern tikoro nko agyina (one head does not go into council), suggesting that it is better for two people to make a decision rather than one. A carving bearing this symbol now hangs in the United Nations building in New York City.

Ghanaian societies use various forms of poetry, ranging from informal lyrics and songs sung by friends to complex court and praise poetry. Professional poets are attached to chiefs and royalty, although today the attachment is less formal than it once was. Within an Akan royal court, there are various types of performers, including poets and musicians. Both, however, perform a similar function, praising the deeds of past and present rulers at important state occasions, such as the installation of a new chief. Elegiac poems or dirges are commonly performed at many Ghanaian funerals and memorials. Oral poetry has also been adapted to contemporary situations. Politicians, for example, incorporate it into their rhetoric, just as they do other forms of traditional culture. Nkrumah had a poet attached to him to recite praise songs and enhance his national mystique.


Halo Poetry

One of the more interesting forms of poetry, halo was once very popular among the Ewe. Halo poetry offers a means to reduce aggression and provide social sanction. After agreeing to settle a dispute through halo songs, the two poets begin to construct their strategies, often digging into family history or other matters for stories, true or fictional, that can be used against their opponent. On the given day, one poet begins to perform the first halo. This is followed, sometimes days or weeks later, by a response from the other. The people of the community serve as the judges and decide the winner after a number of performances. One such competition went on for five years. The performances attract large crowds, and the poets use humorous satire and exaggeration to garner laughs. Although halo can get quite aggressive (a British colonial representative in the area even banned it at one point), the poets always walk away as friends.



Storytelling forms an important basis for social cohesiveness and is a favorite recreational pastime appreciated by Ghanaians of all ages. Oral narratives allow the people of the community to come together and relax after a hard day’s work. Anyone can tell stories, but the skill is associated with knowledge and wisdom, so the best ones are usually older women and men. In a typical storytelling session, the audience gathers in a circle around the narrator. The storyline depends on the skills of individual storytellers. Folktales often employ animal characters with human characteristics to provide answers to questions about the natural or mythical world. The animals exhibit greed, jealousy, honesty, or loneliness to amuse the audience and often to teach a moral lesson. The animals include the hare, tortoise, deer, and rat. Kwaku Ananse, the spider, is the most ubiquitous trickster figure in Ghanaian folk tales. The popularity of Ananse stories is evident in the Akan word for all folktales dealing with animals, anansesem (ananse, or spider, stories).

Written poetry takes many forms in Ghana. In general, written English-language poetry maintains ties to oral tradition by drawing on styles such as dirges and praise poetry. In the 1970s, Atukwei Okai (1941–) enacted stage dramas using a poem as the script. The performances, by integrating the audience, helped to strengthen performance poetry within Ghanaian literary arts. Other writers have espoused patriotic poetry, as in Michael Dei-Anang’s (1909–1977) three volumes published between 1959 and 1965, while others have investigated the Ghanaian identity and the struggle to survive in competing cultural realms. In Rediscovery and Other Poems (1964) and Petals of Blood (1971), Kofi Awoonor (1935–2013) uses dirge techniques that he learned from his mother to explore the conflicts between traditional and Western culture and between informal and formal education, as well as the harmful effects of Western imperialism.

Ghana has a long history of publishing literature in English. Many early writers came from elite families. Their position in society gave them unique insights into British and colonial culture, and many writers used this position to comment on the colonial condition. In 1911, the first West African novel, Ethiopia Unbound, by a Ghanaian lawyer and journalist, J. E. Casely-Hayford (1866–1930), provided a critical commentary on the colonial system, addressing the economic and racial motivations that lay behind the European division of the continent. Another piece of early written literature was a play, The Blinkards, by Kobina Sekyi (1892–1956). The play parodies the life of the African elite in the Cape Coast, their rejection of Ghanaian cultural values, and their affinity for all things European. Although first performed in 1915 it was not published until 1974. The 1943 novel Eighteenpence, by R. E. Obeng (1868–1951), also expressed strong anticolonial sentiment and showed concern for the moral well-being of a man within traditional society.

Press censorship and the threat of detention hindered literary activity during the Nkrumah era. In the decade following the coup, however, the quantity and quality of Ghanaian writing grew exponentially. The works of three writers stand out because of their style and message: Ayi Kwei Armah (1939–), Kofi Awoonor, and Ama Ata Aidoo (1942–). They were much more political than others and did not hesitate to criticize postindependence governments for corruption, nepotism, and general mismanagement. Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born (1968) depicts the life of an office worker struggling to survive within a crumbling world and indirectly criticizes Nkrumah’s government by portraying rampant corruption in society. Kofi Awoonor’s This Earth My Brother (1971) focuses on the everyday life of an educated lawyer and the difficult development of the new nation forming around him.

Popular literature, a more recent development in Ghana, began to flourish in the mid-1960s and is defined by its widespread appeal and local publication. It transcends ethnicity, class, generations, and gender and attracts an audience from both literate and semiliterate sections of the population. Popular literature is disseminated through locally published pamphlets or chapbooks and appears in serials in newspapers and magazines. It is usually written in uncomplicated language and explores themes of romance, everyday life, and urban living. The best known Ghanaian popular writers are J. Benibengor Blay (1915–), Asare Konadu (1932–1994), and Akosua Gyamfuaa-Fofie.

Literature also includes dramatic performances. These merge the influence of oral and written literature and are capable of reaching a wide-ranging audience. There are two distinct types of modern drama. The first, more closely related to written literature, is often called “institutional drama” and was once based on Western models of the scripted stage setting. Increasingly, however, Ghanaian playwrights began to Africanize performances and attracted a larger following. The person most instrumental in this development was Efua Sutherland (1924–1996).


Ama Ata Aidoo (1940– )

Ama Ata Aidoo first became famous for her collections of short stories, No Sweetness Here (1970), depicting life in postcolonial Africa and describing the difficulties of creating a new nation in the early years of independence. Aidoo’s style is different from the others. She started her career writing plays, and this early training is evident in all of her works. Her writing is brilliant in the way it describes the stage scene and employs written dialogue, much as a playwright would do. Her style blends oral and literary traditions. Like other popular novelists of the era, she explores postcolonial life and self-identity, but her themes also include the effects of social conflict on the consciousness of Ghanaian women. Aidoo’s novel Changes (1991), which explores the lives of professional working women and their conflicts with the cultural assumptions of men, won the Commonwealth Writers’ Prize in 1993.



The other major type of performance in Ghana is the “concert party.” Resembling the improvisational, impromptu style of oral literature, the concert party is a form of traveling popular theater that combines the traditions of storytelling, song, dance, and drama with cultural influences from American movies and African American performance. The thematic content, focusing on the stories, themes, and language of their everyday lives transposed into fiction, gives the members of the audience something that they frequently cannot find in more formal films, videos, or literary drama. Concert party performances use comical characters from traditional lore to impart contemporary messages about topical subjects and social and moral issues. They employ vernacular languages and often rely on highlife and traditional music for accompaniment. Performances take place anywhere that is available, in nightclubs, cinemas, house compounds, sports fields, or town squares. Concert party performances remain popular throughout Ghana today. They have been made into films, such as I Told You So, and feature regularly at the national theater and on television shows.


Efua Sutherland (1924–1996)

Efua Sutherland was instrumental in the development of Ghanaian theater. Sutherland returned from studying at the School of Oriental and African Studies in London, intent on showing that cultural education was instrumental to national development. She helped form the Ghana Association of Writers and the literary magazine Okyeame, the first completely Ghanaian journal of writers and the outlet for most aspiring Ghanaian authors of the 1960s. Sutherland also wanted to give artists another medium to show their works and started the Ghana Experimental Theatre Project. After achieving quick popularity, the group expanded into the Ghana Drama Studio and opened its new site, featuring a round stage patterned after a traditional Ghanaian courtyard, in 1961. Sutherland wrote plays that often featured elements drawing their creative form from traditional storytelling. When Sutherland became a research associate in the Institute of African Studies at the University of Ghana, Legon, she created a drama syllabus that emphasized the connections between oral tradition and contemporary life. One of her crowning achievements was the development of PANAFEST.



Media

Ghana has a long history of newspaper publication. Most early press activity was in Cape Coast, the capital of the colony before 1877, including the handwritten Royal Gold Coast Gazette and Commercial Intelligencer (est. 1822), the Accra Herald (est. 1857), and the Gold Coast Times (est. 1874). The Gold Coast Times commented on contemporary social issues in its editorials and included views from English papers. The Ghanaian newspaper scene changed dramatically with the establishment of the West African Times in 1931 and the African Morning Post in 1934, both of which included editorials agitating for political change.

As the nature of nationalist politics began to change after World War II, so too did the types of newspapers. Soon after the war, three new papers appeared: the Ghana Evening News, the Morning Telegraph, and the Daily Mail. Other groups sought outlets to express their views, founding the National Times, Talking Drums, and Ghana Statesman. In 1950, the West African Graphic Company opened for business in Ghana. With foreign ownership and outside sources of funding, it introduced the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror; hired many of the best Ghanaian editors, journalists, and technicians for higher wages; and offered a better working environment than they would have received elsewhere. Production, too, improved with new machines and increased capital resources. Journalists began to acquire a professional status that they had not previously held.

By 1960, there were 14 publications sponsored by the government in various languages. However, freedom of the press was limited by fear of government oppression and retaliation until the early 1990s. Government control meant one-sided news for the most part. In the early years, the government rationalized this by arguing that there was a need to create unity within the new nation. Foreign institutions owned a few papers, but rarely did they delve into oppositional politics for fear of deportation or closure. With freedom of the press now written into the constitution, many government and independent newspapers, espousing a wide variety of opinions and topics, have been established since 1992.

The independence era has also seen a proliferation of magazines and journals about Ghanaian political, economic, and cultural life. Many were produced monthly and were owned by churches, specialized groups, or the government, but most ceased production or were produced only infrequently. Some of these included Drum (Ghana edition), the Radio Review and TV Times, Talking Drums, What’s On in Ghana, and the Ghanaian. There are also various academic journals, such as the Bulletin of the Ghana Geographical Association, Universitas, and the Legon Observer, that focus on Ghanaian and African issues.

Like the newspapers, the government closely controlled broadcasting by continually deferring the granting of licenses for independent radio stations. Pirate radio broadcasts of Radio Eye in Accra in 1994 pushed the Frequency Registration and Control Board to grant the first FM license to Radio Universe, a small station at the University of Ghana. By the end of 1995, independent FM radio stations had arisen, carrying a wide range of news, music, drama, educational information, public announcements, religious material, sports, and talk and education shows. There are now numerous private FM stations in Ghana, located in all the major urban areas. In many rural areas, radio informs the people about national and international issues that contribute to the overall development of the country. Radio is the most widespread broadcasting medium in Ghana because personal radios are inexpensive and widely available. It is estimated that one in three Ghanaians has a radio set. Television, too, could have a similar impact, but reception does not extend to many areas and the cost of a television remains prohibitive for many.

Until 1996, all television in Ghana was controlled by the state, and the government in power used the medium to promote itself. Under the rule of Jerry Rawlings (1947–), shows like 3 Years of Self Reliance, Looking Back, and He Is Back praised his achievements and told the story of his two coups. When the Ghana Frequency Registration and Control Board finally assigned new frequencies for private TV stations, TV 3 and Metro TV acted quickly and attracted a large number of viewers. South African MNET, Channel O, and various African sports networks, among others, now provide satellite TV access and are sometimes available on local stations as well. Ghanaian TV today features a mix of Ghanaian, African, Indian, and Western productions. News shows are quite popular, with the local morning and evening news supplemented by CNN and the BBC. Foreign entertainment shows include soap operas and telenovellas, as well as dramas, movies, and children’s shows. Most local television stations show Nigerian and Ghanaian movies on a regular basis. Religion and education also consume a sizeable amount of broadcast time on Ghanaian television.

Although Ghanaian productions are still in the minority, they have made huge strides over the last decade. Critics of media globalization find many Western programs too violent, sexually explicit, and generally culturally inappropriate for Ghanaian audiences. This contrasts sharply with the nature of much of the locally produced programming, which focuses on entertainment and on social, cultural, and educational themes that relate to Ghanaian life. Humor, for example, has a greater impact when it uses images relevant to Ghanaian culture and everyday life. Western media infiltration will not subside, but with sufficient resources it has already been proven that Ghanaian productions can attract a large audience share. In the meantime, Ghanaian radio and television will continue to play an important role in entertainment, education, and development.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Conakry

Major Cities: Conakry, Nzérékoré, Kankan, Boké, Kindia, Kissidougou, Mamou, Macenta, Kamsar, Gueckédou, Labé, Fria, Siguiri

Population: 10,754,000

Languages: French, Fulani, Maninka, Susu

Government Type: Presidential Republic with a president and a prime minister. The National Assembly is the only legislative house.

Ethnic Groups: Fulbe (40 percent); Malinke (30 percent); Sousou (20 percent); other minority groups (10 percent)

Religions: Islam, Christianity, African Traditional Religions



Introduction

Geography

The French-speaking Republic of Guinea is situated on the west coast of Africa between 7° and 13°N and 7° and 15°W. Guinea shares borders with Sierra Leone and Liberia to its south; Côte d’Ivoire to the east; Senegal, Mali, and the Gambia to its north; and Guinea Bissau to its west. With a population estimated to be 11,474, 383 as of July 2014, the country covers a total land mass of 245,857 square kilometers. Guinea is divided into four distinct regions: Lower Guinea, Guinea Highlands, Central Guinea, and Upper Guinea. Lower Guinea spans the coastal areas up to the Futa Djallon ranges, embracing numerous estuaries and mangroves. The Guinea Highlands or forest region includes the lush water basin, which comprises thick rain forests stretching all the way to the Atlantic Ocean, Liberia, and Sierra Leone. Central Guinea stretches from the east to the mountainous highland of the Futa Djallon plateau. Upper Guinea is the savanna region from the northeast to the southeast. Drained by the Gambia, Niger, and Senegal rivers and their numerous tributaries and estuaries, Guinea is one of the lushest countries in the world. The fauna consist of grasslands, savanna, shrubs and forests that support wildlife consisting of chimpanzees, crocodiles, lions, reptiles, leopards, birds, and hippopotami. Coffee, root crops, and grains do very well in Guinea’s varied landscapes. The hot and humid climate has two seasons: the dry season, which lasts from November to April, and the wet/rainy season, which spans from May to October. Rainfall patterns vary in each region with the forest zone generally receiving the highest rainfall of about 169 inches per annum. The highest point in Guinea is Mount Nimba, which rises some 5,748 feet high.

People and Ethnicity

Guinea is multiethnic just like any other African country. The ethnic boundaries correspond to the geographical location of the ethnic group, which has remained the same since the colonial days. Three main demographic groups and several minor ethnicities have been identified. The relationship between these groups has generally been good with occasional clashes.


Three Guineas

Did you know there are three countries on the African continent called Guinea? The Republic of Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, and the Republic of Equatorial Guinea all share the name Guinea. Moreover, they are neighbors. The Republic of Guinea was referred to as French Guinea (Guinée française) in colonial days. France controlled parts of Guinea beginning in the 1800s and by 1895 had succeeded in incorporating it into French West Africa as a colony. In 1958, Guinea gained independence and became a sovereign state. Guinea-Conakry is often used to differentiate between this country and the other two that share the same name.



The Fulbé (Peul/Pular in French) are in the majority composing about 40 percent of the entire population. They inhabit Futa Djallon in Central Guinea where they migrated to in the 16th century from the north of the Senegal River (Nelson et al. 1975: 66). Other groups in this region that share cultural affinities are the Diakhanké, Dialonke, and Tenda, which consist of five groups: Coniagui, Bassari, Badyaranke, Boeni, and Mayo (Nelson et al. 1975: 67–68). The Malinké/Maninké, who originally lived in present-day Mali, migrated to their current place in Upper Guinea in the 13th century (Nelson et al. 1975: 69). They constitute 30 percent of the population. They inhabit Kankan, Kissidougou, Kourouma, and Siguiri. The other ethnicities found in this region are Bambara, Dyula, and the Ouassoulounke.

In Lower Guinea, the Sousou, which number about 20 percent, live in the areas encompassing Conakry, Torecariah, and Kindia. The Baga are the most populous among the smaller ethnic groups in this region. They were the aboriginals of the area stretching from Conakry to Rio Nunez but were gradually overrun by the Sousou, who moved into Lower Guinea from the 16th century onward (Nelson et al. 1975: 62–63). The Baga themselves uphold that they migrated to their present location from Futa Djallon due to pressure from the Dialonke and the Fulbé. By the 1950s, little of Baga culture and customs was evident, having been assimilated by the Sousou (Camara et al. 2013: 38). Among the Baga can be listed Baga Kaloum, Baga Mandouri, Baga Monchon, and Baga Fore. Other ethnicities in Lower Guinea are the Nalow, who also originated from Fouta Djallon and currently live in the area that stretches from Rio Nunez to the Kogan River and Tristao Island (Nelson et al. 1975: 65). The Landoma, Nalow, Tyapi/Tiapa/Cocoli, and Mmani (singular Manil, also known as Mandenyi to the Sousou) all migrated from Futa Djallon to the coast. The Mikhifore are the only Mande group that lives in this area. Finally, a number of small ethnic groups that form 10 percent of the population occupy the forest region. These include the Kissi, Toma, Guerze (Nguerze), Mano, Kono, Konianke, and the Toma-Manion. They cultivate mostly rice and millet.

The demographics of Guinea are quite diversified. The French had been in Guinea since the 16th century. The Lebanese and Syrians have also lived in Guinea from the 19th century and have contributed immensely to the economy. From 1958 onward, Europeans from Russia, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and China worked in Guinea as educators, diplomats, technicians in electrification projects, and as aid workers (Nelson et al. 1975: 70). Political developments in West Africa had led to a new wave of population movements into Guinea beginning in 1989. Civil wars and military coups in Liberia (1989–1996 and 2000–2003), Sierra Leone (1991–2001), and Côte d’Ivoire (1999–2011) pushed out a half-million refugees into Guinea. The influx of refugees, who often shared ethnic and cultural linkages with some of the Guinean ethnicities such as Malinke and Kissi, brought in its wake violence of varying degrees that was replicated in the refugee camps in the Gueckedou and Macenta (Camara et al. 2013: 4–5).


Haven for Exiles

Guinea is historically known to provide a haven for people in exile. The most popular example is Kwame Nkrumah, the first president of the Republic of Ghana who was ousted in a coup d’état in 1966. Kwame Nkrumah and Sekou Toure charted a loose union of Independent African States in 1959 to basically assist each other deal with decolonization. In 1960, Modibo Keita of Mali joined the two to form the Union of African States, also known as the Ghana-Guinea-Mali Union. With no operating offices and working legislation, the Union was more of friendship of the three leaders than a political group. Upon his ousting, Nkrumah enjoyed the benevolence of Sekou Toure who not only offered the former a place to stay but declared him copresident and secretary general of the Democratic Party of Guinea. Nkrumah made live broadcasts to Ghana from Guinea, addressing his country folk in pursuit of his African unity agenda until his death in 1972. Another prominent person who sought haven in Guinea was Stokely Carmichael, a civil right activist and one of the leaders of the Black Panther Party. He is also known as Kwame Toure.



Interethnic relations have really improved over the years from the precolonial era to the present day. People no longer hold on to memories of ethnic wars, vassalage, serfdom, and atrocities meted out to their ethnic groups in years past. Guineans forge new identities from their professions, educational institutions, and political party ideology such as the Democratic Party of Guinea, which preached “equality of all races” (Nelson et al. 1975: 74).

Languages

Language is a very important feature that differentiates one group from the other, even when they share common culture. The official language of Guinea is French, adopted from their colonial master France and kept after independence in 1958. In the colonial era, speaking French was a requirement for one to be assimilated or to become a citoyen (French citizen). Today, it is the language of instruction in schools and used in all government, administrative, and international dealings. It is the language of the educated and professionals. More than half of the population now speaks French in addition to their indigenous languages.

Guinean languages, like all West African languages, belong to the Niger-Congo group of languages. There are about 24 indigenous languages and dialects spoken in Guinea. The languages spoken coincidentally correspond to the locations of their ethnic groups and the languages most often also bear the same name as the ethnic group. The Sousou speak a language that is similar to that of the Dialonke, a language spoken in Forest Guinea. Linguists have argued that the Sousou and the Dialonke may have belonged to the same group of people that once lived in Futa Djallon but were forced to relocate southward because of the invading Fulbé (Camara et al. 2013: 38). In this southward movement, the Sousou were able to assimilate the small ethnic groups in their path, hence dominating Lower Guinea with their language and culture even though certain distinctions in the other groups still exist. Other languages and dialects spoken in the Lower Guinea include dialects of one language stock, namely, the Baga, Landoma, and Tyapi/Tiapa, and other dialects, namely, Nalow, Mmani, and the Mande.

The languages of Central Guinea include the major language Fulani (Pular), and others like Badyarake, Coniagui, Bassari, Dialonke, and Diakhanka. The Upper Guinea languages include Malinké and Ouassoulounke. The highland/forest region speaks Kissi, Guerze, Toma, Mano, Kanianke, and Toma-Manian. Other minor languages are Kono, Lele, and Koniak to mention a few. There are others that have been totally absorbed into other languages because of the fewer speakers available.

Out of these languages, eight major ones (Fulani, Maninka, Soso, Kpelle, Kissi, Toma, Koniagi, and Bassari) were adopted as national languages by the first president, Ahmed Sékou Touré (1922–1984) (Heine 1990: 182). By 1959, the national languages became the means of instruction in the educational system beginning from first grade. The policy was that all civil servants ought to know any of these languages in addition to French. The state radio and television station broadcast to the nation in all nine languages to promote their use. In 1962 and 1967, the Guinean government in collaboration with UNESCO embarked on a national education of Guineans in the national languages (Heine 1990: 182; Nelson et al. 1975: 71–72). The efforts were abandoned in no time due to lack of funds. The National Academy of Languages was set up to encourage the learning of these languages. Fulani, Malinke, Soso, and Guerze continued to be learned until 1976. The Fulani have localized the Arabic alphabet into the Ajami script to translate several religious texts such as the Koran into Fulani.

Religion

The Republic of Guinea is a multireligious country where different religions coexist peacefully and all people have the freedom of worship. Demographically, 7 percent of the population belongs to African Traditional Religion, 85 percent to Islam, while 8 percent belong to Christianity and other Asian religions. The constitution recognizes all religious groups, but they are required to register with the state. Islam is the second oldest religion in Guinea. Islam made its way to the West African savanna through trading activities of the Dyula (Wangara, 800s CE) and later through the Almoravid invasion of ancient Ghana in 1097. At the height of the ancient empires of Mali (1230–1600), and Songhai (800s to 1500s CE), their territorial boundaries extended into Guinea; hence, Islam has had a long presence in Guinea. From the 16th century onward, Islamized Fulbé began migrating into the Futa Djallon region, fighting the indigenous Diakhanka and succeeding in establishing a number of theocratic states such as Kankan and Baté. By 1763, the Futa Djallon region had succumbed to the Fulbé led by Ibrahima Sori (?–1784) who had then succeeded Karamoko Alfa (also known as Alfa Ibrahima Sambegu, d. 1751). In the mid-19th century, Al Hajj Umar Tall (1794–1864) also waged a series of jihads and founded a number of Islamic states at Dinguiraye. He was instrumental in spreading the Tijaniyya Sufi order to Guinea, where the Qadriyya order dominated. The jihads of Samore Toure (1830–1901) from 1864 to 1898 further spread Islam.

The French colonialists were hostile to Islam as they saw it to be too militant to serve their interests, yet the Islamic political structure was adopted for indirect rule. Marabouts (Islamic scholars) were expelled, murdered, or imprisoned, and Islamic schools were often closed down (Nelson et al. 1975: 89, 90–91). In the colonial era, Guinean organizations such as the Rassemblement Démocratique Africaine (RDA) rallied behind Islam to fight against colonialism. Thus, more converts were won over to Islam. In the second decade of the 20th century, the Ahmadiyya Muslim Movement made great inroads into Guinean society. The majority of Guinean Muslims are Sunni. The Shia and Wahhabi sects are fairly new additions to the religious landscape.

Islam has a more physical and social presence in Guinea than other religions. It permeates all aspects of the society giving Guinea the look of an Islamic state. Mosques dot the terrain with imposing structures like the Conakry Grand Mosque. As far as demographics are concerned, the Malinké, Fulbé, and Syrians tend to be mostly Muslims. All Muslims adhere to the Koran and even have the Koran translated into Fulani. Guinean Muslims observe the five pillars of Islam. The use of charms and amulets made with leather and inscribed with Koranic verses is common in Guinea. Friday prayers, Islamic festivities and holidays, and the annual hajj are huge occasions to see Guinean Muslims at their best. The government assists Muslims with flight arrangements to Mecca annually. Islamic schools and education have long been a popular tradition in Guinea.
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The Grand Mosque at Conakry is the fourth largest mosque in sub-Saharan Africa. It was constructed during the presidency of Ahmed Sekou Toure with the financial assistance of King Fahd of Saudi Arabia. (TJK Images/Dreamstime.com)

Christianity, on the other hand, came to Guinea through the Portuguese. Their activities, however, were limited to their trading posts on the coast. Proselytization only picked up with the advent of the Roman Catholic Holy Ghost Fathers who arrived in 1877. The White Fathers joined in 1896, and together they ventured into the hinterland converting people while holding on to leadership positions. The Anglican Church began work in 1856. Guinea had its first African Catholic priest in 1940, the first diocese at Conakry in 1955, and the first African archbishop in 1962 (Nelson et al. 1975: 92). The entire nation of Guinea constitutes the Anglican Diocese in Guinea due to its small membership. From the onset, the missionaries have run Western schools and provided health care to the communities in which they served. Protestant groups have been operating in Guinea since 1918 starting with the Christian Missionary Alliance (CMA). The CMA was the first to produce religious texts in the indigenous languages. In 1967, Christianity suffered a huge blow when Ahmed Sékou Touré expelled all foreign missionaries to indigenize the clergy as part of his attempt at fashioning a true Guinean identity. Nevertheless, the African clergy held the fort, but expulsion of missionaries affected the expansion of Christianity. Over the years, other evangelicals such as Baptists, Seventh-day Adventists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and others have come into Guinea. The Roman Catholics are in the majority followed by the Anglicans. Asian religions such as Baha’i, Hinduism, and Buddhism have garnered a small community in Guinea.

African Traditional Religion is naturally the oldest of all the religions in Guinea. The worldview of Guineans consists of a supreme being, a pantheon of gods, ancestors, and natural/environmental objects such as trees and rivers. There are priests who lead in worship activities, officiate at rituals, and also ensure the adherence to cultural and religious taboos. Traditionalists believe in good and bad spirits, in life after death, and that human behavior can cause blessings or calamities in the society. Today, there is a marked mixture of all three major religions creating a syncretic form. More so, religious lines are fluid in some areas; hence it is easy for people to go to church and still visit the traditionalist/spiritualist or marabouts for healing or spiritual protection.

The relationship between the state and the various religions and among religions has improved greatly since the colonial days. The state recognizes all religious holidays—the Birth of the Prophet Muhammad (Maulid), Lailatoul Qadr, Easter Monday, Assumption Day, Eid al-Fitr, Tabaski (Eid al-Adha), and Christmas—as national holidays. Interethnic squabbles, which, coincidentally, occur between regions that might belong to different religions, are sometimes interpreted as religious clashes. The religions are practiced along geographical lines thus the Futa Djallon area tends to be Muslim, the coastal and forest regions tend to be Christian, and the Baga are mostly traditionalists. Guinea has succeeded in staying peaceful and tolerant of all religious bodies in the country.

Social Customs

Customs and traditions guard against the erosion of all social behavior and etiquettes in Guinea to ensure continuity in culture. There are rites of passage such as naming ceremonies, initiation rites for both sexes to usher teenagers into adulthood, marriage rites, cult memberships, and funeral rites performed to mark entrance into a new life cycle. Though these rites often follow ethnic and religious lines, Guinean society has evolved considerably since independence leading to modernization of some of these traditions.

In all societies, naming ceremonies are held for newborns to give them an identity (name, tribe, and religion) for acceptance into their communities. Among the Fulbé, this occurs on the eighth day after birth and is celebrated by shaving the baby’s hair, ritual ceremonies, gift giving, and merrymaking at different levels determined by the sex of the child (Derman 1973: 198–205). Male circumcision is common; female genital cutting also occurs in almost all ethnicities although the regularity is reducing due to campaigns of abolition by the World Health Organization. In the Futa Djallon region, boys are circumcised after they have completed the study of the Koran, mostly at the age of 13. Hence, circumcision has a cultural and religious significance (Nelson et al. 1975: 91).

Among the Baga Sitem of the coastal region of Guinea, young men go through circumcision (kikenc). The group of boys who have reached puberty are isolated in their ancestral sacred grove (afan) for six months where they are educated in their history and traditions, plant medicine, and physical activity. Then they are circumcised to initiate them into manhood (Sarro 2009: 43–44). Elderly men of the Baga also get initiated into the cult of wubaka, after which they gain a certain eminence to join the council of elders. The cult of atekan for Baga women consists of only women who have given birth (Sarro 2009: 46). These rites and cults fashion cultural identity as well as keep the society stratified according to seniority. In recent times, these Baga activities are relegated to the rural areas and they do not occur with much frequency.

Guinean society is stratified based on lineage, length of occupation in an area, and age. Among the Fulbé for instance, precolonial society was grouped into four: aristocrats who ruled, “free” Fulbé, Fulbé of the bush (those who did not fight in religious wars or opposed them), and the non-Fulbé referred to as serfs (Nelson et al. 1975: 81–82). Stratification based on occupations also occurred so that farmers, potters, weavers, praise singers, traders, and dyers belonged to their individual trade guilds. Age sects for both sexes meant individuals grew up in groups and shared a collective identity and status. The years after independence brought changes and blurred social lines. Education, civil, law, medical, and artisanal professions as well as living in the cities changed social statuses for Guineans. Although one’s family and lineage are still important, new ways of becoming Guinean such as education, belonging to a political party, and one’s profession have proven beneficial.

There are cultural codes and symbolism that regulate the relationships between men and women, young and old. A show of familiarity is eschewed in all societies. People are required to show respect for each other by addressing people with titles such as modi/modibo (meaning “sir” in Fulani), and monsieur or mademoiselle. Young people do not look adults in the eye when speaking to them. The etiquette of shaking hands and inquiring about people’s health and that of their family is expected. When shaking hands with an elderly person or an influential person, the left hand is often seen supporting the right hand as a form of deference to the elderly. The educated and relatives often kiss each other on the cheeks in greeting. In most cases, contact between the sexes is defined by religious customs, such that among Muslim communities, contact between men and women of different households is limited. When one receives a guest, the first customary thing is to offer them a seat and water to drink. Food and accommodation will follow appropriately. The aged live with their children who take care of them; hence there are no hospices.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Life in Guinea is filled with hustle and bustle of people trying to make ends meet. Yet, the people are boisterous and vibrant and are still able to find time to enjoy a variety of entertainment for pleasure. Social class, age, gender, ethnicity, place of habitation, and status determine one’s lifestyle and the form of leisure one pursues. Leisure could be sought in a group with friends and family or by individuals in the rural as well as the urban areas. Food joints, drinking spots, music bars, beaches, centers for sports, and the numerous tourist sites are the places where people go in their free time.

Guinea is a poor country by all sociocultural and economic indicators. People do not have flamboyant lifestyles or spend money indiscriminately. Of late, cell phone use is a marker of good status and class. Some well-to-do middle-class people, government officials, expatriates, professionals, and civil servants own vehicles. Motorcycles and bicycles are prized possessions of people, especially in the rural areas. Living in a concrete house with aluminum roofing is a sign of affluence. Easy access to clean drinking water, electricity, and health facilities are limited. Most people in the rural areas use kerosene lamps in place of electricity, and those in the urban areas who can afford it turn on their generators for light.

Guineans love to party on weekends. Saturday evening is for going out. Every corner lights up with generators on the nation’s grid with loudspeakers or bands for dancing. Social gatherings for weddings, funerals, and naming ceremonies are times when family and friends meet. This is highly influenced by the religion and ethnicity. In the villages, formal invitations need not be sent out. Funerals are very sober and quiet affairs. Most events occur on weekends. Christian and Muslim events are highly patronized by their converts and nonmembers alike.

People in Guinea, both locals and expatriates, enjoy spending time outdoors shopping in open markets, such as the Marché Madina in Conakry; relishing roadside culinary skills like smoked or barbequed meat; and gathering around food and music joints. Market days are extremely busy days where towns become full with shoppers and traders. Wares of all kinds on sale are paraded. The busy day is followed by great nightlife with live music. Urban nightclubs and entertainment centers for music, food, and dance abound in all major cities and towns like Kankan, Conakry, and Nzérékoré. In most cities such as Conakry, almost all bars feature a live band that plays regularly. Les Jardins de Guinée, L’Echangeur, Palais du Peuple, and Centre Culturel Franco-Guinéen are some of the places people frequent for food and music in Conakry. Movie theaters are popular places where people go to watch both local and foreign movies. People, especially men, enjoy watching sports and spend time in stadia watching local teams play.

There are several tourist attraction sites in Guinea, but the country’s tourism potential has not been fully exploited. National parks such as the Diécke Forest Reserve near Nzérékoré, Badier National Park established in 1985, and Haut Niger National Park founded in 1997 are places to see (Riley and Riley 2005: 78). They feature wildlife such as birds, chimpanzees, duikers, hyenas, baboons, lions, elephants, and leopards. The national museum at Conakry exhibits ethnic masks, musical instruments, and other cultural artefacts. Close to the museum can be found groups of scrap metal sculptors, known as Oppo Atelier. Their artifacts are phenomenal and exhibit great skills, rendering them attractive to tourists. The Grand Mosque of Conakry, with a 10,000-seat capacity, was built in 1984. In its compound is the burial ground of Sékou Touré. The Catholic Cathedral of Saint Marie, built in the 1930s, is another site to visit. The ruins of the Palais des Nations, built for the 1984 Organization of African Unity conference, still sit in Conakry. In 1996, rebelling soldiers destroyed this once-magnificent building that served as the office of the presidency, an alternative from its intended use as the conference was called off due to the demise of Sékou Touré. Beaches with palm groves such as Plage de la Bel in Conakry, the waterfalls at Konkoure, and Lake Bafing are popular destination centers for picnics and merrymaking.

Employment

The economy of Guinea is among the poorest in the world though the country is endowed with mineral, agricultural, and hydroelectric resources. The economy is highly dependent on subsistence agriculture in the production of crops, fish, and livestock. It also exports bauxite and gold. Industrial development has been slow and the private sector is nonexistent. An unstable political atmosphere, poor resource management, undeveloped infrastructure, and corruption are responsible for the state of Guinea’s poor economy. Although figures for unemployment are unavailable, it is generally agreed that youth employment is low. Beginning 2011, the new democratic government of President Alpha Condé (b. March 4, 1938) has rolled out a number of policies to help change the economy for the better.


Education

Education in Guinea has seen very slow improvement since independence. Like most African countries, missionary groups were the pioneers of Western education in Guinea and modeled it after France’s educational system. Shortly after independence, Sekou Toure nationalized all the schools in the country. French and the eight national languages are the media of instruction in the schools. Primary education for pupils from the ages of 7 to 12 is free. Junior and senior secondary school education lasts seven years, for which a certificate will be attained for each level. University and vocational education are options for individuals depending on their interests and finances. In general, children often take after the vocation of their parents or relatives, with the exception of a few who enroll in vocational schools for certificated courses. Private schools were allowed to reopen in 1984 after they had been prohibited by Sekou Toure’s government. There always has been a wide gap between the enrollment rates of boys and girls in school, and this can be attributed to cultural norms that require women to play more of the domestic roles at home. Hence, females are more likely to drop out of school than males. In all, about 41 percent of the general population is literate.
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Fishermen service their vessels on the beach at Conakry. The Guinean economy relies heavily on subsistence production, and fishing along the coast provides livelihoods for many. (Jerome Delay/AP/Corbis)

In 2013, the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency presented the country’s growth estimates: GDP growth rate, 2.9 percent; GDP per capita, $1,100, and external debt, US$2.584 billion. Out of the active labor force of 5,409,000, 76 percent are engaged in agriculture and 24 percent in the extraction business and services. Agricultural sector exports include pineapples, bananas, coffee, palm kernels, cassava, rice, sweet potatoes, cattle, sheep, goats, and timber to other African countries and Europe. Eighty percent of the country’s women work in this sector, though they are the poorest group in the country (World Food Program 2013). Labor in Guinea is based on age, gender, and educational level. These factors determine the nature of the work one does. Agriculture is not mechanized, and animal herding is predominantly the job of men and boys. Men plow, and women plant gardens. The skilled seek employment in the civil service and government, and the unskilled, menial hard labor jobs. There are laborers engaged in all kinds of services for minimal wages.

Extraction, such as bauxite, gold, iron ore, and diamond mining, is the fastest growing sector providing jobs for the people. This sector employs a lot of expatriates with the technical skills and expertise that Guineans lack. Mines are owned by international giants like Alcan and Alumina from Canada, and Alcoa from the United States. Compagnié de Bauxites de Guinée jointly operates a bauxite mining company with Halco in a 41 percent and 59 percent share, respectively.


Protests and Strikes

Much of Guinea’s postcolonial history is dotted with public protests and strikes that Guineans used to express their dissatisfaction with the ruling governments. In November 1961, the teachers’ union of Guinea protested against poor wages in what became known as the “teacher’s plot.” In 1999, there were widespread protests over the arrest and detention of Alpha Conde. The increase of fuel prices for the general populace, and their subsequent reduction, caused drivers to protest as well. In March and April of 2003, there were nationwide public protests about the rising cost of food, fuel, and services. Several protests arose in 2004 in reaction to the arrest of some 17 university students. There were protests against high costs and food shortages in Conakry. In Pita, people rioted against expensive electricity bills. The bloodiest demonstration in recent times took place on September 29, 2009. Security forces of the Conseil National pour la Démocratie et le Développement (CNDD) opened fire on opposition members and supporters protesting against Captain Camara’s unfavorable attitude toward holding elections, killing many, wounding several hundred, and raping several women. There are reports that hospitals and clinics that were treating the injured were obstructed by security forces.



The poverty level in Guinea is at 55 percent. The urban areas alone are marked at 35 percent (International Monetary Fund 2014). According to a 2013 IMF report on Guinea, “the most important determinants of poverty are location, gender and education of the household head” (2). Fifty-two percent of males and 30 percent of females are educated. Women are discriminated against in the formal employment sector. Rural poverty is endemic; thus, rural-urban migration has been increasing with its associated challenges: unemployment, high cost of living, rising crime, and lack of accommodations. The IMF proposed the promotion of female education to ensure good health, birth control, and proper home management.

The hospitality and tourism industry is the least developed industry though it has great potential to grow. Guineans engage in all manner of domestic trades in cooked food, artwork, clothing, and other artisanal activities. Children, especially females, are in high demand as domestic help, and this affects their education (Kippenberg 2007: 21–28; 43–50). Child labor in Guinea exists at a rate of 25 percent.

Transportation in Guinea is underdeveloped. Railway lines extending 1,185 kilometers service the country. Road networks extend 44,348 kilometers, but most of them are not tarred. The numerous rivers are not easily navigable due to their shallowness. Out of 16 airports, only 4 are paved (CIA World Fact Book). These make the movement of goods and people very difficult, which impacts the price of food. Buses, motor vehicles, bicycles, and rafts are the main means of internal transportation, albeit with all the challenges of constant breakdowns and risks involved. The ports of Conakry, Kassa, Kakande, and Benty provide jobs as they handle the importation and exportation of goods.

The authoritarian nature of Guinean governments saw the withdrawal of international assistance for years. The semblance of democracy that Guinea attained after the 2010 election has resurrected new interest from international bodies to fund and to do business in Guinea. The IMF, World Bank, and Islamic Development Bank have revised their aid assistance policies providing millions of dollars to assist Guinea.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The family is a very important traditional element for development in Guinean society. It is the basic unit of organization in the society and bears the group responsibility of ensuring continuity in tradition, maintaining order, and creating a social safety network for members’ positive growth and development. The concept of family in Guinea is the extended type comprising a number of nuclear families spanning several generations. They may all live together in the same compound. Marriage ensures procreation and forges different families together. Every member of the family, children, men, and women alike, has a role to play in the development of the family. Desired modern developments continue to change these roles and how families relate to each other.

In Guinean society, men and women are expected to marry when they come of age. The age at which people marry differs according to their ethnicity. Among the Fulbé, girls may be promised (betrothed) to their future husbands as early as at birth. Often, family members all contribute to choose a spouse for their relatives, either to win favor, to foster greater bonds of friendship, or to unite wealth (N’dourou 2005: 18). Marriage is regarded as a union between the two families of the couple. The marriage ceremonies include several forms of negotiations between the families of the couple involved, exchange of gifts, the paying of the bride-wealth in the form of money, cloth, or livestock as among the Fulani. Most marriages are polygamous, especially among the Muslims who see it as both a religious and cultural obligation. Marriage, in years past, was an avenue for attaining labor to work on farms. Having several wives increased one’s chances of having more children and subsequently more hands on the farm, and generally it was prestigious. Monogamy is characteristic of Christians, and in recent times, some educated Muslims are refraining from polygamy.

Guinea is a predominantly patrilineal society where ancestry is traced to one distant male ancestor. This influences the choice of spouse. The Malinké, Susu, and Kissi mostly marry women outside their paternal lineages while Muslims’ preference is within their paternal lineages (Nelson et al. 1975: 79). Husbands typically live with their wives in their patrilineal homes. In such homes, the eldest wife in the polygamous marriage is in charge of the daily running of the household, designating chores, maintaining peace, and settling disputes, of which obviously there were plenty. The wives and their children lived in their own houses and took turns cooking for their husband as well as sharing his bed. The husband may go to the wives or the women will go to his room. Divorce occurs, but it is frowned upon.

There are proscribed, varying gender roles for males and females. Boys and girls may grow up together in the same household, but their respective socialization according to their gender begins between ages 8 and 12. Girls take to their mothers especially and the female members of their family whereas the boys take to their fathers. Female roles include running the household by raising the children, cooking, washing clothes, planting gardens, hoeing the family farms, harvesting crops, and keeping their husbands happy. Among the Fulbe, women and girls milk the cow and process it into their meals. Young girls are socialized in this informal way to learn the trade of their mothers, trained to be good wives and keep their future homes. Boys, on the other hand, learn their father’s profession and how to provide and care for their families. They do not partake in any household chores. Fulbé boys learn to herd cattle. The women trade their supplies of farm produce in the market to purchase other needed items.

The position of women in Guinea is culturally determined, which makes them subordinates to men. Women, irrespective of the controls they exercise in their household, are at the mercy of their menfolk for land to cultivate. They may contribute to discussions but they are not the decision makers. At independence, Sékou Touré courted the support of women with the rhetoric of equality of all citizens. The Democratic Party of Guinea (Parti Démocratique de Guinée, or PDG) promulgated a series of family laws in which the marriageable age was set at 17 years, the bride-price was reduced, couples required the consent of both parents, and marriages were required to be registered at the court (Nelson et al. 1975: 86). Women became involved in party politics, even holding political positions. Women stepped out of their traditional roles, sought education, and became professionals.

Modern developments such as education, cash economy, employment (or lack of), and urban habitation continue to change family relations and living arrangements. Young children are expected to be in school by age six. Yet, in Guinea, this is highly skewed in favor of males. Thirty percent of women are literate; and females are most likely not to complete school (CIA World Fact Book). In rural areas, boys are most likely to attend school while girls stay home to help their mothers with household chores and babysit their young siblings. On the other hand, there has been an improvement in education for both sexes in general.

Living in the urban center may change marital living arrangements. Some men would have their wives and children live in the villages while they lived and worked in the towns and cities. Major health issues such as HIV/AIDS is posing a great challenge to Guineans. Guinea has a 1.7 percent HIV/AIDS prevalence with about 118,000 people living with the disease. The prevalence of polygamy makes combating this pandemic very difficult.

Cuisine

The cuisine of Guinea reflects its many ethnocultural traditions and foreign influences through demographic exchange. Western cuisine from France, Lebanon, and Continental Europe is served in restaurants in Guinea. Traditionally, food customs and taboos regulate the consumption of certain food items and how they are prepared. Food sufficiency and affordability depend on rainfall patterns and one’s economic status.

The staples for all ethnic groups are grains such as rice, millet, sorghum, corn, fonio, and root crops like cassava, taro, and potatoes. The grains are milled into flour from which porridge or pap is prepared. Cassava can be pounded into fufu. The staples are accompanied by a variety of stews, sauces, or soups cooked with green leafy vegetable such as baobab, potato, and cassava leaves; okra; onions; tomatoes; and spices. Groundnut is an important food item used in soups and stews. Maffe tegga, achécke, and couscous (made from corn flour, milk, butter, and sugar) are delicacies. Different varieties of beans are consumed as well. The combination of ingredients in any food depends on the cooks, who are mainly the women in the family. Red oil is used in stewing. Nuts and fruits like pineapple, banana, and orange also supplement the diet.

All the ethnic groups, Fulbé, Sousou, Maninké, Baga, and others, coexist in a symbiotic relationship. The Fulbé pastoralists raise cattle, goats, and sheep. Livestock is their prized possession used as currency to pay bride-price but generally not for food. The women milk the cows and process it into yoghurt, butter, and cream used in a multiplicity of dishes. The sedentary town Fulani farmers will trade their farm produce with the pastoralists for meat and milk. People in the riverine areas and the coast have fish (fresh, smoked, dried, or salted) such as mackerel, crayfish, and black bass, and other seafood in their diet while those in the forest region enjoy wild game such as bush pig, antelopes, rodents, and snakes. All of these foods are available in the market for purchase (Finn 2011: 77). Guineans eat meat, beef, fish, eggs, and chicken in small quantities. Those who do not raise their own chickens can buy from the market. Pork is absent in the diet of all Muslims for religious reasons. Basically, a large proportion of Guinean meals are carbohydrates with little protein.

Agriculture in Guinea is highly dependent on rainfall patterns. When there are droughts, food production and supply of farm produce go down. People, especially in the rural areas, store food to be used throughout the year. Those in the urban centers will be the hardest hit as they mostly rely on the food supply from the farming areas. Usually, there is scarcity of food in the periods just before harvesting as most food stores would have run low. From February through March, the Futa Djallon areas may run low or totally out of rice, hence fonio becomes an alternative staple (Nelson et al. 1975: 112). While it is relatively easy to get food in the rural areas from farm barns, urban dwellers must buy all their food items except those who have backyard gardens. Food is expensive in the towns and cities and is an additional burden to urban lives. Guinea has a considerable expatriate demography from all over the world. Western-style restaurants serve Continental and Western cuisines. Lebanese restaurants are also popular, and there are other local food joints where all types of cooked meals can be bought.

There is a certain etiquette related to serving and eating foods in Guinea. Consequently, families eat together according to age and gender so that men, women, and children eat separately (N’dourou 2005: 47). Meal times are a family affair where everyone is expected to show up promptly. People are expected to eat in silence not to avoid choking on the food but out of reverence for the opportunity to have food. In rural areas, food is served in big calabashes (gourds split into two halves and hollowed). People must eat with their right hands and never with the left hand, as it is reserved for sanitary purposes. Guests are invited to share in the meal if they visit before or during meal times. In urban areas, people may not eat together due to regulated official work hours and other conditions. Ideally, people require three square meals, but most Guineans have two meals per day: a large brunch and a dinner in the evening. Preservation of leftover meals is not common as almost all meals are cooked fresh from the start to finish.

Drinks and beverages form part of Guinean cuisine. Indigenous beer is brewed from millet and corn (Nelson et al. 1975: 112). Palm wine, a sweet, white milky liquid from the palm tree, can be drunk fermented or unfermented. Alcohol is seldom consumed, as a majority of the population is Muslim. Tea and coffee are popular beverages that Guineans take mostly at breakfast or throughout the day. Men and women alike use tobacco. They either smoke or chew the tobacco leaves. Drinks such as sodas and hard, imported liquor are available, especially in hotels, bars, and restaurants.

Occasions such as traditional and religious festivals, celebration of births, initiation rites, and national holidays require the preparation of special meals in typical Guinean homes. There is abundance of food for all and sundry, and delicacies feature prominently on such occasions. Islamic festivals such as Eid al-Adha (Festival of Sacrifice), known locally as Tabaski, is celebrated by slaughtering sheep, goats, and cattle; the number of animals sacrificed depends on the social and economic status of the person in the locality. All festivities are family and friends affairs, and often, formal invitations are unnecessary within the neighborhood.

Dress

Dress and apparel are gender specific and signify one’s status, age, ethnic origin, and, sometimes, religion. It is an aspect of Guinea’s material culture that is transformational and unique. There are different dress codes for different occasions such as festivals, religious events, and ceremonies as well as regular casual and work wear. Guinea is predominantly a Muslim country, and the Islamic influence is very visible in their dress. Western-style dress is also prevalent. Whatever style people choose to wear, it is accompanied by jewelry matched with elaborate hairstyles, footwear, and facial makeup, such that one feels self-confident and portrays a sense of self-possession and a good representation of their spouses and families.

When people dress, they strive to accomplish modesty and decency. The Islamic influence is at its highest among inhabitants. The most common dress style is the boubou, which is a long, loose attire won by women. It comes in different styles; sleeves are cut out or machine stitched. It could have a square or a round neck, which is often neatly embroidered with beautiful patterns. Women also wear wrappers made of cloth that they tie around their waists. This could be knee or ankle length and worn with blouses. The men wear long gowns known as jalabiyya over a pair of trousers. In the Futa Djallon region where the people are predominantly Muslims, men wear turbans and wool or fur skull caps. The cap can be plain with no designs or elaborately embroidered (Nelson et al. 1975: 110).

Muslim women wear veils as an act of modesty. Adult and married women wear headdresses, head ties, and scarves that can be tied in a variety of styles ranging from simple to very complex forms. The styles are more of an art than just head covers. Hairstyles range from pulling the hair back into a ponytail to a number of braiding styles like cornrows or the use of other hair attachments. These are accessorized with ribbons and traditional decorative objects such as cowries and beads. A woman’s jewelry reflects her economic, marital, and social status. Guinean women love to wear gold or gold-plaited earrings, bangles, bracelets, necklaces, and anklets. It is not rare to see women with several piercings in their ears and nose with jewelry in them. Henna also adds to the body beautification process. Both young and old wear appropriate sandals or shoes.

Western dress styles are an everyday affair. Trousers, shirts, suits, skirts, blouses, shorts, and T-shirts have become popular dress codes for professionals in government workplaces, civil servants, private-sector workers, and casual wear. These are imported goods and can be purchased in shops and boutiques all over town. Wearing Western dresses is a mark of modernity, high educational attainment, and class. This does not mean that only the educated wear Western-style dress, as it used to be in the past. In all formal workplaces, both traditional Guinean dresses and Western dresses are worn.

Occasions such as religious festivals, ceremonies, and special events require that people wear their best. Here the quality, price, style, and even colors of the attire differ for each individual and for the occasion. Whereas white represents piety, indigo and blue are colors of the aristocracy and royalty. Generally, all traditional attire is sewn by tailors and seamstresses, whose skills are invaluable. A piece of cloth is purchased, and, in consultation with one’s seamstress or tailor, a style is decided on and the dress is subsequently made after the client’s measurements are taken. By contrast, poor people who may not be able to afford the cost of buying and sewing a new dress for every occasion turn to places where imported, used clothing is available for purchase on the market.

Sports and Games

Sporting activities and games are part of leisure in Guinea. There are traditional, indigenous games played by young boys and girls for fun and others played to show off physical strength. Contact with Europe, Asia, and America has introduced field-and-track events, and indoor and outdoor games such as soccer, basketball, volleyball, marathons, hockey, cycling, and Ping-Pong into Guinea. People in both rural and urban centers play these games. Professionals, amateurs, schoolchildren, males, and females all enjoy different kinds of sporting activities. Soccer is the most popular game in Guinea.

Traditional sports often require a lot of energy. The Fulani initiation sport known as sharo is a real show of gallantry and physical strength (Lobban 2009: 226). As part of initiation ceremonies into manhood, young men compete in games where men challenge themselves in a whipping contest. Men are expected to endure the pain until they cannot take it anymore to exhibit their bravery to the gathering, which includes maidens from which a possible bride could be found. Traditional wrestling contests are held among all groups.

The PDG used sporting events to arouse the public’s interest in their activities and to garner massive support. The Ministry of Education, Culture, and Sport is in charge of promoting sporting activities. Local soccer tournaments are organized to foster cultural identity and unity among the people. The Roman Catholic Youth representatives in the Conakry diocese created a football tournament among the Baga in 1989 and this has continued to date (Sarro 1999: 171). The Jeux du littoral (coastal games), which draws many local teams to participate, was originally intended to be a Baga event, but it eventually opened up to the whole coastal region. The Chinese introduced Ping-Pong, the Soviets volleyball, and the United States Peace Corps basketball (Nelson et al. 1975: 104). These have become very popular games in Guinea that the youth, students, and professional athletes play. Guinean youth follow the American NBA tournaments and know the names of the top players in the game. Other sports such as wrestling, cycling, horseracing, golf, swimming, and hockey also occur. Guinea’s performance in the Olympic Summer Games, like most African countries, has not been impressive. Since 1968, she has been competing in the games without any medals.

Soccer is Guinea’s favorite sport, and it cuts across gender, socioeconomic, ethnic, religious, and political spectrum. Everyone enjoys soccer, and all men at some point in their lives would have played soccer. Young boys play soccer on any open field that they can find in their locality. Schools and institutions engage in sporting activities that incorporate soccer and other games as part of their programs. Local soccer clubs or teams such as AS Kaloum Star, Horoya AC, Athlético de Coléah, Fello Star, Satellite FC, and Hafia FC compete regularly in local, regional, and national tournaments. The Fédération Guinéenne de Football is in charge of football organization. There is also the national team, Syli National, which represents Guinea in all international soccer tournaments. Guinea played her first international soccer game in 1962 when she played Eastern Germany. In 1964, the Soviet Union sponsored a 25,000-seat stadium in Conakry. The Stade 28 Septembre, Stade Régional Saifoullaye Diallo, and the recent 50,000-capacity Chinese-built Ningo Stadium, all in Conakry, are multipurpose stadiums used mostly for soccer events in Guinea (World Stadiums). Different sporting and cultural events are also held in these stadiums.

Although Guinea has been actively participating in international tournaments, she is yet to make an appearance in the World Cup finals. She is a regular at the Africa Cup of Nations, and her best performance so far was in 1976 when the national team lost to Morocco to be the runner-up (Camara et al. 2013: 267). The local Hafia FC is a three-time champion of the Kwame Nkrumah African Cup. Guineans’ love for soccer is immensurable. They also watch local as well as European, Italian, and Spanish league tournaments on television. Most people know the names of local and international players and the teams they play for. These players are adored as icons and role models by young boys.

In fact, during matches, emotions run deep and tensions rise so high that it becomes a matter of life and death. The cheering and support for teams occur amid colorful display of team paraphernalia, singing, dancing, and jubilation—sometimes with dire consequences. For instance, in the jubilation that followed a 2004 Tunisia game in which the Democratic Republic of Congo lost by one goal to Guinea, four people lost their lives in Conakry. A blackout during a 1996 World Cup game almost caused rioting in Conakry (Vidacs 2010: 189). Various infractions against Fédération Internationale de Football Association rules such as frequent governmental interferences in the nation’s soccer games have led to disqualifications and bans, the recent being the two-year ban in 2001.

Festivals and Holidays

Guineans celebrate a number of local and international holidays and festivals. These may be religious, cultural, agricultural, or civic events commemorating very significant epochs of their existence. Different regions may celebrate different festivals, but they all share the state’s holidays and partake in all national events. Traditional holidays are not nationally instituted holidays. They may be days when certain professions such as farmers, fishermen, and cattle herders choose to rest. Traditional holidays differ from community to community and from culture to culture in different localities in the country. Such days are special days set aside for the local people to repair their work implements and tools or relax from the week long labor and attend to their families.

There are agricultural festivals that celebrate bumper harvests and hunting. The Baga annual Nimba festival celebrated in March is a typical example of one such agricultural festival in Guinea. During the festival, the Baga perform some rituals and parade their ritual and ceremonial Nimba masks throughout their towns amid drumming and dancing. In May, the Barro hold their fishing festival. Amid jubilating, drumming, and fanfare, the crowd catches and frees sacred fish purported to bring the participants good luck. The Malinké hunting festival showcases shooting talents, and farmers in Maliville celebrate the potato festival. The debut of Islam and Christianity in Guinea brought about significant setbacks to many celebrated festivities. In recent times, many traditional festival celebrations have been lost to the continuous expansion of Islam and Christianity in Guinea.

Many of the festivals celebrated in Guinea are religious festivals and holidays. The Islamic festivals of Eid al-Fitr, Eid al-Adha, and Mawlid are celebrated by all Muslims in Guinea. Eid al-Adha, also known as Tabaski and the Festival of Sacrifices, commemorates Abraham’s attempted sacrifice of his son Isaac and is one of the greatest annual festivals celebrated in Guinea. This important festival coincides with the completion of the annual pilgrimage (hajj) to Mecca and the return of pilgrims who would have rightfully earned the titles of Al Hajj and Hajjia. During this period, Muslims slaughter livestock and share with their friends, family, and neighbors. A great deal of food, visitation, and merrymaking occur all over the Muslim communities in Guinea. It is worth indicating that, of late, a significant number of Christian youth also take part in these events. At the end of the Ramadan fasting period, Eid al-Fitr is celebrated. The Muslim faithful crown the Ramadan season with a closing gathering to pray, and this is the greatest fashion event of the year where people look their very best. Muslims also celebrate the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad, Maulid, and the Prophet’s journey to the heavens and hell. The celebration of these festivals and holidays largely depend on the Islamic lunar calendar based on the movement of the moon. Muslim clerics determine this day and communicate it to their congregation. Christians celebrate Christmas Day and Easter, which are marked with various church activities such as conferences, music festivals, conventions, and evangelism crusades.

International holidays such as New Year’s Day, Labor Day, and Organization of African Unity Day are all honored. National holidays cut across the religious divide. These days are set aside to commemorate national historic events and to remember all those who lost their lives fighting for independence and the development of the country. The Women’s Revolt holiday (August 27) honors the gallant women who rioted in the streets of Nzérékoré, Conakry, and other major cities in 1977 against Sékou Touré’s detested government and its economic policies. Referendum Day is celebrated with all pageantry on September 28 every year to remember how Guinea stood up gallantly to France and voted not to be part of a federation of French colonies. This is followed by Independence Day celebrations on October 2. The Independence Day celebration is a very important occasion that brings about military parades, school children parades, musical festivals, and chains of partying throughout the country. Armed Forces Day honors the military on November 1 every year. On this holiday, the soldiers move from their barracks and socialize with the public with the goal of reducing the fear civilians have of the military. Day of 1970 Invasion is memorialized on November 22; it celebrates Guinea’s triumph over the Portuguese invasion of Guinea. Declaration of the Second Republic is celebrated every April 3 to remember the freeing of Guineans from Sékou Touré’s autocratic and abusive rule. The government and civil society hold parades and educational events on this day.

Cultural and regional festivals include the Festival des Arts de Conte, Festival International Kora et Cordes de Conakry, Festival de Guinée, and Festagg. These are events that bring together local and foreign lovers of music, arts, theater, and dance. Different cultural talents such as acrobatic displays, live music, and dance are exhibited.

Music and Dance

Music and dance are a daily occurrence in Guinean society. It is at the center of all social and, sometimes, economic and political events. The variety in its performance, form, and style differs based on the ethnolinguistic and geographical origin. Cultural exchanges and globalization have revolutionized Guinean music and dance over the years. The cultural renaissance championed by Sékou Touré spurred a new art of music blending traditional forms with Western instruments. Ethnic musical arts have converged to produce authentic Guinean art forms.

Traditionally, music and dance form a part of life events such as birth, marriage, and death; occupational events such as agricultural activities like plowing, planting, and harvesting; ritualistic events such as for rainfall, initiation rites, and festivals; and entertainment. Villagers sing and dance while they clear farms, plant, plow, harvest rice, paddle their canoes, draw fishing nets, and cart goods. The purpose is to maintain a rhythm in the work and to minimize fatigue. During rituals, initiates learn special songs and dances performed for propitiatory purposes. The secrets and meaning of such acts are known only to the privileged that would have gone through the rites. Such performances occur in a group who line up in a single file or in a circle to perform. Occasionally, the leader or an individual will break out from the group and show off their skills. Music is sung in a chorus while a leader chanted the lyrics. Sometimes this is accompanied by traditional instruments like the flute or drum.

There are different melodies, dances, and costumes for different occasions. Special occasions require costumes such as during the Guerze hunt dance where dancers wear stilts; dancers in the cock dance of Coniagui wear headdresses with red cock crests with wattles and white plumes (Nelson et al. 1975: 123). Other traditional dances include a dance among the Bassari women in which they mimic their husbands’ lifestyle, and one in which a Guerze age-set group imitates colonial officials in a local dance. Music performances by the griot or jeli, master praise-singers and bards, were traditionally very important for the upper class who patronized their art. They perform their own compositions and other well-known orations, adding their skillful body movements and showmanship.

Guinean music is characterized by high virtuoso and percussion instruments: drums, including tama (talking drum), hour-glass drum, djembe (single-headed, goblet-shaped drum of the Mande), and doundoun; balafon or xylophone; sistrums; gongs; rattles; bells; lute-harps; curved horns; kora; and the bamboo or wood flute. These instruments are used in different combinations in an ensemble (Nelson et al. 1975: 124–25). These and Western instruments like the saxophone, electric guitar, clarinet, and trumpet, introduced through trade and colonialism, helped to revolutionize the act of making music in Guinea. In the 1940s and 1950s, bands such as the Philharmonic Jazz, La Douce Parisette, and La Joviale Symphonie were among the first nontraditional musical groups to entertain Guineans; they performed ballroom, Latin, and folk music. Their audience consisted of mostly middle-class Africans and Europeans.

Fodeba Keita and his African Theatre Ballet, formed and based in Paris in the 1950s, introduced the world to Guinean musical art. They toured Europe and the United States, performing and exhibiting African talent to a world that knew Africa only as a haven of poverty and disease. Musicians such as Sidiki Diabaté, Momo Wandel Soumah, Fodeba Keita, and Facelli Kanté rose to prominence in this era. They adapted the playing of Guinean instruments and melodies to the electric guitar and other Western instruments.
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Guinean musicians perform for a visit by Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi in 2007. Though the Gaddafi regime has ceased to exist, Guinea’s various musical traditions continue to endure, featuring a variety of local instruments and elaborate dance and costumes. (Mahmud Turkia/AFP/Getty Images)

At independence, Sékou Touré sought to promote Guinean culture and identity through the arts. He promoted a return to all things Guinea and banned all things French and Western, except for musical instruments. He created the Ministry of Arts and Culture headed by Fodeba Keita, the erstwhile poet and choreographer. Together, they encouraged the formation of new band orchestras, ensembles, and troupes that performed Guinean music and dance repertoires with either a mixture of Guinean and Western instruments or only indigenous instruments. Western, Afro-Cuban, and West African jazz rhythms were co-opted into traditional Guinean rhythms using local instruments. The best groups were nationalized and sponsored by the state in return for outstanding work in contributing to and showcasing Guinean identities.

The first national orchestra was the Syli National Orchestra, which featured the guitarist Papa Diabaté. Hence, the 1960s and 1970s saw the emergence of a new form of music that was a mixture of Guinean folk music and rhythms with Latin music elements, resulting in a kind of Guinean rumba. Out of the Syli Orchestra came the Kélétigui et ses Tambourinis and Balla et ses Balladines. Others include the Gendermarie Women’s Band, Super Boiro, Horoya Jazz, and Bembeya Jazz National, the most famous of all. They toured Africa spreading this new musical genre. The state recording label, Syliphone, was founded in 1965 and churned out over 100 records.

The ballet troupes were the dance counterparts of the orchestras and bands. The most acclaimed was Les Ballets Africains, formed in Paris in the early 1950s by Fodeba Keita who brought it to Guinea in 1958. Its talents included men like Italo Zambo. Ballet Djoliba, the National Ballet of the People’s Army, and other community ballet troupes used folklore, legends, dances, songs, costumes (such as masks), fabrics, and arts found throughout Guinea to thrill their audience. All the music and dance groups competed for two weeks in the annual cultural festival, Quinzaine Artistique, held in Conakry. Performers competed in a series of categories: dancing, chorus, traditional instrument ensembles, drama, concert band, and ballet. The theatrical arts often had revolutionary themes. In the 1980s, the revival of these groups was short lived, in part because of the dwindling economy; artists could no longer be sponsored by the state. The final blow was the death of Sékou Touré in 1984, after which the succeeding government of General Lansana Conté privatized the art industry. Soon afterward, Syliphone folded.

The music industry in Guinea also adapted to the new realities and global trends. Large group productions declined but individual artists presented a new means of generating money from entertainment. New private recording labels such as Supersection came into being, and they signed on individual artists. Most of these individual performers came out of the orchestras where they had already proven themselves, such as Kerfala Kanté, Sona Diabaté, Mama Diabaté, and Sekouba Bambino Diabaté. Many artistes also relocated to Côte d’Ivoire, Mali, and Senegal to play their music in those places. One such musician was Mory Kanté, who moved first to Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, and later to France. He became famous with his solo albums: Mory Kanté a la Paris, 10 Kola Nuts, and Yéké Yéké, which topped the charts in Europe. Paris drew in many Guinean musicians such as Oumou Dioubaté, Jali Musa Diawara, and Kanté Manfila.

Following Western music trends and new technologies, the music industry has diversified, adding new genres fused with Guinean styles. Rap, pop, hip-hop, R&B, reggae, and gospel music have all joined. Other ethnic music styles have surfaced. For instance, Fula, Soso, and the forest-region style of music now called zouk beat have joined the very popular Maninke. Amadou Barry, Petit Yero, Fatou Linsan, and Binta Laly Sow of Fulani origins employ the flute and nyamakalaw musical tradition with the zouk beat. Les Etoile de Boulbinet from the Susu use the xylophone, gongoma drum, other percussions, and a lamellaphone created from three iron keys stringed to a calabash. L’Espoire de Corinthie and Marcie Syla blend Susu and Maninke folk styles with jazz (Lobeck 2006: 145). Hip-hop artists such as Ideal Black Girls, Kill Point, Deggy Force 3, and Bilde Sam have brought in a “new school.”

Guinean music and dances have become very popular worldwide. Street dance in urban centers like Conakry is gaining ascendancy while many ballet troupes continue to be founded by the masters of the 1960s, such as Mory Kante, and their students. Les Ballets Africains continue to thrill the world with its performances, as in the 1984 Olympic Arts Festival in the United States and the Festival of Arts and Culture in 1972. In recent times, the ritual dances have been generally modernized and adapted to stage performances. Launching of music albums and musical festivals are popular events in cities that draw in new artists and money. The entertainment industry is buzzing.

Visual Art

Visual arts such as woodwork, painting, sculpture, leatherwork, cloth dyeing, weaving, and pottery have been produced for aesthetics and utilitarian purposes such as rituals, festivities, and ceremonies for centuries in Guinea. Different groups have diverse patterns and artistic expressions in geometry, plant and animal symbols, and also in nontraditional patterns. The arts showcase the social, philosophical, and religious worldviews of Guineans. Museums and art centers in Europe and Africa exhibit some of these artistic works. In modern times, the film industry and painting are booming visual enterprises entertaining people from all walks of life in Guinea.

Most artwork plays specific roles in the community’s existence. The Baga are famous for their elaborate wood carving of drums, masks, headdresses that feature human and animal figures, and funerary objects such as elek, which is brought out during the funeral rites of elders and major rulers of the community. The nimba masks (male and female couple) painted in red, brown, and black are believed to provide protection to the community or household, fertility in couples for reproduction, and success in agriculture. Very few Baga wood carvings remain today. They were seen as sources of witchcraft and sorcery and were destroyed mostly from the 1950s when Islam was promoted as a national religion.

Islamic influence in the Futa Djallon region brought in its wake Arabic calligraphic arts and geometric patterns carved or painted onto walls in many houses. The Kissi of the Susu ethnic group are known best for their white kaoline-plaster wall paintings of beautiful household scenes in grey monochrome. In Nzerekore and Kissidougou territory in the forest region, pomdam (singular, pondo) figurines and statutes of about four to eight inches in length and made from soapstone/steatite and schist have also discovered along riverbanks. These ritual objects are mostly archaeological finds dating as far back as the 16th century. Many of these figurines, statutes, and masks are now on exhibition at the National Museum in Conakry. Preservation of these artworks has been very difficult since most wood carvings are unable to withstand the climate of Guinea.
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A damba, a wooden headdress produced by Baga communities traditionally for use in ceremonies promoting female fertility. While these ceremonies have become less common over the years, the Baga remain world renowned for their skill in wood carving. (Werner Forman/Universal Images Group/Getty Images)

Other art forms are seen in ivory carvings, metal work, leatherwork, cloth dyeing, and weaving. At the Oppo Atelier in Conakry, many artisans work with metal scraps to fashion objects for sale to tourists or the locals. The Maninke Nyamakalaw are generally the caste of blacksmiths, leatherworkers, cobblers, weavers, and sculptors. Their works show intricate designs. Jewelry and other ornaments form part of one’s apparel yet they have the specific role of beautifying the body. Fulani women, depending on their social status, wear cowries and metal, brass, and leather coils dyed with different colors as jewelry around the arms, necks, ear, and ankles. Unique hairstyles such as the jubaade or dyubade, with the upper head hair pulled into a crest and supported on a bamboo strip, are widely seen. Women and men alike wear colorful woven cloths. Beautification of the body is a preoccupation of the Fulani people, especially the women.

What has metamorphosed into film today actually originated from Guinean traditional theater and drama performed in different communities. Although elements of this continue to exist, it has changed gradually to inculcate Western characteristics. Theatrical troupes used to perform classical European acts to a Westernized audience until after independence when their themes became politicized and revolutionary in nature. Western cinematography and film production started in 1958 with the establishment of Syli Cinema. Most productions in that era were educational: newsreels and documentaries generally for use by the PDG propaganda machinery. The PDG founded Syliart in 1971 purposely to manage the productions, performances, and what could be termed as copyright issues. It was also to pay pensions to artists upon retirement. From 1958 to 1984, 73 documentaries and movies were produced in Guinea. Guinean productions competed in international film festivals and won awards as indicated in Hier, Aujourd’hui et Demain who won the Joris Inens and International Student’s Union Prize at the 1968 Leipzig Film Festival. The same goes for four other prizes won at the African Movie Festival in Ouagadougou, Mali. In recent times, film production is a privatized enterprise allowing for numerous local productions spanning an array of social, cultural, and traditional themes. Lack of modern equipment and financial constraints hinder the rapid growth of the industry, but Guineans do not lack the talent of acting and continue to produce films despite the numerous constraints they encounter. Moussa Kemoko Diakite (b. 1940), whose Naitou L’Orpheline (Naitou the Orphan) won the UNESCO prize at the 1983 Movie Festival, is a talented actor, playwright, and director. Djely Mory Kouyate’s 2004 film, Lancinet et Soumba (Lancinet and Sunba), a folk story of two couples whose love is betrayed by the woman, became a favorite of Guineans both home and in the diaspora.

Presently, painting and canvas drawings are on the rise in Guinean communities. Photography on the other hand has been slow in developing due to the fact that Sékou Touré’s government exercised strict censorship on it. Even today, photographing government buildings and public spaces without permission is frowned upon.

Architecture and Housing

The architectural layout of Guinea is a real testament of its history and slow development. Traditional architecture mixes with foreign forms from France, the Soviet Union, and China, especially in the cities and some big towns such as Conakry, Nzérékoré, Kindia, and Labé. Materials used in building are mostly cheap, local materials such as clay, bamboo, sticks, wood, cement, and aluminum roofing sheets. The type of building suggests one’s socioeconomic status. People may own their own homes, such as in the village, or they may rent, as is often the case of living in the urban centers.

Houses in Guinea still keep to the traditional architecture that has been characteristic of the country for centuries. Building materials consist of inexpensive materials found in the native lands. Builders use laterite clay mixed with water and, sometimes, cow dung. The mixture can be made into bricks and dried in the sun or used like stucco. The architectural designs are mostly rectangular or round in shape with conical roofs. In the rural areas in the forest region, round houses are common. The wattle and daub technique, where laterite clay is used to fill a bamboo, wooden, or lattice frame, is the most common way of building (Nelson et al. 1975: 107). Local masons and labor from family and friends ensure that the home is built in a timely manner. The roof of a house is constructed on the ground with straw, raffia, or palm fronds intricately arranged with sticks to hold them in place. The whole roof is then lifted unto the house, which is supported in the middle by wood. A slow-burning fire is built in the completed house to dry the mud. Wooden, raffia, or bamboo doors are then fixed to the house. Furniture in the rooms includes locally made beds, chairs, and tables. The houses may be painted with white kaoline, as among in the Futa Djallon, or painted with household scenes, as among the Kissi.

When young men come of age to be married, their families assist them to build their own homes (Nelson et al. 1975: 100). To ensure communal living, a number of houses are built in a circle so that all the entrances to individual houses open to a common yard in the middle. A small place for bathing is built outside this compound; most houses do not include toilets. In Futa Djallon, the climate and the environment create conditions where the houses can become infested with ants and termites, which also destroys them. To prevent this from occurring, houses are constructed on a two- to three-foot foundational platform. To make houses resistant to the torrential rainfalls, the eaves may extend to the ground.

The arrival of Europeans in the 16th century introduced Western architecture into Guinea. Stone masonry, houses with arcades, houses aligned in a grid or straight line, and streets or boulevards became characteristic of French colonial architecture in Guinea. French quarters in the administrative capitals such as Conakry, Kankan, Dalaba, Labé, and Siguiri stood in stark contrast to traditional architecture of mud houses. In the years after independence, architectural designs from Asia and the Soviet Union were introduced. The Chinese built the Palais de Peuple, the venue for most cultural events. Religious buildings such as the Roman Catholic Cathédrale Sainte-Marie, built in the 1930s, and the Conakry Grand Mosque have impressive architectural designs.

Modern building materials such as cement bricks and tin roofing sheets are used in constructing houses. These can be found mainly in the urban centers but the well-to-do in the rural areas build their homes with the same materials. Sometimes, mud houses are reinforced with cement for strength and also to display prosperity. New buildings such as schools, hotels, factories, government institutional buildings, and luxury apartments have changed the architectural terrain. Many private luxury apartments cater to the wealthy and expatriate community in Guinea.

A lack of good accommodations in the urban centers poses a big challenge to living in the cities. Mass rural-urban migration by the youth has created a huge shortage in housing, and this has given way to the rise of slums. Cities such as Conakry, Kankan, Nzérékoré, Labé, and Kindia are dealing with housing problems with serious deficiencies in amenities such as clean, potable drinking water, toilet facilities, and electricity (Camara et al. 2013: 302). Many people in the urban centers rent their homes. Government officials and workers may also get proper accommodation from their employers as part of their employment benefits.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Guinean society, like most African societies, was nonliterate until the arrival of Europeans. The history, customs, and traditions of the people were handed down from one generation to another by word of mouth and oral tradition. This took the form of folk songs, stories of wars, legends, fables, and performances accompanied by instruments. With the introduction of Islam and Arabic as a written language, Guineans began to compose religious texts, poetry, and other works in Fulani. With the debut of French, literary works of varying themes continued to be produced.

Oral traditions ensured that the histories, genealogies, rituals, festivals, specific knowledge of beliefs, practices, and rites of a community were preserved through a form of traditional literature. Traditional literature took the form of fables, stories, legends, epic, riddles, puzzles, riddles, adages, and proverbs. These were narrated either at occasions, at the end of a hard day when villagers sat under the cover of trees to relax, or during daily activities. The purpose was to help socialize members of the community in virtues such as diligence, patience, kindness, and compassion as well as character building, communal living, and traditional values. Often, animals with anthropomorphic roles dominated the oral stories. Animals such as spider, elephant, and snake featured prominently in folklore. Good storytellers employed satire, humor, puns, and irony to convey their stories. The repositories of this massive knowledge were the elderly and aged in the community. Their memories stored all that information for transfer to the next generation.

Among the Maninké and Fulbé, a special caste of professionals known as the griot (female griotte) or djeli exist. They were, first and foremost, the historians, archivists, and human encyclopedias of their societies. The griots belonged to a family of artisans such as the nyamakalaw in Maninké. Among the Fulbé, the awlubbe, who played the same role, was also required to have great Islamic and Koranic knowledge. The griots and awlubbe served their rulers by accompanying them to gatherings singing their praise, reciting their genealogies, and performing poetry and songs. The prominence of the griot or djeli expanded to include public performances at celebrations such as birth, death, initiation rites, and festivals. They served as peace brokers and spokespersons in the community. They composed their own praise songs and orations. Accompanied by the xylophone, kora (for men), flute, or ngoni drum, the griots gained a reputation for their oratory, artistic skills of body language, gestures, and dramatic skills.

Islam and the Arabic language introduced the written word around the 18th century when local Muslim clerics adopted the Arabic alphabet and used it to translate the Koran into Fulani. Soon, other religious works of instruction and poetry were produced based on the Arabic verse model (Nelson et al. 1975: 121). Gilbert Vieillard, a French colonial administrator, was instrumental in translating several Fulani works into French.

Guinean literature in French became popular with colonial employees and missionaries, who collected local folklores and published them in French. These publications became popular in France long before indigenous Guineans authored such texts. Poetry and novels by indigenous writers became available during the 1950s; these works explored folkloric characteristics and colonial themes. Popular works included Camara Laye’s L’Enfant Noir (The African Child, 1953), Le Regard du Roi (Radiance of the King, 1954), and Dramouss (A Dream of Africa, 1966). Fodeba Keita, poet and founder of Les Ballets Africains, wrote Poémes Africains (African Poems) in 1950, which was banned in the French colonies for its anticolonial rhetoric. His other works include Maitre d’Ecole (The School Master) and Minuit (Midnight).

The 1970s saw the rise of Guinean literary works that won international recognition. Some of the literary works reflected the political disillusion of the times as well. Mohamed Alioum Fantouré (b. 1938), whose Le Cercle des tropiques (The Circle of the Tropics, 1972) won an award in 1973, belongs to this group. The novel depicted an African state under grave oppression by its leader. Djibril Tamsir Niane (b. 1940) became famous for his Soundjata ou l’Epopee Mandingue (Sundiata, or the Manding Epic), which was translated into Czech and English. Other notable writers include Condetto Nenekhal, Camara Alpha Sow, Emile Cisse, Modupe Paris, and Sikhe Camara. The Guinean government promoted the literary arts by establishing the agency Syllart to sponsor and manage literary works and producers. Sadly, the agency collapsed when Sékou Touré died.

There are not many Guinean female writers, but among the most notable are Mariama Kesso Diallo, Kesso Barry, and Zeinab Koumantho. Koumantho (b. 1956) is noted for her award-winning poems in Fulani. Her works include Comme les petals du Crepuscule (Like Petals at Dawn) and Pellun Gondhi (A Heel of Tears) (Camara et al. 2013: 115). Harmattan and Karthala publishing houses produce most of the home writings, but a good number of works are published abroad.

Media

The media in Guinea present a true picture of Guinean society. Until 1993, when democratic tendencies saw an upsurge creating an environment for elections, the media (print media, radio, television, and film) had been under strict state regulations and censorship by Sékou Touré and his Partie Démocratique de Guinée (PDG) and the governments that followed. This was no different from the colonial era when the French clamped down on the press. Today, television stations, radio stations, printing presses, and all journalistic work occur under relative freedom of expression. Poor infrastructure and the high cost of telecommunication materials limit the use of telephones and the Internet.

Before independence, the newspapers available were limited to a few French publications, such as La Presse Guinée, Journal Officiel de la Guinée, Etudes Guinéennes, and the Guinée Matin (Nelson et al. 1975: 143). Newspaper publication proliferated after independence with publications like the Horaya, the Guinean workers’ Le Travailleur, women’s La Militante in 1969, and Horoya-Hebdo. Current newspaper publications include Horaya, Sanakou, Le Sud Economie, Le Lynx, L’Observateur, L’Enqueteur, Le Populaire, and Le Diplomate, to mention but a few. These papers reach less than half of the population; only about 41 percent are literate.

The use of the Internet is gaining ascendency in Guinea. The U.S. Central Intelligence Agency’s report on Guinea indicated that 95,000 people had access to the Internet in 2009. This allows online access to news outlets such as Cafard de Guinée, Kabachir.com, and Guinea News. These media outlets are mainly run by Guineans living in North America and Europe. These outlets were indispensable during the 2010 elections; they kept the world informed of events in Guinea. The International Telecommunication Union statistics for 2012, however, show that only 2.1 percent of households have access to computers.

Experimental radio broadcasting in the country began in 1952 to disseminate information on the banana trade with Europe and Africa. Actual radio programming did not begin until 1956. Sékou Touré reportedly noted that “in a revolutionary people’s regime such as that possessed by Guinea, a basic function of information was to ensure the cohesion of the entire people” (Nelson et al. 1975: 143). Radio broadcast, the most far-reaching media in Guinea to date, was utilized for that purpose. In the 1960s, the radio broadcasting service received assistance from East and West Germany, Russia, and Czechoslovakia in the form of equipment, training, and technical support. In 1974, the state-owned and controlled Radiodiffusion de la Republique de Guinée, which broadcasted as the Voice of the Revolution, became the body that regulated radio broadcasts. Radio broadcasts included speeches by government officials and political events. The state-run radio broadcast station also operated several relay stations in rural areas. The airwaves were liberalized in 2005, allowing for over two dozen privately owned radio stations and community radio stations to operate.

Television broadcasting started in 1977, when Muammar Qaddafi of Libya donated a mobile TV van to Guinea. Until 2005, there was only one state-regulated television station, but the number has grown to include Gangan, Evasion, Espace, and RTG TV. TV programs include news, documentaries, cultural events, music, and drama. It broadcasts in indigenous national languages as well as in French, Portuguese, English, and Arabic. Its broadcast is carried over eight affiliate radio stations. Foreign stations are available via satellite dishes and cable subscription services.


Guinea Politics

The political terrain in Guinea is no different from most African nations. Coming out of colonialism in 1958 with a historic NO vote to France, Guinea soon descended into a one-party authoritarian state with Ahmed Sekou Toure at the head of government until 1984. Toure controlled all aspects of the country, silencing all opposition to him through arbitrary arrests and imprisonment in his concentration camp, Boiro Camp, in Conakry. It is estimated that between 10,000 and 30,000 Guineans were victimized by Toure’s rule. During his term of office, he had to deal with the December 22, 1970, Operation Green Sea invasion of Guinea by rebel forces backed by Portugal. A military takeover in April 1984 brought in Colonel Lansana Conte as the president and Diarra Traoré as prime minister of Guinea. The position of the prime minister was held by different personalities appointed by Colonel Conte, who remained president until his death in 2008. The next military government headed by Captain Moussa Dadis Camara allowed Guinea to hold presidential and legislative elections in 2010 under the supervision of the African Union and United Nations. Alpha Conde became the democratically elected president in 2010.



The Société des Télécommunications de Guinée (Sotelgui) and Telekom Malaysia Berhad entered into a 40–60 percent partnership, respectively, in 1995 to manage the telecommunications in Guinea. They have been responsible for expanding Internet and wireless connections, upgrading rural telecommunication connections, and introducing DAMA technology (demand assigned multiple access) for remote areas.

State censorship has minimized considerably since the 2000s. Far from previous occurrences when journalists were arrested, tortured, or disappeared or when stations were shut down, media outlets and journalists now operate in a relatively free atmosphere. Journalists now practice self-censorship as a precautionary measure. The government has replaced prison sentences with varying expensive fines for a list of offenses ranging from slander, defamation, sedition, incitement, and, in the words of the U.S. State Department, “disseminating material against public modesty and morals” (U.S. Department of State 2011: 14).
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Quick Facts

Capital: Bissau

Major Cities: Bissau, Bafata, Gabu, Bigene, Bissora, Bolama, Cacheu, Babaque, Caito, Mansoa, Buba, Quebo, Canchungo, Farim, Quinhamel, Pitche, and Fulacunda

Population: 1,923,000 (2002 estimated)

Languages: Portuguese (official); Balanta-Kentohe (26 percent); Pulaar (18 percent); Mandjak (12 percent); Mandinka (11 percent); Pepel (9 percent); Biafada (3 percent); Mancanha (3 percent); Bidyogo (2 percent); Ejamat (2 percent); Mansoanka (1 percent); Bainoukgunyuno (1 percent); Nalu (1 percent); Soninke (1 percent); Badjara (1 percent); Bayote (0.5 percent); Kobiana (0.04 percent); Cassanga (0.04 percent); Basary (0.03 percent); Kriolu and French

Government Type: Republic, Multiparty since 1994

Ethnic Groups: Mandinka, Fula, Soninke, Diola, Nalu, Bijago, Brame/Mancanhas, Balanta, Beafada, Bega, Banyans, Fula

Religions: African Traditional Religions, Islam, and Christianity



Introduction

Studies on Guinea-Bissau have focused on state commerce and the experiences of Luso-Africans with European links, and with a literary tradition. The Portuguese Nuno Tristao landed on the shores of Guinea-Bissau in 1445, and in the 1470s Portugal settled and built ports, now urban centers, like Cacheu and Bissau, which are still populated by Christian minorities. Portuguese control over Guinea-Bissau was variously contested by incursions of the French, Dutch, English, and the Spanish and was always tenuous. Its occupation of the interior was hindered by established ethnic/religious networks, which made the poorly and irregularly paid administrators rely on local chiefs for enforcing rules and collecting taxes. Portugal’s civilizing influence was limited to one high school, which boasted 14 graduates, and a 99 percent illiteracy rate at independence. History has not been kind to Guinea-Bissau; corruption, military rivalries, and trafficking have led to chronic poverty and political instability.

The history of Guinea-Bissau is inseparable from Amilcar de la Costa Cabral/Abel Djassi’s (1924–1973) life and legacy. In 1956, Cabral, a revolutionary architect, strategist, diplomat, and engineer, established the African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde (PAIGC) and led the 12-year war to independence in 1974. The 97-year-old George M. Houser of the American Committee on Africa/Africa Action (ACOA) visited PAIGC’s community projects and recalls the awe other African leaders, as well as Guineans, had for Cabral. His legacy permeates the country’s history and culture, affecting the nation at large and virtually all of its communities and individuals. The fall of regimes in Guinea-Bissau mirror historic tensions within the PAIGC, whereby the Balanta took the main brunt and felt left out of political gains.

Recent studies on Guinea-Bissau’s pre- and postcolonial history and culture highlight its complexity and contribution to the Kriolu culture in the Caribbean and the entire southern United States. The ability of Guineans to identify themselves by ethnicity, age, lineage group, religion, and region mirrors cross-cultural influences on its collection of stories and agricultural practices, languages, cuisine, art, music, and architecture. Most ethnic Christian minorities still reside along a watercourse and around former Portuguese ports as well as in urban centers while indigenous groups dominate the inlands. Major national sites—the Osvald Vieira Bissau International, the Musuem of Guinea-Bissau, the National Library, the National Institute of Studies and Research are located in the capital, Bissau (Bainbridge 2006: 452).

Geography

Guinea-Bissau, one of the smallest and poorest West African nation-states, is surrounded by former French colonies, with Senegal to the north and Guinea to the south. Its land area covers 36,125 square kilometers (nearly 14,000 square miles) with an estimated population of 1,923,000 in 2002, including the Bijago Archipelago (a group of 18–25 inhabited islands), which stretch 30 miles into the Atlantic Ocean. It is estimated that a total of 94 to 100 islands cover the submerged deltas of the Geba and Grand Rivers.
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A satellite view of the Casamance River and the Rio Cacheu. Both rivers flow westward into the Atlantic Ocean, irrigating coastal wetlands called rias along the way. (Image courtesy of the Earth Science and Remote Sensing Unit, NASA Johnson Space Center)

The coastal plain is deeply indented by rias, a transition plateau, forming the Planalto de Bafatá in the center, and the Planalto de Gabú, that touches the Fouta Djallon. Meandering rivers and wide estuaries make it difficult to distinguish mud, mangrove, and water from solid land except the southern hills at Madina do Boe. The southern rainforest region inhabited by the Balanta has hundreds of streams and mangrove swamps and a poor road system that favored PAIGC guerilla tactics against Portuguese troops (Forrest 1992: 34). The western and southern areas have navigable rivers like the Cacheu, Geba, Grande, Cacine, and Mansoa. The Upper Guinea Coast is drier and has savanna and forestland. The east has savanna/tropical grasslands.

The tropical Guinea-Bissau has a hot and humid tropical climate. Annual average temperatures are about 26.3 C (79.3 F). Rains last from June to November along with southwesterly winds, while the dry season lasts from December to May, accompanied by northeasterly Harmattan winds. Guineans depend on timely rain for a good crop, but the rains hinder transportation of people and goods in rural areas (Forrest 1992: 108). Most workers migrate to rural areas during the rainy season to work in the paddy fields.

People and Ethnicity

Guinea-Bissau’s ethnic groupings and territorial locations are a product of the Muslim invasion from the north, and later, Portuguese colonizers from the west. Before 1867, the Mandinka spread its rule over Guinea through religious conversion, intermarriage, and military force. When the Mandika fell, Islamized Fulas initiated holy wars (jihads), extending southward until the Portuguese occupation. Indigenous Guineans still view these groups as outsiders.

The ethnolinguistic chart links Guinea-Bissau’s 12 ethnic groups, of which the Mandinka, Soninke, Diolas, Brames/Mancanhas, Bayuns and Fulbe/Fula have local subgroups, to two main stocks: the Black Niger-Congo and the Afro-Asiatic Semite Fula groups. These ethnic groups include the Mandjack, Pajadinca, and the Malinke and count the Cassanga, Sosso/Susu, Papel, and Saracole among the main groups. The main groups are the Balanta (30 percent), the Fula (28 percent), the Mandjack (14.5 percent), the Malinké, Mandinka (13 percent), and the Papel (7 percent). Ethnic groups are organized in clans or lineages but many mainland people share beliefs and practices with bordering Senegal and Guinea.

Since the 16th century, people in Upper Guinea have been multilingual. Balanta interacted and intermarried with Mandika and gradually developed new political structures, cultural lifestyles, and social customs. Despite affiliations of ethnicity, identities have changed from precolonial times due to the slave trade, political turmoil, intermarriages, immigrations, and interactions at regional market fairs to create new and regional groups such as the Oinka. The Cassanga emerged from Banhun-Mandinka mixing in the 16th century. The Caboina originated from mixes among the Banhun, Mandjack, and Cassanga. On the other hand, Fulbe-dijabe, Fulbe-ribe, Mandinka, and Biaffada formed alliances throughout the late 19th century, yet the Mandinka, Fulbe, and Balanta had frequent military exchanges over territory. The Balanta-Mane/Bejaa adopted Mandinga dress codes and religion and are more hierarchical in organization.

Most scholars identify between 16 and 30 ethnic and linguistic groups but all agree on the Balanta as the largest and most widespread, followed by the northern Fulani and its subgroups. The Balanta occupy the central region and the Fula the north. The Mandjack, Mandinga, and Papel have settled mostly in the coastal areas. The Bijagos, with a population of 27,500 inhabitants, are distinct from the rest of Guinea-Bissau. Each of the islands is under two or more nobles but there is a general lack of centralized authority.

About 70 percent of Guinea-Bissau’s population is rural and settled in tabancas with lower densities of Portuguese civil servants and traders, Senegalese, French, Syrian, and Lebanese traders as well as Chinese, an Asian/Portuguese group, and the Macanese inhabiting major towns. Since the 16th century, self-identified Luso-Africans distinguished themselves by language, religion, profession, and residence from Africans who were black and, therefore, believed to be inferior. Gradually, interactions between them and Africans blurred such distinctions. The irony is that these minority groups typically called Luso-Africans/mestiços claim a European identity regardless of skin color.

Languages

In Guinea-Bissau, about 44 percent speak kriolu, a hybrid of medieval Portuguese and local languages like Papel and Mandjack. The official language is Portuguese (14 percent), although more people speak Kriolu, French, and indigenous languages: Balanta Kentohe (26 percent); Pulaar (18 percent); Mandjak (12 percent); Mandinka (11 percent); and Pepel (9 percent). The remaining languages include Biafada, Mancanha, Bidyogo, Ejamat, Mansoanka, Bainoukgunyuno, Nalu, Soninke, Badjara, Bayote, Kobiana, Cassanga, and Basary. As early as the 1400s, Guinea-Bissau’s “Bak” ethnic groups—Brame/Papel, Felupe, Balanta, Biaffada, Cassanga, Cobiana, Banhun, Cunante, Bayote, Nalu, and Mancanha—shared linguistic patterns although each group has its own language or dialect.

Considering Guinea-Bissau’s rivers and locations of ethnic groups, from north to south, the western region is dominated by the Diola, Baiote, Banhun, Papel-Brame, Papel, Beafada, and the Nalu. The Balanta-Mane, Balanta, and Beafada are in the interior of the country. The Mandinga extend across the north, northeast, and eastern part the country.

Balanta, Manjaco, and Papel share social and cultural practices and speak related languages that are distantly related to languages spoken in Senegal. The Beafada and Nalu groups that spill into Guinea exhibit cultural similarities with neighbors. Of the West Atlantic languages, the Bak group—Balanta, Diola, Papel, Manjaco, and Brame—is the most widespread although groups differ by region and language patterns. While ethnic groups like the Mandinka, Soninke, Diolas, Mancanhas, Banyans, and Fulpe/Fula, with two or more subgroups, share language patterns and religious as well as cultural traditions, Fula pastoralists and Malinke farmers and traders belong to two distinct groups of Islam and speak unrelated languages. During the war of independence, both the government and the PAIGC promoted Kriolu, which is still used in political campaigns, in national broadcasts and at national events. Yet, ethnic groups change and some emerge through interactions.

The offspring of Cape Verdean and enslaved Africans from the mainland spoke Kriolu, and most were merchant-administrators. In the early 16th century, emigrants from Portugal, Lancados, some of whom were Jews escaping religious persecution, settled along the West African coasts and intermarried with Guinean women. Gradually, they integrated grammatical structures from local languages to develop Kriolu and adopted local customs and cultural symbols. A racist myth has privileged white and mulatto Luso-Africans. Mulatto children assumed the social ranking of their local mothers who worked as agents between their European husbands and local people.

Government documents are written in Portuguese, and high school students learn in Portuguese. Ten percent of Guineans who know Portuguese still speak local languages, particularly in rural areas. Urban residents distinguish themselves by speaking Kriolu. Children of various ethnic groups use Kriolu for daily communication. The majority of the Papel speak Kriolu with a few not even speaking the local language. Kriolu is also spoken in both Senegal and Gambia. Many administrators and party cadres are fluent in Portuguese and French. Jobs in neighboring Senegal and Guinea make learning French attractive.

While some scholars root Kriolu’s syntax and lexicon in the Portuguese language and couple it with African phonetic systems, others link Kriolu to other West African languages. Kriolu dialects vary by region, a pattern that reflects English-based Kriolu and pidgin as well as French patois in West Africa since the 17th century. For example, the Kriolu word for girl (bajuba) also occurs in Cobiana, Cassanga, and Banhum languages where it probably originated before its adoption into the local Kriolu and, later, was adapted by other Guineans. Krioulisms are similar to Guinean languages. In addition, when Kriolu leans toward Portuguese, it is described by the derogatory labels “Guinea speech,” or “Negro speech.”

Books about Guinea-Bissau’s languages groups, particularly Kriolu, include Denis Creissels, S. Jaata, and K. Jobaate’s Mandika-French Dictionary and Jean-Loius Rouge’s A Small Etymological Dictionary of the Kriolu of Guinea-Bissau and the Casamance, as well as Jan Karlik’s A Manjako Grammar with Special Reference to the Nominal Group.

Religion

Descendants of early inhabitants include the Biaffada, Brame/Papel, Balanta, Cassanga, Cobiana, Banhun, Cunante, Bayote, Nalu, Mancanha, and Felupe who live along the coast, south, and in the central regions and the Bijago Islands. These groups still engage in ancestor and spirit worship. Guinean traditional healers operate transnationally in Portugal, France, Spain, France, and the United Kingdom; there are small numbers in Brazil and the United States.

Communities believe spirits inhabit peoples and places and that they, according to Putzi-Ortiz, “possess reasoning power, intelligence, and a will” (2008c: 115). Some believe babies with physical deformities are spirit children, irans, who warrant reverence. They credit their whole lives and survival to the intervention of the spirits, yet quick success, fame, or power breeds skepticism. During the war of independence, many wore amulets to protect against physical harm and ill will and also made images and shrines to which they sacrificed to promote health and success. Some scholars are skeptical of amulet fetishes but recognize the Cobian “nationalists” irams/irans who advocated the end of Portuguese rule.

Scholars of the country’s religious practices have discussed beliefs, causes of death, rituals, intermediaries, and witchcraft. They also discuss burial rituals, from the preparation of corpses, internments, and the accompanying sacrifices. Participants draw power from objects or plants and perform rituals to petition favors, expel evil spirits, and to appease angry spirits. Ethnic groups and their religious spirits control territories and the entire community, which unifies believers. In 1951, only 18 of the 29 provinces had secular chiefs, but they too belonged to particular shrines. Non-Mandjack could adopt shrines and acquire positions of power within them.

In the 17th century, some sacrifices included humans, but most include alcohol, food, and animals, and most families raise a few head of cattle for religious ceremonies, life cycle, and agricultural cycle rituals as well as divination events. The common reliance on diviners and local healers shows the importance of ethnic loyalties and a poor health system. Various myths and prohibitions shape behavior.

Muslim traders brought Islam to Guinea-Bissau in the 10th century when the Mandinga conquered and converted locals; the remainder fled to coastal areas. They adopted some local beliefs and practices. Later, Fula jihads in the 19th century converted more locals to Islam. Muslims live largely in the northeast and south and account for about 45 percent of the population.

Ramadan is the most important holiday, but the Five Pillars of Islam illustrate its daily implications: the recitation of the creed, the daily prayer, almsgiving, fasting, and pilgrimage. Islam’s holy books include the Koran and its supplement of the Prophet’s personal deeds and behaviors in the Sunnah, the prophet’s teachings in the hadith, both of which make the law, Sharia. Families send children to Islamic schools and some boys travel to neighboring countries for religious training. Muslims use prayer beads and protective amulets that encase Koranic verses. The Bafata-Oio village of the Mandinga, home of Alhadj Fodimaye Ture’s (d. 2008), is a renowned pilgrimage site to which thousands of local and international pilgrims visit to petition favors, especially during Gammo, the Prophet’s birthday celebration, since he is considered a powerful “saint.” The other site is Konchupa Faati’s village close to Bafata.

Islamic healers draw their power from Allah and the Koran. They teach, serve as healers, and divine the future using sand, cowry shells, and dreams. Among other things, Islam brought literacy, new oratory skills and ways of dressing, a concern for cleanliness, and a wider opening to the cash economy. For many Mandinga in Guinea Bissau and Portugal, the Koranic verses written on the hands of seven-year-olds with ink cements a child’s Islamic identity. Non-Muslim women who marry Muslim men must undergo circumcision (fanado). Most groups in Guinea-Bissau practice circumcision for men, though some groups do not circumcise until men are much older (when they become fathers).

Christianity has been the official religion in Guinea-Bissau because of its links to Portugal. In the 1500s, Roman Catholic missionaries enforced the policy of assimilating locals who remained loyal to the Portuguese colonial society. By the late 17th century, Christian names involved conversion and assimilation to “Portuguese.” Small numbers of Luso-Africans claimed a Catholic identity despite a lack of priests and sacraments. Christians are still concentrated in towns like Bissau, but neighborhoods are segregated by religion. Luso-African Christians integrate Jewish and African rituals. Christmas is a national holiday, and Pope John Paul II visited Guinea-Bissau on January 27–28, 1990.

Johnson acknowledges that while Christianity may be the “official” religion as the religion of the elites, Islam is now the dominant religion. Beliefs in sorcery and ancestral spirits prevail among Christians and Muslims. Some Muslim initiation ceremonies use traditional masks and drumming during chants. Further, Guinean immigrations to Europe and the experience of global Islam have created a more moderate Islam. Despite Guinea-Bissau’s guarantee of religious freedom, in 1985, President Joao Bernando Vieira imprisoned 150 members of the Balanta Kiyang-yang cult, accusing them of conspiracy in a coup d’état. In 2001, President Kumba Yala expelled members of the Ahmadiyya Pakistani reform sect, alleging political instability.

Social Customs

Studies on Guinea-Bissau’s culture focus on the larger ethnic groups—Balanta, Mandinka, and Papel—as well as life-cycle and agricultural rituals. Scholars have detailed marriage rituals among the Papel, Balanta, and Bijagos; male from female maturation processes; belief in transnational spirits among the Mandinka, who have a unique custom of shaking left hands during farewell; intricacies of burial rituals; and the irony of complex naming rituals and the frequency of fosterage among Papel communities. Most Balanta initiations and marriages use millet or sorghum rather than rice, the current staple.

Children are very important, even in a country with chronic poverty, high infant mortality rates, and low life expectancies. Fosterage is a common practice, which leads to children being raised by women other than their mothers without legal adoption. Children are raised by an extended family in compounds, and are socialized in gender-specific roles.

Naming

Children typically receive names a few days after birth. Muslim imams give the baby a name associated with the family, caste, or ancestors in a religious ceremony with great celebration and gift giving. The Papel are unique in that they do not have a name-giving ceremony for babies. Some mothers delay the naming because of high infant mortality rates. The lack of consistency in names and naming makes identification difficult when the national radio airs death announcements. A similar confusion occurs with variations in spelling of names, regions, ethnic groups, and locations even among scholars.

Initiation

Ceremonies vary by ethnic groups and regions. The Bijago hold elaborate initiation rituals for both genders. The Manjack hold their initiation rituals in a sacred forest every 20 to 25 years, and migrants return home for the ritual. Balanta initiates undergo the rite in their mid-twenties or early thirties.

Diola socialization rituals and their underlying traditional beliefs are held every 30 years; the elaborate annual male rite of passage, activities, and adornment lasts seven years and involves changes in adornment at communal activities (e.g., a hair piece, headpiece composed of buttons, white buttons sewn into hair, metal sewn into hair, and finally a black skirt replaces a white skirt before the adult can built a house and retire from wrestling) as well as the exposure to different kinds of knowledge (Davidson 2010: 372).

Mandinga girls undergo a three- to four-month initiation between the ages of three and seven years. For women, giving birth is the ultimate sign of their maturation. Fula boys have the sharo coming-out ceremony during which they whip each other with walking sticks as shows of endurance, while girls undergo infibulation. About 50 percent undergo the coming-of-age operation of genital mutilation, although the practice is declining, especially in urban areas. Proponents argue that circumcision purifies candidates and makes their prayers credible. The government and clergy have failed to outlaw the practice.

Marriage

The Balanta Sunugal ballet begins with the reenactment of the wedding of the prince of the Mini-Ndame kingdom being courted in dance by families and daughters. Following a month’s seclusion, the selected bride undergoes a ritual birth before she moves to her husband’s compound. Marriages are usually arranged by older relatives, who also negotiate the bride-price. Fulas marry within the group and, although rare, unions can occur across regions and villages. A Papel bride exchanges an old “dress” for her husband’s clothing (pano) in front of the compound’s spirit (iran) followed by celebrations. Papel couples participate in weeklong gender-exclusive ceremonies that create lifelong bonds.

Burial

As part of the burial ritual, Guinea-Bissauans cleanse and prepare corpses, beat the bombolom drum, sacrifice and bleed animals, and observe marital obligations to guarantee the soul’s transition. Graves are located on the basis of gender as well as inheritance and marital obligations beyond death. Bodies are positioned in graves by gender and sacrifices. Since Islam requires bodies to be interred within 24 hours following death, most funeral rites overseas as well as within Guinea-Bissau do not involve real corpses. Women play an important role in funeral rituals. In death, males are eulogized for their cultivation skills and funeral grounds are decorated with bouquets of rice from the family granary. The lavishness of a funeral rite reflects the deceased’s social status.

Social Etiquette

Ethnic customs dictate behavior by age, gender, and region. Children embrace prevailing mores through social interactions, festivities, verbal injunctions, and even games. Norms are reinforced by age structures, council of elders, secret religious societies, spiritual elders, and the legal system. Children adopt norms both for approval and reward as much as the fear of exclusion or disproval. For many, spirit worship creates inhibitions and superstitions that regulate behavior. Folktales reinforce desirable values and practices. Regularly, dissenters relocate, create a new community, or emigrate.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Identity and lifestyles are shaped by age, extended family relations, peer groups, hometown associations, secret societies, social class, race, customs, religion, region, and interethnic relationships. However, housing styles, clothing, cuisines, and beliefs have been transformed through interethnic contacts, marriage, and trade exchanges. Rural life is characterized by grass-thatched mud houses, ancestor and spirit worship, collective labor in agriculture and construction, as well as religious and cultural festivities, which involve dance, food, and drinks. Most Guineans send money to relatives and maintain contact with rural areas for festivities and communal obligations. Religion is a key factor. The Muslim Mandinga of the northern Oio region are subsistence farmers and mostly merchants, Koranic teachers, and Muslim healers. Child workers are trafficked to agricultural industries, fishing, domestic work, or commissioned by religious leaders for begging, in Cameroon, Senegal, Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, and Nigeria.

Land use is limited by a lack of funds and sociopolitical instability. In most ethnic groups, male elders control land and property, along with plantation administrators and pontas who oversee nationalized lands. Both systems create a sharecropping system. Mandjack youth in Sonaco offer cows to chiefs every two years for land use, and among the Balanta of Oio men allocate small wet rice plots to women. Tombali chiefs assign arable land, but the work is communal.

Better social services in urban centers lure youth and the ambitious away from culturally restrictive village life. Youth dismiss village kultura as backward, underdeveloped, uncivilized, and locked in the ancestral past. Before 1974, the elders distinguished themselves as traditionalists from the cultured Portuguese and mestiços. Similar to global trends, urban areas are cosmopolitan in lifestyle and languages. Meanwhile the poor eke out a living as small-time merchants, hawking foodstuffs or cheap imports.

Guinea-Bissau’s chronic poverty is extensively documented by scholars, travelers, columnists, and bloggers and is combined with limited social services and poor border security. In 2010, 69 percent of the population lived in poverty (defined at living on less than $2 a day), and 33 percent in extreme poverty (less than $1 a day). There is a growing demand for mobile phones.

Public transportation in Guinea-Bissau includes cycles, taxi/buses, ferries, banana wagons, canoes, and flights for overseas travel. The international TAP Portugal and continental Senegal Airlines, Royal Air Maroc, and Transportes Aéreos de Cabo Verde offer limited service to Bissau. Since the colonial era, Guineans have migrated to Senegal and Gambia in search of jobs, although both have occasionally provided troops to support political regimes. For many Guinea-Bissauans, higher education requires a trip to Cuba, Portugal, or eastern Europe, and many Guinea-Bissauans settle in those places.

Leisure

Across the country, national holidays and religious and cultural events involve traditional celebrations of music and dance, which are activities that require limited electricity and organization. People gather in homes and villages, visit each other and participate in feasts and rituals. Further, Guinea-Bissau’s National Arts Institute offers classes in music and dance, and holds regular concerts and folkloric programs. Among the Papel, women occasionally gather to share humorous stories (brinkadeira) and dance.

In towns, small bars and coffee shops, Internet cafes, television, and DVDs provide ready forms of entertainment. Corner cinemas play French-language DVDs on large-screen televisions. Stylish bars/nightclubs/discos and restaurants attract youth and foreigners in the Bissau entertainment district. Guinea-Bissau’s top five hotels include Aparthotel Solmar, Azalai 24 Septembro; Hotel Ancar, Aparthotel Labato; and LAICO Bissau Hotel. Hotels are expensive because of high telecommunication fees, reliance on generators to supplement power shortages, inadequate water supplies, inadequate flights, lack of credit cards, and high telephone bills. Households depend on kerosene lamps and torches.

Increasingly, villagers in Biombo found packets of white powder on their mangrove flats that turned out to be cocaine. Now, the increasing demand crosses professions, region, and age; approximately 20 percent to 30 percent of youth use crack. About 800–1,000 kilograms (1,764–2,205 pounds) of cocaine is flown into Guinea-Bissau every night, making it a transit country for South American cocaine en route to Europe.

Employment

Guinea-Bissau’s employment patterns reflect historical regional, age-structure, and gender disparities. Balanta villages grew and traded yams and salt and raised cattle and other livestock, some of which they sold to European ships in the 17th century (Hawthorne 1998: 72). In the 1920s and 1940s the government was frequently unable to pay salaries and other expenses of public officials because of pilfering of public funds. In addition, European minorities and Cape Verdeans took up 70 percent of administrative positions in major towns.

From the 15th through the 19th centuries, thousands of Guineans were trafficked as slaves or indentured workers to Cape Verde, Cuba, Brazil, and the United States. Senegal and Gambia have attracted emigrants for cash-paying jobs since the 19th century. Many Guinea-Bissauan migrants work as unskilled workforce in public works in Portugal or as rural workers in Spain.

Industry (including mining, manufacturing, construction, and energy) employed an estimated 4.3 percent of the working population in 2010. Agriculture remains the principal economic activity. In 2013, the primary sector—agriculture, forestry, fishing, and cattle breeding—used an estimated 78.4 percent of the total labor force, according to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). Among the Balanta, the most labor-intensive tasks, such as building dikes, clearing mangroves, and transplanting and harvesting rice, are performed by both males and females along age grades. Papel men construct homes, extract palm oil, engage in iron making, and are renowned for weaving skills. Males gain respect from neighbors and the spirits by mastering field-preparation techniques.

Guinea-Bissau is a largely rural and informal economy. Although the 1987–1989 IMF-backed Structural Adjustment Projects reduced middle- and higher-level education salaried groups working in public services, lowering public investments, purchasing power, and employment, the public administration employs about 38 percent of the population; but wages are irregular and low. The public sector is estimated at 11,000–13,000 workers, but some are “ghost workers” at a wage cost of 13 percent of GDP. In towns, many unemployed men drive taxis, and women work in homes and trade in markets. In 2006, the military employed 9,000 staff, but those forces are poorly paid and housed. The union confederation Confederação Geral dos Sindicatos Independentes da Guiné-Bissau serves primarily military and army employees in urban centers. Two major strikes in 2012–2013 by public administration and teachers were prompted by salary arrears.

Guinea-Bissau’s formal economy since the pre- and postcolonial era has been based on indigenous divisions of labor and trade links. Initially, the informal networks were regional trade fairs (Mandinka, Mandjack, Paper, Banhun, and Cassanga); rotating market systems (Biaffada, Banhun, Brame, and Cassanga); caravan trade networks (Mandinka, Fulbe, Biaffada, and Banhun); or intersocietal trade (Balanta, Diola, Mandjack, and Brame). During Portuguese rule, informal trading activities accounted for about 70 percent of economic interactions. Immigrants from neighboring countries dominate Guinea-Bissau’s thriving informal sectors of markets and bazaars. Rice is used for barter in informal commerce or for cash sale. Moranca, age-sets within tabancas, may offer a gift of palm oil or rum to another moranca for assistance in rice paddies. Female age-sets transplant or transport and pound rice for individual morancas; in exchange, they receive a pig, cana (rum), or money. Compounds of three or more generations also organize in fogios and contract themselves out for work. Pontas also contract local labor to work on large farms along the Cacheu and Farim rivers.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The PAIGC linked Guinea-Bissau’s war of independence and women’s liberation. The PAIGC identified divorce, forced marriage, and polygyny as traditions to be changed. Access to education empowered girls to claim their rights against sexist traditions and a demeaning colonialism. Cabral understood that fighting colonialism was easier than eradicating sexism. The government established the Democratic Union of the Women of Guinea-Bissau in the mid-1970s to mobilize women in politics, but it has turned into a social club.

Gender roles reflect differences in ethnicity, religion, and region. The Jola have distinct gender roles, with women associated with the domestic and perceived as inferior to men. Men are privileged by the rules of marriage, divorce, and control over property. Women work the fields using traditional hoes for ridging and weeding, except the few who can afford ox plows and use donkeys and cattle to do the cultivation. Some women work as maids for rich Gambians.

Traditions and gender-based cultural roles restrict women’s progress. Few women are literate and fewer still own property or businesses. Most live in rural areas and dominate the economy as informal traders, farmers, and domestic workers. Fourteen out of 100 members of the National Popular Assembly are women and only 2 out of 19 are government ministers; yet Maria do Ceu Monteiro is president of the Supreme Court.

Papel women market fish, fruits, vegetables, palm oil, and wine and assist in constructing houses. They collect firewood, fetch water, prepare food, wash clothes, produce pots, and make palm oil, salt, and soap. They support the family and are primarily responsible for child rearing and housework. Fula and Mandinka women engage in agricultural and income-generating trading activities but do not control the produce; however, while Fula women do not have land title deeds, Balanta Brassa women have access to fields if they clear untilled land. They also receive rice fields upon their marriage, and women have control over the produce. The experience of Balanta women include arranged marriages, sanctioned adultery, virginity for young women, witchcraft, and clairvoyance.

The culturally isolated Bijagos are a matriarchal society in which women choose their husbands, who are obliged to marry them when chosen or rather, impregnate them. The queen can dismiss her mate for another if she is not pregnant within a year. After the birth, the man returns to his home to pursue other liaisons. Children take their mother’s name and are unable to identity their father. The islands are ruled by a king and queen who are not a couple. Women serve as chiefs and are sole homeowners, entirely responsible for homebuilding, from brickmaking to actual construction. Young men woo teenage girls with rice and other goods, contrary to rituals across the world. They adorn themselves with jewelry, elaborate hairstyles and clothing, and makeup. Women play the drums at folk festivities.

Marriage

Among Muslims, marriage occurs in two stages. The groom’s and bride’s parents exchange kola nuts at the betrothal ritual, during which the couple can have children. Later, relatives and guests accompany the bride to her husband’s home, one to seven years later. Interethnic marriage rates are low but increasing. Men marry later than do women. Papel grooms and the family underwrite the cost of marriage, and disabled girls command lower dowries. Advocates of polygyny cite men’s natural need for multiple wives and the need to ease women’s work in the home. Opponents point to the jealousy, rivalry, and hatred in women sharing one man’s attention. Large families guarantee parental support, particularly a proper funeral.

Among the Manjaco and Papel, rice fields owned by domestic groups are inherited by a sister’s sons, who act as caretaker-managers. Eligible Papel men are either older men who have inherited from an uncle or sons living with the father who are single or married. Upon his death, the elder’s sister’s son inherits his uncle’s lands, goods, and compound, including the wives, and the son replaces his paternal surname for the uncle’s.

Family

Similar to patterns across the African continent, Guineans embrace the demands of an extended family, which in turn provides a sense of belonging in this and the life hereafter. Women manage the domestic sphere while men control the public sphere, including work in the rice paddies, managing livestock, and providing for one’s family. Friends and neighbors call each other and acquaintances by family titles—sister/brother, uncle/aunt, and cousin; and a single compound often houses three or more generations.

Guinea-Bissau operates on parallel land tenure systems and labor organization run by privatized land overseers, pontas, and ethnic age structures (fogio/family head and moranca/age structures). Among the Balanta, a tabanca village has many moranca compounds that consist of houses owned by one family and headed by a circumcised male. A council of elders acts as an intermediary, with the founding family having the final authority. As the group grows, sons can be forced to break out and establish their own tabancas.

Customary laws, physical proximity, and ethnic affiliations allow for work parties across villages to exchange labor for material goods. Often three generations or more reside in one compound, sharing resources and labor. Youth oversee livestock grazing but male adults supervise seasonal movements of herds. Although rare, an individual may move to initiate another compound, or a Balanta husband may permit his wife to use untilled land and then control the produce. For many, the moral authority of ethnic units supersedes that of the nation, a factor that undermined Portuguese occupation. A similar resistance is evident toward European norms and languages. In rural areas, ethnic identities and languages take precedence.

Cuisine

Guineans keep cattle primarily for beef and ritual sacrifices. They serve meals composed of beef at ethnic birth cycles, during changes in agricultural seasons, and during other cultural and national festivities. Muslims use sheep, goats, and chickens for baby-naming ceremonies and weddings. Main dishes include rice and millet as the base. Rice is the staple fare, and the southern region of Tombali has historically been the “rice basket” of Guinea-Bissau, although staples like cassava, yams, and maize are consumed. Diola lifestyles and rituals use rice and believe that “one has not eaten if one has not eaten rice” (Davidson 2012: 367). Even newborns are fed overcooked and chewed rice to eat; however differences exist in how ethnic groups plan, process, and prepare rice for meals. Urbanization and colonization introduced packaged foods and canned goods, replacing the traditional winnowing of rice in straw baskets and cooking over wood fires, although most cuisines use indigenous ingredients.

Chicken cafriela, a dish cooked in lemon, onions, and butter, is a popular dish. The most famous national dishes of Guinea-Bissau are siga (oysters in palm oil), cafriela (grilled chicken with lemon, garlic, onions, and hot pepper), kaldu di mancara (peanut sauce), cheben (palm nut sauce), and siti (smoked fish with palm oil). Bajici (a slimy mixture of okra and sorrel leaves) and malagueta (hot pepper) are served with most dishes. Guineans also like their French-style bread, popularly known in other parts as pon di Bissau (bread from Bissau). They also deep-fry dough to make local “donuts” (doneti in Kriolu), which they sprinkle with sugar. Breakfast porridge is commonly made of rice (konchur) or millet (moni), and lunch is their main meal.

Stews vary by ethnic group and regions. Other common foods include peanut soup, crushed palm-nut stew, fish in white sauce, chicken dishes, beans and corn served on special occasions, and pork dishes. Monkey meat in the non-Muslims regions is one of Guinea-Bissau’s specialties. Because of the lack of refrigeration, most of the food is cooked fresh. Millet, peanuts, seeds, and other ingredients as well as rice are pounded in a mortar and pestle. The most common basic ingredients are tomatoes, tomato paste, onion, salt, and red pepper. The Mankanya people are famous for their gardens on the outskirts of Bissau, where they grow delicious vegetables (mostly tomatoes, lettuce, and onions). In the interior, vegetables are not common beyond okra and baobab leaves, which are made into a sauce called jambo in Mandinga. Common foods include sesame, which is mixed with wheat for biscuits, used in chicken recipes, and used in sesame sugar, a children’s snack. It is also served with maize, peanuts, and fonio for hot breakfast. Most foods use palm and groundnut oil for frying, simmering, or roasting, while some foods are steamed.

Restaurants typically serve rice soup, chicken, beef and pork, prawn dishes, and potatoes, although they also offer imitations of four-course Portuguese meals and prawn dishes. A few restaurants serve Senegalese and Guinean meals. Senegalese cafes serve their national dish called ceeb-jen, a marinated fish and rice stew cooked with yams, okra, eggplant, cabbage, and chili peppers with vegetable side dishes. Jollof rice is a festive one-pot dish served with a variety of ingredients throughout West Africa and the rest of Africa.

Seafood is a staple in Guinean cuisines—from prawns, oysters, and shrimps to the meaty bica (sea bream) served mostly in restaurants. Fish is generally either grilled or sautéed in an onion and lime sauce. It is also commonly dried or smoked. The national dish is rice served with smoked or deep-fried fish, or different meats and vegetables cooked in palm nut sauce chabeu (or cheben in Kriolu) with a much thicker sauce than regular palm oil (siti). There are plenty of fresh ingredients to make a vegetarian meal. Grilled bica or prawns is widely available, as are Cape Verdean cachoupa (fresh stew, usually made from a corn and meat base). Rice-bar establishments and places offer pastries and morning coffee. Pizza and shwarma (brochettes) are common. Women prepare fish on Buboque Island. Fish and shellfish are important in both Guinean diet and exports.

Religious traditions also affect diets. In many ethnic groups, pregnant women are forbidden foods like eggs and the meat of animals with claws, which are believed to cause fetal abnormalities. Non-Muslims drink alcohol, such as palm wine, sugarcane alcohol, and cashew fruit wine on ritual occasions. Beef, fish, and guinea hens are commonly eaten, but animals with claws or fangs and carrion are taboo. The Mandinka and Fula avoid monkey meats and pork, although the Mandinga attribute the prohibition of pork to respect for the pig, rather than its uncleanness. Muslims drink Chinese green tea (ataya) in groups. It is brewed in small pots and sweetened with sugar and drunk in three rounds, with each round being weaker and sweeter. Women avoid the first round, which is strong, as it is said to cause miscarriage.

Tropical fruits (mangoes, papaya, and bananas), vegetables (manioc, corn, squash, and sweet potatoes), and peanuts are eaten in season. Juicy oranges and giant papayas are sold at the central market. Baobab fruit juice (sumo di cabasera) is a favorite. The fruit is strained, mixed with water, and sweetened with sugar. Oranges and papayas may be typical, but mangoes are common and popular, with many varieties. Green (unripe) mangoes are put in sauces to flavor them. Imported brews and drinks are easily available, though the local flavors like cana (120-proof rum) made from palm tree sap and cana de cajeu (cashew rum from cashew nut fruit pulp) are widely consumed.

In the 1960s, it was ironic that a country that produces more rice than required by local consumption had to import rice from countries like Brazil to feed troops and urban residents. Food insecurity remains a major concern for Guinea-Bissau. According to the FAO, the country has imported around 20–30 percent of its total rice for consumption in the last few years, particularly from China. Locals disparage the import of “bag” rice. A “Food Security and Vulnerability Analysis” undertaken by the World Food Programme in 2011 found that 20 percent of the country’s rural households could be considered food insecure at that time and that 8 percent were in a situation of severe food insecurity.

Dress

Guinea-Bissau’s dress code reflects differences in ethnicity, religion, region, and social class. Most of the clothing is light, loose, and airy because of the tropical climate. Across the country, women often wear dyed or patterned wraparound skirts and matching shirts or one-piece dresses with colorful head-ties and bead jewelry. Indigenous clothing styles vary by cultural group but bear similarities to the other African countries. More elaborate and expensive clothing is worn during cultural ceremonies and festivals like Bissau’s famed Carnival. Media and literary texts depict Guineans in grass skirts, cowry shells, headdresses, and bodies painted in white clay and often show bare-breasted young girls and near-naked children in villages particularly during festivals. Some women wear intricate braids, often done by weaving synthetic hair into their real hair.

Among the Diola, 10- to 12-year olds wear hairpieces with shells on back of their heads. In their late teens and early twenties, boys engage in a ritual betrothal process as they assert their manhood in wrestling matches (luta livre) and village dances. They earn buttons in star shapes at the back of the head. Another row of white buttons is added to the headpiece upon marriage. In late adulthood, new buttons are exchanged for previous placements, and a type of metal is sewn onto the hair over all the head. In the final stage, the man’s head is covered in shells and he wears a white skirt instead of a black skirt at wrestling matches. Elders in this category supervise rather than participate in wrestling matches.

Older Muslim women drape Arab-style head ties, especially for prayer and during rituals. They wear gold and bead jewelry and protective amulets that hold Koranic verses. Muslim men wear African or Arab-style long robes, often with pants underneath. They also wear their garb with embroidered hats, fezes, or Saudi-style head coverings, silver bracelets (gold is reserved for women), protective amulets, and sunglasses. For religious festivals, men wear long robes of different colors as dictated by Islam. Many men wear boubous, which are flowing cotton robes with open sides, worn over matching pants.

Office wear is cosmopolitan. Public service workers dress in typical Western fashion mostly bought from imports and second-hand deliveries from industrialized countries. The men wear suits, ties, shirts with sleeves, and trousers, while women wear skirts or skirt suits and dresses. For many Guineans, everyday clothing consists of hand-me-downs and used clothing purchased at local markets. Bulk shipments from industrialized countries deliver used Western clothes, T-shirts, and sports jerseys from American universities and professional sports teams. Lingering tensions over modesty surfaced when Muslim-led military groups rounded up youth in trendy clothing—miniskirts, tight shirts, platform shoes, and hip-hop garb—in Bissau city following President Joao Bernando “Nino” Vieira’s defeat in 1999. Swift national outrage compelled the regime to issue a public apology for the breach.

Sports and Games

Gatherings at games and sports cross age, social status, and sometimes gender. Popular sports include soccer, wrestling, basketball, volleyball, swimming, and tennis. Private sporting clubs support and promote swimming and tennis. Basketball has developed a following, and the national federation is affiliated with the International Basketball Federation.

There are many traditional African sports in Guinea-Bissau, but wrestling is among the oldest and most popular. An inextricable link exists between wrestling and cultural maturity. It is as much a ritual among the Jola and Diola as it is a pastime. Wrestling is a traditional art, a rite of passage, and martial arts training. Diola boys prepare for apurau, the first age grade in their early teens, by engaging in wrestling matches in formal and informal settings until they retire at the fourth stage, 7 to 10 years later. Wrestling (lute livre) prepares youth for the prowess of war and other conflicts. As boys mature, their clothing and bead-embroidered hairpieces change to reflect a new image. Life is organized around wrestling rituals. Eligible males wrestle their way to fame and the acquisition of a bride. Married men who have established a wrestling status build houses and supervise wrestling matches. Initiation ceremonies are gender exclusive and surrounded with secrecy.

Sports events draw people across age, gender, and class. They involve singing, dancing, politics, and cultural displays. Football (soccer) fans watch matches at local playing fields, on TV with satellite dishes, at clubs, or at the national stadium. Adults also play checkers at market stalls, or the popular African board game called ouri/wari. Ouri(n) is a game played in Guinea-Bissau and other African countries. The game has roots in the ancient Middle East before the Common Era. The gaming board is carved in mahogany with six holes and 48 seeds for the play. The goal is to acquire more seeds than the opponent. Overall, competitive sports create bonds between players and the audience, which translate to nationalism when another country is involved.

Football is a national sport and draws masses, whether played in tabancas or at the national level. Guinea-Bissau has 42 football teams. In villages, teams play against each other, and on short workdays during the rainy season, many go to matches, watch on television, or listen to radio broadcasts. Guinea-Bissau established the biannual Amilcar Cabral Cup in 1979 in November. The country features several clubs, and since 1986 its football federation has been a member of the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA). The popularity of football in Guinea-Bissau can be attributed to its Portuguese and Brazilian links. Guinea-Bissau has won twice at the Five Nations Cup of African Lusophone countries.

Guinea-Bissau’s national football team Syll Nationale has played continental matches. Some of its key players include Bocundji Ca, Adilson Soares Cassama, Adelino “Lino” Lopes, and Sufrim Lopes. Sport Bissau e Benfica, Sporting Clube de Bissau, and Clube de Futebol “Os Balantas” are popular soccer teams. The soccer event Compeonato Nacional da Guine-Bissau is held in February and the Taca Nacional da Guine Bissau is held in July. The Guinea-Bissau-Tennis Tournament is held in April. The Guinea-Bissau national football team has either withdrawn or failed to qualify for the Africa Nation Cup since it joined the league in 1994. Guinea-Bissau’s participation in FIFA matches has been irregular (2007 and 2010), which made its win against Kenya and Angola surprising. Most of the financial assistance for women’s football comes from FIFA, not the national football associations. There are 24 active women’s teams in Guinea-Bissau. At sporting events, performers wear masks to represent ethnic groups as much as to display their uniqueness.

Most of Guinea-Bissau’s players train overseas in Portugal, France, Sweden, Romania, and Serbia. Guinea-Bissau’s women’s national football team was established in 2004 and joined the league in 2006. The movement of footballers across national and continental borders can be attributed to a complex system of factors including language, culture, and heritage, as much as attractive terms in wealthy countries like American, Brazil, and Argentina. Portugal draws players primarily from previous and current colonies like Angola, Mozambique, Cape Verde, and Guinea-Bissau. In 2000, 69 percent of the Africans in Portuguese football were from the former Portuguese colonies of Angola, Mozambique, Cape Verde, and Guinea-Bissau. According to the official centenary history of FIFA, 1,478 international transfer requests were processed in 2000. Wealthy European leagues lure players from developing countries with better contracts. The expansion of television coverage draws in local crowds, and airtime and exposure to overseas matches have brought together local players and international club owners, as well as creating a global market among club owners and managers, with potential players.

Guinea-Bissau’s national Olympic committee, which was established in 1992, was recognized by the International Olympic Committee in 1995. The country made its Olympic debut at the 1996 Atlanta Games, where it competed in wrestling events. Since then, Guinea-Bissau participated in 2000, 2004, 2004, 2008, and 2012, sending three participants except at the latest Olympics where four represented the country. Holder da Silva and Graciela Martins competed in track and field while Jacira Francisco Mendonca and Augusto Midana entered as wrestlers in the London Summer 2012 Olympics.

Festivals and Holidays

National Holidays

Guinea-Bissau celebrates a number of national holidays: New Year’s, January 1; anniversary of the death of Amilcar Cabral, January 20; International Women’s Day, March 8; Labor Day, May 1; Korité (end of Ramadan); anniversary of the killing of Pidjiguiti, August 3; and Independence Day, September 24, which is the major national holiday. Christians commemorate the birth of Jesus Christ even though Christians are a minority group. Christmas is an official holiday.

Religious Holidays

Besides Ramadan, Islamic holidays include Eid al-Adha (Feast of Sacrifice or Tabaski), the 12th or pilgrimage month of the Islamic calendar similar to other Islamic countries. Celebrations like Eid al-Fitr (Korité) include sacrificing lambs and other cattle, praying at the mosques, and exchanging sweets and feasting. Only Guinean men go to the mosque, offer prayers, and distribute alms to the needy. Muslims fast during Ramadan. Other Islamic rituals include the Laila, Gammo, and the Bunya. Laila coincides with Ramadan, in which Muslims gather at sunset and chant until dawn instead of fasting. On Gammo, the Prophet’s birthday, Muslims travel to local pilgrimage sites for a three-night ritual that involves celebrating the lives of the Prophet and other saints. At Bunya, communities annually honor pilgrims from Mecca with a feast and get blessings.

Most people participate in elaborate life cycle ceremonies in which family and community celebrate events like marriage and death. At funerals, animal sacrifices still prevail, accompanied with dancing, feasting, eating, and drinking to celebrate the entrance of an elder into the ancestral world. Papel age-mates pool resources at weddings and funerals but also for wine and food, which are tied to years of functioning as age-sets, as marriage rituals demonstrate. The bride is ceremoniously disrobed and dressed by the husband before the compound’s spirit (iran). Age-mates provide emotional and physical support throughout the transition from natal to marital home and the bride taking on a new role and responsibilities. Families go to great lengths to provide a lavish feast.

Carnival

Guinea-Bissau celebrates Carnival around February or March following the Latin tradition of holding a four-day ceremony before the Christian Lent. Despite its Christian roots, representatives from all ethnic groups display unique traditions: dances, songs, and masks. Processing dancers wear giant papier-mache masks and face paint and are accompanied by fast and frantic drumming. Some performers wear ferocious-looking bull masks and race through the street blowing whistles. Scholars, tourists, and bloggers note the frenzied activities that are heightened by the singing, dancing, and clapping of participants at cultural and national festivities. Troupes of pubescent girls, dressed in raffia skirts and strings of shells, dance to the beat of a cracked wooden drum under a leader (Bainbridge 2006: 436–40). The talking/slit drums bombolom, which in the past announced impending slave raids, are displayed during Carnival. The Bijagos islanders commemorate ancient battles with dances to haunting melodies. Festivities and rituals feature a range of masks. Papel-like initiation cow heads for iran spirits are common masks. A succession of scary-looking masked children sometimes parade through residential streets in Bissau—images of “google eyes, beetling eyebrows, tongues, sharp shark’s teeth, horns protruding from foreheads and jaws, barbed tails, web like wings and ears, fish scales, beaks, skulls and crossbones” from comic books and newspapers in countries like Senegal and Portugal. Secret society performers conceal their identities behind masks. Some masks are modern with images of doctors, nurses, “monkey-suit” mechanics, and army officers with guns or suitcases of the Red Cross, and even clowns. Some dancers dress in finely braided short and long grass skirts, which are plain or colored. Topless little girls with older women in bandanas sing and dance in unison Crowley (1989: 76). The Carnival feast offers opportunities for matchmaking as much as political propaganda. During Carnival, children create giant masks out of paper, clay, a paste made from the baobab fruit, and paint. Judges stationed at corner locations select the winner of the masque category, who receives the equivalent of £500, and the masque is displayed in the region’s museum. Carnival is the highlight of Guinea-Bissau’s social calendar.
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Children sport handmade masks during Carnival celebrations in Bissau. Introduced by Guinea-Bissau’s Portuguese Catholic colonizers, Carnival now provides an opportunity to celebrate traditional music, dance, dress, and craft. (AP Photo/Rebecca Blackwell)

Youth Culture Club

The Youth Culture Club in the Manjaco village of Katama is civically engaged; youth organize as work parties along gender and age-sets. They hold performances on Independence Day and use a school house veranda for a stage. After the revolution, the Club became for a brief time a local chapter of the National Party’s version of the Young Pioneers. The Club lives in the baniu, a village dormitory that is a large, circular hut where juniors sleep and eat together, and the young, unmarried men work in the rice fields of the parents of their brides-to-be. These practices are a prolonged rite of passage. The Portuguese viewed these units as subversive seedbeds around the mid-1900s. Yet a Portuguese missionary initiative to create a better Guinea involved recruiting youth and promoted plays in local dialects. The PAIGC also relied on youth in the war to independence. Today, youth critique the government and traditional elders for abuses of power. Gable (2000) insists that youth are invested in upholding cultural traditions despite their image as antitraditionalists.

Music and Dance

Guinea-Bissau supports the arts to foster nationalism. Its rural majority has retained its heritage, and traditional rituals—from rites of passage, fertility rituals, and annual religious and agricultural celebrations to ceremonies by secret societies and associations of hunters and warriors—involve music and dance. During festivals, there is much drumming, singing, and dancing. Jola men and women sing as they go about their daily chores of gardening or while paddling canoes. At night or during the day, children sing and dance in groups. During circumcision, initiates sing war songs to give them courage.

The main genre of Guinea-Bissau’s pop music is gumbe, which is a mix of the world market and local musical traditions. It resembles Latin dance music but is more rhythmically complex. Men tap out the rhythms to gumbe on split giant gourds, which they float upside down in a basin of water. Gumbe borrows heavily from Congolese soukous, French Antillean zouk, and rap, reggae, and salsa. M’Ba Bolama was the first gumbe record. Most bands and solo artists play gumbe, reflecting its role in the struggle for independence. The radio station Radio Pinduiguiti plays gumbe music by the Paris-based Ramiro Naka, Rui Sangara, the Rotterdam-based Tino Trimo, and Dulce Neves. Guinea-Bissau’s music genres mix ethnic and modern culture including kussunde and broxa from the Balanta, djambadon from the Mandinga people, and kundere from the Bijagos. During rituals, the Bjiagos and Nalu integrate fast-paced gumbe music with other percussion instruments reflecting indigenous musical styles. Little is left of a Portuguese musical heritage: even the fado is in Cabo Verde but not in Bissau.

Guinea-Bissau’s artists include Manecas Costas (Paraiso de Gumbe, 2003), Justino Delgado, Dulce Nevas, Rui Sangara, and Ernesto Dabo (M’Ba Bolama). Rappers include Americo Gomes, Silvestre Gomes, Jose Carlos Schwarz, Flema Di Corcon, Balur di Mindjer, Kaba Mane, N’Kassa Cobra, Dulce Maria Neves, Tino Trimo, Sidonio Pais, and Silva Bidinte. Guinea-Bissau bands include the colonial maritime band, Cobiana Djazz, Africa Livre, Kapa Negra, Chifre Preto, Super Mama Djombo, and the N’kassa Cobra, as well as the commercial Tabanka jazz live band.

In the Muslim communities, the jali and griots form a caste of professional musicians. Both specialize in oral history and poetry and also serve as cultural critics, but the jali are of a lower social status. Jalis and griots accompany performances on the kora, balo (xylophone), koni (four-string lute), nhanheros (bowed fiddle), and the double-headed hourglass tension drum. Some dancers wear rows of jingles and music instruments attached to their bodies. Other musical instruments include fiddles, lutes, harps, drums, xylophones, side-blown trumpets, bullroarers, mirlitons, whistles, irons bells, rattles, and flutes. Females from the homes of jali also play iron bells or scrappers and sing. The griots of Bissau have built a museum displaying musical instruments for shows on the region’s past. The site also offers koras, drumming, balafon (xylophone), or singing courses.

Most of Guinean musicians explore Guinea-Bissau’s rich cultural diversity and criticize government abuses. They also chart and celebrate heroes of the revolutionary war. The M’Ba Bolama song was adopted by youth struggling for independence and used at independence ceremonies in 1974. The regimes have used popular culture for propaganda. The Mama Djombo (named after the most powerful shrine spirit in northwestern Guinea-Bissau) was formed shortly after independence and became an icon for the Socialist Party, but the regime’s reception changed with the production of Festival (1980). In the 1980s and 1990s, lyrics to gumbe music protested against the dictator-president Joao Bernardo Vieirira. Ze Manuel and Justin Delgado’s songs became popular after the regime censored them.

Music Types

Kriolu music is heard across Guinea-Bissau. Contemporary popular music started in 1973 with the production of M’Ba Bolama. Commercial bands adopted the moma, performed on accordion and scrapper. In the 1990s, some bands played soukous, salsa, or soul music. Rap is gaining popularity among Guinean youth. Some gumbe musicians started integrating “foreign” styles. Tony Resi (Clandestine in Paris, 2000) blends gumbe with salsa, and Bidinte (Iran di Fanka’s, 2001) integrates flamenco. Janota, a veteran from Cobiana Djazz, mixes music from Cabo Verde in Fudju desertadu (2002). The Manjaco and Balanta have rounded lilting rhythms and “telephone drums” that beat out messages to neighbors. Kaba Mane has recorded in different languages, including songs of the Balanta and their kussunde rhythm. The polyphonic singing among coastal ancestor and spirit worshippers come from Islamic-based monophonic melodies. The Papel use wooden drums that come in three sizes and are played with a stick and the open hand. The Fula use the fiddle. Bijagos music, on the other hand, is created from the rattling rhythms of the hollowed-out shell of a calabash, the resounding call of the cow horn, and the deep, reverberating thud of handheld wooden drums, which are led by the cangueran etona, an eight-foot-long drum that marks the changing rhythms with a sharp crack.

Guinea-Bissau’s music and dance reflects people’s exposure to other cultures. The Muslim Mandinka and Fula music is similar to the kora and balafon (xylophone) music of the Mande in Western Sudan, Mali, and Senegal. Eastern Guinea-Bissau is a center of the kora flute (a harplike instrument with over 20 strings) invented in the Kaabu Kingdom and found among the Mande people in Gambia, Senegal, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, and Mali. Contemporary music is mainly influenced by zouk from Cape Verde, which resonates with popular Caribbean and African music. The music employs guitars, drum kits, keyboards, and bass guitars. Similarities in music and cuisine tastes reflect shared cultural, historical, and linguistic structures. Guinea-Bissau’s music has roots in Cape Verde, surrounding African countries, the Caribbean, and local traditions.

Government censorship and economic hardship have driven artists like Sidonio Pais and the vocalist Kapa Negra into exile, mainly to Lisbon and France. The 1998 civil war also caused large numbers of musicians to leave Bissau for different places in the country and Portugal. Without electricity, most bands improvise both in management and in music or record overseers. They frequently use rhythm boxes and synthesizers in the absence of well-equipped recording studios.

Dance

Dance is inseparable from music. Some dances represent relations between humans and nonhuman beings; participants parade in straw clothes and wear masks that are in the shape of birds and animals, from which the audience flees. Guineans love to dance the pasada, a highly suggestive Portuguese African dance with lots of pelvic motion and rhythm. The Balanta regularly organize big dance parties. Scholars, tourists, and bloggers capture pictures of gatherings worked up into a frenzy during ritual dances and singing. Participants are caught up in the rhythmic drumming, hand clapping, singing, and agitated dance. Dance becomes a prayer offering to the spirits. Instruments include the Balanta boxa dance, which is accompanied by the plucking of a lute, and the wild acrobatic and flute tunes of the Fula and the Mandinka kora. The kunduru troupe dance originates in Angola. Saints’ days are celebrated with drumming, processionals, masks, and traditional dance. The Nimba fertility ritual accompanies planting and harvest work parties. It is appealed to at rituals like weddings and funerals and to honor special guests or to heal barren women and is displayed during Carnival. Dances occur in gender-exclusive peer groups. Gatherings have totem representations of animals like a steer, water buffalo, or frogs and fish. The traditional dance apparel is elaborate and beautiful.

In the culturally isolated Bijago Islands, participants dress in dried grass, masks, and headdresses of palm leaves. Typical of other neighboring countries, female dancers gyrate their hips and buttocks with hands outstretched accompanied by a crowd singing call-and-response songs and clapping hands. In addition, young men perform ritual dances to attract wives in this matriarchal society.

Visual Art

Traditional life is seen in its cultural/religious masks, domestic implements, craft, house decorations, and funeral rituals, which vary by community and religion. In contrast, cinema has been more nationalistic in language and often focuses on colonialism and its aftermath. Films use Kriolu. At the national level, Guinea-Bissau displays its visual art through media, national parks, and especially community radio stations. The youth art center Centro Artistico Juvenil promotes local art such as painting, sculpting, and carving.

Families own and use farming tools, utensils, furniture, and strip cloth. Most communities build canoes for transportation, and women make baskets, straw hats, batik and tie-dyed cloth, hand-decorated calabash bowls, and wooden bowls. Some make animal carvings, jewelry, and toys made from tin cans for tourists. The Baga make wooden busts of Nimba fertility images, and among Baga and Nalu groups, religious elders of lineages perform and maintain the Nimba headdress. Some communities make salt extractors, pottery fabricators, and fishing nets. The Mandinka in Bafata and Gabu engage in wood sculpting, shoemaking, baking, cloth weaving, and fishing. Beafada have fabricated dyes called buamode and mina. Mandjack women make oil filters and fishing nets while Papel women make ceramics. The Papel preserve and promote traditional pottery and weaving crafts while the Bijagos are famous for mask making and sculpture. The Mandinka make fine cotton threads and clothes of different colors. The Jola carve drums, bowls, mortars, pestles, and canoes for fishing. They have a folk lute, a banjo like instrument with a skin-headed gourd body, two long melody strings, and one short drone string. Recently, the Jola specialize in the carving of animals, drums, and decorative masks for sale to visitors. Banhun blacksmiths are renowned for their iron hatches.

Masks vary by region and ritual. At weddings the masks are large and laden with cowry shells. There is an old woman’s mask, a young girl’s mask, and a young man’s mask among the Balanta. Carnival performers wear traditional fiber costumes and wooden masks like sharks, hippos, bulls (made with real horns), and sawfish masks. The papier-mache masks at Carnival represent tigers and dragons, pieces of fruit and vegetables, army chiefs and colonial administrators, as well as fishing boats and turtles. Secret societies of animal-type masked dancers perform during initiations and funerals.

Rituals act as historical texts about ethnic groups. The Balanta, Papel, Mandjack, Bissagos, Nalu, Brames, and Felupe represent ancestral spirits (irans) as artistically carved wooden images. Balanta elders wear red caps to distinguish them from youth, who smear their bodies with white mud from head to toe. The Papel weave cloth with intricate designs for use during funerary ceremonies. The Bjiagos and Nalu use animal-shaped wood carvings in rituals and gumbe music. Muslims make ancestor posts, spirit houses, medicine bundles, and Koranic verses written with ink onto wooden tablets. They sometimes paint the mud-brick walls of their traditional African-style houses white with a blue strip and decorate the interiors of their houses with wall hangings from Mecca, prayer beads, and protective amulets with Koranic verses. Religious intermediaries prescribe and manufacture lucky charms of goat’s horns (mezinho).

Books on the visual arts of Guinea-Bissau include D. Blazejewicz, R. Lund, K. Schonning, and S. Steincke’s Tradtional Architecture: Guinea-Bissau; A. Teixeira da Mota’s Antique Guinean Bronzes; Jose D. Lampreia’s Inventory-Catalogue of the Ethnographic Section of the Museum of the Museum of Portuguese Guinea; Fernando Galhano’s Sculptures and Decorative Art from Portuguese Guinea in the Overseas Ethnology Museum; Antonio Carreira’s Textiles: Cape Verdean-Guinean; and Maria Emilia de Castro e Almeida and Miguel Vieira’s Notes for a Study of Weaving in Portuguese Guinea.

Cinema

Following its integration into the European Community, Portugal established partnerships with former colonies like Guinea-Bissau through film directors of African countries with Portuguese as the official language; this group of Portuguese-speaking African countries are known as Países Africanos de Língua Oficial Portuguesa (PALOP). Established at independence in 1974, PALOP currently oversees 10 cinema houses owned by sports clubs. Coproductions with Portugal, France, Tunisia, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands represent 67 percent of total production. Three of six films (50 percent) were produced with Portugal as partners, and one feature, Xime (1994), with the Netherlands. The first feature film was N’tturudu (The Mask, 1986). Flora Gomes produced Mortu Nega (Those Whom Death Refused, 1988), Udju Azul di Yonta (The Blue Eyes of Yonta, 1992), Po di Sangui (Tree of Blood, 1996), and Nha Fala (My Voice, 2002).

Guinean films and documentaries portray the war of independence and lingering tensions at individual and community levels. Both the government and PAIGC used media for propaganda and also civic engagement. Around the 1970s, films shifted from calls for a return to African roots to a critique of corrupt regimes and inhibitive traditions. In Gomes’s films, cars and roads, which were foreign symbols to be destroyed, now signify progress.

National cinemas experience technical and financial shortages, which limit distribution and exhibition outreach. Guinea-Bissauans have made calls for a wider range of films and documentaries that depict a range of issues and views. Ironically, the government relies on foreign alliances, yet criticizes the film productions of artists living abroad. Movie directors are torn between creating an exotic Africa and, due to a lack of funds and expertise, the focus on contemporary problems in urban centers. Meanwhile, cosmopolitan youth look to the West or other African countries for flashy and eroticized, as well as fast-paced, productions of pirated DVDs and television programs or join video clubs.

Architecture and Housing

The origins of Guinea-Bissau’s architecture can be traced to the 16th century. Archives, museum paintings, and accounts of Atlantic merchants show the impact of traveling construction guilds like the Mande builders’ societies of West Africa, migrants, and traders across regions. Mande guilds constructed two-story buildings with verandas in the 18th and 19th centuries. Traders, military officers, priests, merchant planters, Dutch refugees, and even enslaved builders played an important role in introducing architectural designs across the Atlantic. The Dutch artist Frans Post (1612–1680) shows similarities in designs of houses across the three continents: West Africa and the Americas as well as in British and French colonies. Guinean constructors and transported slaves would have introduced piazzas into North America in the late 17th century; a fact overlooked by historians and architectural historians.
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More than four centuries of European presence has left its mark on the urban landscape. Here, European architectural influence can be seen in the city of Bissau. (Nicolas Thibaut/Getty Images)

In the 18th and 19th centuries, “Portuguese” architecture included local indigenous features like floors elevated above the ground and piazzas. High-status locals and merchants used local dried earth or sun-dried bricks and white-washed walls with lime with a vestibule for receptions. By the 19th century, a few of the houses in Bissau were constructed of stone while houses of Luso-African traders in trading centers such as Cacheu used adobe bricks. These structures were brought over to the New World by Luso-African traders, who played a key role in the early export of slaves from Upper Guinea.

Rectangular or round houses with iron or zinc roofs and concrete floors exist in villages and small towns. In Jola villages, houses are dried mud and thatched round huts, which lack windows or chimneys to vent smoke. Sometimes the Jola use bamboo matting and reeds to form walls, which offer great relief in hot weather. The wealthy construct modern rectangular homes with corrugated iron sheets as roofing materials, and they cement the outside and inside walls. Houses are pierced by narrow doorways with windows covered by wooden bars, and have courtyards for cattle pens. The columns are decorated with mosaics of shells. Colonial buildings, boulevards, and modern-style vistas are typical of major cities like Bissau.

Luso-Portuguese Houses

The following characteristics are associated with the renowned “Portuguese” houses (maison a la portugaise) occupied by minority Luso-Africans residing in trading centers since the 16th century: rectangular shaped sun-dried clays/adobe houses; outer walls whitewashed with clay or with lime; a continuous veranda around the exterior wall or a smaller vestibule in front of the entrance; roofs that are thatched or covered with fan palm leaves; fortified houses to keep off slave raids and contain captives; and cumbetes for the storage of grains and goods. Portuguese houses were more spacious and better furnished than local houses. They had mango and citrus trees for shade within compounds. Churches and forts had roof tiles or slates along with stone walls by the 19th century.

African Origins

Walls, vestibules, palisades, roofing, and storage cumbetes are African in origin. Mande communities feature whitewashed walls as early as the 16th century and even earlier in Mali. The Papels, Manjaks, southern Floups, and northern Jola construct round houses with porches for hosting traveling merchants, a common feature along the coast of the Gulf of Guinea between Liberia and Angola. Most studies of Guinea-Bissau in the 16th and 17th centuries depict compounds protected by fortress like stakes among Portuguese, Floups, and Balanta; some scholars date the palisades to the 15th century. The thatched roof and the use of sun-dried bricks are regular features to the present. Floups built fireproof granaries of sun-baked earth cumbetes for storing grains for sustenance or exchange. Guinea-Bissau’s architecture is cross-cultural because it lay along the trade routes. The Upper Guinea Coast was part of Europe’s first global commercial system, a worldwide network that linked West Africa to Europe, Asia, and the New World.

Guinea-Bissau’s architecture also reflects previous eras and traditions. Rural areas feature thatched houses protected against fire by a frame over the roof made of long sticks covered with leaves, thatch, and clay soil. While most ethnic groups live in compounds, the Beafada do not construct houses in compact villages. Urban centers have precolonial structures, most of which are defaced, decayed, and dilapidated from post–civil war destruction, including the presidential palaces and refurbished buildings. Old towns have narrow alleyways and buildings in fortified compounds.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Amilcar Cabral, the secretary-general of the PAIGC, led the 12-year, rural-based war of independence that is eulogized in oral and literary texts. Cabral’s oratory and diplomatic skills were unequaled in Guinea-Bissau, and he is also part of the national folklore through his poems, speeches, and the revolution. Until the 19th century authors were largely from the minority educated class from Cape Verde and Europe, like Amilcar Cabral, Fausto Duarte, Terencio Anahory, Joao Alves da Neves, and the Manjaco poet António Baticã Ferreira. They wrote in Kriolu. Poetry includes the Manjaco poet António Baticã Ferreira’s Terentian prose comedy Bristo in (1953) written at the age of 25, and also Castro, the first tragedy in Portuguese (1961); the Portuguese Fernando de Castro’s Africa Roots (1966); the Cape Verdean Terencio Anahory and the black Guinean António Baticã Ferreira’s work in African Poets and Short Story Writers (1963), as well as José Carlos Schwartz’s (aka Schwarz) two political poems Momentos primeiros da construcao (First Moments of Construction) and Que qui na Tchora? (Why Is the Boy Crying?) (Kennedy 1986). Other poetry includes Fernando Martinho’s The Struggle Is My Spring; Mario de Andrade’s A Thematic Anthology of African Poetry: The Song as Weapon; and Margaret Dickson’s When Bullets Begin to Flower: Poems of Resistance from Angola, Mozambique and Guine. Others have written about Guinea-Bissau, including Armor Pires Mota’s Guinea: Sun and Blood; Teresa Montenegro and Carlos de Morais’s Jundai: Stories of Bolama and the Other World; Manuel Ferreira’s In the Kingdon of Caliban; Maria Teresa Brocardo’s Ten Poems by Vasco Cabral: A Reading; and, Robert C. Helmholz’s Traditional Bijago Statuary. In addition, The Cultural Bulletin of Portuguese Guinea (Boletin cultural da Guine Portuguesa) has published samples of African oral literature including Joao Eleuterio Conduto’s Bijago Stories (1955); Manuel Belchoir’s African Grandeur and Legends of Portuguese Guinea (1963) and Mandinka Stories (1968); Alexandre Barbosa’s African legends in Guineans (1962); and Fausto Duarte’s novels and a book of memoirs, including the 1934 Black Novella.

Oral narratives and visual arts make up for the dearth of scholarship on African peoples in Guinea-Bissau. The Balanta, Manjaco, Papel, particularly the Fula, and Mandinka have rich oral traditions. Books model socially approved behavior and, in oral traditions, stories serve a similar role, which reflects the belief that knowledge of the past is held by older men and women. A number of Mandinka and Fula emigrants make a living as professional storytellers (griots) or mystics. They recall myths, legends, and tales handed down across generations. The El Hajdj Moutarou griots recount the grandeur of Kaabu kings amid strumming koras. The Mandjack dynasty and system of social mores, laws, and mode of kingly succession goes back 250 years ago according to legend. Stories often feature animals whose cleverness, foibles, and personalities illustrate human character and experience. Folktales also recount glories of the Mali and Songhai empires in the 13th and 14th century. Recent folklores recall the defeat of Portuguese repression, exploitation, and dehumanization of locals and celebrate the lives of heroes of the Revolution like Amilcar Cabral and Domingos Ramos.

Most African communities use traditions to socialize children across generations. Stories circulate of legendary heroes leading battles against hostile ethnic groups and races. Jola tales trace its origins. Folktales use natural surroundings and animals for characters and context, and animals take on good and bad human characteristics. Many folktales depict an unjust situation that is remedied by a child, often with the help of a benevolent spirit or some old woman. Misfortune befalls culprits. The Jola proverb, “However long a stick is in the river, it cannot become a crocodile,” shows that non-Jola will always be considered outsiders.

The rich body of narratives in Balanta society recount their history through ceremonies and rituals, including songs, stories, myths, oral traditions, and jokes. Stories capture cultural changes in lifestyle. Village stories recount origins of names, cuisines, farming and food preparation techniques, ethnic rivalry, and a racial hierarchy. Oral traditions attribute the exodus of Balanta from central Guinea-Bissau to their rejection of the methods of the Portuguese colonial regime. They recount tensions between politically dominant and slave-raiding Mandinga and Balanta who retreated into stockade compounds on isolated lowlands that favored paddy-rice production. The Balanta replaced sharply carved wooden shovel-type plows with metal-tipped digging tools in the 18th century, whereas the Manjaco started affixing metal tips to their digging tools sometime after 1450. As yams became less important in the Balanta diet, histories about them appear to have faded from the oral record; in contrast, Bejaa hierarchical political structures link them to the Kaaba and Mandinga with whom they share the Islamic faith and dress codes. The story of the “Ants of Filim” recalls Balanta ambushes on the weak and vulnerable. At an elder’s funeral, mourners play the drum (choro) and reenact the abduction of a passerby and hold them captive. Some tales recall the coming of the babm hath, white or mulatto settlers in the region. In one tale, God gave whites the pen but condemned blacks to work because they were greedy. Oral narratives also explain the status of ethnic relations and compounds. Narratives attribute the planning of mango and citrus, for shade and fruit, to European influence.

Media

The popularity of radio broadcasts is due to high illiteracy rates. The media plays a role in civil engagement. Broadcast media includes commercial and state radio, newspapers, magazines, reports, official bulletins, and information leaflets, with an increase in Internet hosts, which numbered 86 in 2011and users at 37,100 in 2009.

The Conselho Nacional de Communicacao Social (CNCS) regulates the press in Guinea-Bissau including the Banobero, Comdev Negocios, Correio-Bissau, Diario de Bissau, Expresso de Bissau, Fraskera, Gazeta de Noticias, Journal No Pintcha, Kansare, Ultima Hora, Voz de Bissau, and Wandan. Private newspapers include Diario de Bissau, Gazeta de Noticias, Correio de Bissau, Radio Pidjiquiti, Banobero, and Fraskera. That printing is done in government printing houses adds to the tenuousness of publication schedules and coverage.

Guinea-Bissau’s television stations include the state-owned TV station and a second station Radio e Televisao de Portugal (RTP) Africa, operated by Portuguese public broadcasters, and the Televisao da de Guine-Bissau (RTGB). Employees of the state-controlled RTGB have been on strikes for poor or irregular pay.

Radio is the major social media with wider outreach because of high illiteracy rates, the use of local languages, the ease and low cost of purchasing radios and batteries, the mobility of receivers, and collective listening through a single radio set. Radio Freedom broadcasted on behalf of the PAIGC during Portuguese rule during the war of independence. Radio Televisão Portuguesa Africa (RTP/Africa) and Rádio Sintchã Oco broadcast from Bissau. Other radio stations include Radio Difusao Nacional da Republica de Guine-Bissau, Radio Bafata, Radio Bombolom, Radio Joven, Radio Mavegro, and Radio Pindjiguiti. Foreign agencies include LUSA, the Portuguese news agency, and Radio Mavegro, a private commercial station that carries the British Broadcasting Corporation. The government does not restrict Internet access but its outreach is limited. Guinea-Bissau’s has one state-owned Radio Nacional, several private radio stations, and four community radio stations: Voz de Quelele, Jovem, Djalicunda, and Sol Mansi. Independent radio stations include Radio Bombolom FM. Foreign broadcasts of the Guinea, Senegal, and Cuba are heard in Guinea-Bissau.

The Guinea-Bissau Community Radios National Network oversees about 28 community radios spread throughout the country’s nine administrative regions. During the war of independence, the Portuguese used Radio Bissau to denounce the revolutionary PAIGC. In 1949, while on holiday, Cabral launched a series of radio talks on geophysical aspects of Cape Verde. In 1994, Radio Voz de Quelele helped combat the cholera epidemic in Quelele of Bissau with messages on individual and collective hygiene. Reflective of historical trends, community radios are a tool for unity and social cohesion as well as national propaganda. They provide a common space for discussion and a range of issues for a wide range of audiences. Community radios air messages on family matters and events, cultural events and activities, political propaganda, entertainment events and festivities, and health campaigns. Since they are managed by an NGO, community radios are relatively independent of political party interests. However, journalists, editors, publishers, and broadcasters in both public and private media face harassment for allegedly subversive activities. In September 2013, the government interrogated Justino Sa of Radio Bombolom for exposing the bloated staff in the military.

Political suppression, as much as self-censorship among media professionals, limits media outreach. Community radios face other challenges, such as lack of trained and stable workforce labor; poor and limited equipment as well as financial shortages; persecution by autocratic governments and access to licenses; disparities in media access in rural areas; and women’s exclusion from knowledge. In 2003, the Community Communication and Information Support Center (CAICC) created the National Initiative on Mobile Training for Community Radios in Guinea-Bissau to provide technical and financial support.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Nairobi

Major Cities: Nairobi, Mombasa, Nakuru, Eldoret, Kisumu

Population: 45 million (July 2014 est.)

Languages: Kisawahili (official), English (official), Kikuyu, Luo, Lakuya, Nandi, Kamba

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Kikuyu (22 percent); Luhya (14 percent); Luo (13 percent); Kalenjin (12 percent); Kamba (11 percent); other African (including among others, Maasai, Mijikenda, Samburu, Somali, Swahili, and Turkana) (27 percent); non-African (Arab, Asian, and European) (1 percent)

Religions: Christianity (including Protestantism, 47 percent; Roman Catholicism, 23 percent); Islam (12 percent); African Traditional Religions (2 percent); other (2 percent)



Introduction

Around 4 million years ago Australopithecine hominids already lived in East Africa. Four different hominids lived in the region around 1.8 million years ago. Before 1000 CE, Bantu-speaking agriculturalists moved into East Africa from the west. Around 700–800 CE, early Swahili towns arose in the region, and Islam spread under the influence of Arabs who lived and traded up and down the East African coast. In 1331, Ibn Battuta, a traveler from Morocco, visited the Swahili coast and wrote of his travels there. In 1415, the Chinese admiral Zheng He visited the Swahili coast and is recorded to have taken a giraffe as a gift to the Ming Dynasty emperor, Yong’lo. In 1498, the Portuguese sea captain Vasco da Gama sailed around the Cape of Good Hope to the Mombasa-Malindi coast from where the Arab pilot Ahmad ibn Majid guided him to India. The Portuguese constructed Fort Jesus at Mombasa in 1593 and for a century ruled the coast. In 1696, Swahili and Omani Arabs began a siege of Fort Jesus and 33 months later drove the Portuguese from Mombasa.

In 1888, the Imperial British East Africa Company, acting under a royal charter, began to trade and establish a British presence in Kenya. On July 1, 1895, the British established the British East Africa Protectorate; three years later the protectorate was divided into Kenya and Uganda. In 1899, the Uganda Railway, which was being constructed from the coast, reached Nairobi. In the early 1900s, white settlers from Britain and elsewhere followed the railway and began to establish farms in the Central Highlands. In 1915, hundreds of Kenyans were conscripted into the Carrier Corps and sent to Europe where, under harsh conditions, they carried the army’s food, ammunition, and medical supplies onto the battlefields of World War I. Also in 1915, the colonial government introduced the kipande, a pass system that controlled the movement and work of Africans. In 1921, opposition to the appropriation of African land for white settlement was organized by Harry Thuku; he was arrested a year later and remained in jail for nine years. In 1923, the British government issued the Devonshire White Paper, which declared that Kenya was primarily an African country. In 1925, the British introduced local native councils for each ethnic group, a move that effectively created an official divide and rule strategy. In 1940, the colonial government banned a number of ethnically based associations and arrested their leaders. In 1944, the Kenya African Union was formed to campaign for independence, and the first African was appointed to the Legislative Council. In 1952, the violent Mau Mau Rebellion erupted causing the declaration of a state of emergency in Kenya. The Mau Mau uprising was not finally suppressed unitil 1956. The state of emergency ended in 1960 and a plan was announced to move Kenya toward majority African rule.

In 1961, Jomo Kenyatta, who had been jailed in 1953 as the leader of the Mau Mau and had been under house arrest since 1959, was freed and took over as president of the Kenya African National Union (KANU). In 1963, KANU won national elections, and on December 12 Kenya became independent with Kenyatta as prime minister. Kenya became a republic in 1964, and Kenyatta was elected the country’s first president. In 1977, Kenya banned hunting and in 1989 the country banned all trade in endangered animals, alive or dead, including ivory. President Kenyatta died in office in 1978 and the Vice President Daniel arap Moi became president, serving for three terms until 2002. In 1982, Kenya became a one-party state and in August of that year the Air Force attempted an unsuccessful coup. Between 1987 and 1992, opposition groups were suppressed and international criticism mounted against Kenya over political arrests and human rights abuses.

In 1998, bombs exploded at the U.S. Embassy in Nairobi and also in Dar es Salaam; the bombs killed and wounded hundreds of people, the majority of them Kenyans and Tanzanians. In 2002, the opposition National Rainbow Coalition won an overwhelming victory with a majority in Parliament; Mwai Kibaki was elected Kenya’s third president. In 2007, after a fierce political battle between two candidates, Raila Odinga, a Luo, and the incumbent Kibaki, a Kikuyu, Kibaki was reelected and brutal ethnic violence flared across many parts of the country. In a political compromise of sorts, Odinga became prime minister. In 2013, Uhuru Kenyatta, the son of the late Jomo Kenyatta, was elected president.

Geography

Kenya’s 582,650 square kilometers, or 224,961 square miles, is about the size of France, or similar to the size of the four Midwestern states that border Lake Michigan: Wisconsin, Illinois, Indiana, and Michigan. Five major regions made up of plains, highlands, and mountains give definition to its landscape. Beginning from the eastern coastal plain and the shore of the Indian Ocean, the land rises first to a drier savanna and then to the fertile and bountiful Central Highlands. The Central Highlands abruptly end at the escarpment of the Great Rift Valley, which divides the country from north to south. The Western Highlands begin on the other side of the Great Rift and continue until the land descends to the shore of Lake Victoria. The fifth region, the largest and making up perhaps as much as 70 percent of Kenya’s landmass, is the arid and semiarid plateau and lowlands of the country’s north and northeast. Because it receives less than 20 inches of rainfall per annum, this expansive region is home to less than 2 percent of the population who, as pastoralists, exist by raising livestock.
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A view of the Great Rift Valley from Kamandura, Kenya. Created by the relentless spreading apart of three tectonic plates, the Great Rift Valley extends from as far north as Lebanon to as far south as Southern Africa. The fertile lands of the valley have long been a point of contention amongst Kenya’s ethnic groups. (Miroslav Liska/ Dreamstime.com)


The Great Rift Valley

The Great Rift Valley began forming more than 20 million years ago, when volcanoes, earthquakes, and the shifting or faulting of tectonic plates created a great land trench. It extends from Syria in the north, down the Red Sea and south into Africa, where it splits into western and eastern branches, with the latter continuing south to Mozambique. Marked by high escarpments on each side, the valley floor contains the many lakes of Ethiopia and East Africa; in Kenya lakes Victoria, Turkana, Baringo, Naivasha, and Nakuru; and further south the very deep lakes of Tanganyika and Malawi. These freshwater lakes are ecologically diverse and while they provide drinking water, food, and livelihoods for millions of people, not to mention wildlife, they are today under threat from pollution, overfishing, invasive species, and loss of surrounding habitat due to development.



The Central and Western Highlands are the heart of Kenya. With rich volcanic soil, and receiving rainfall of 30 inches or more, they are densely populated with farmers on smallholdings growing beans and maize, and plantations cultivating tea, coffee, and cut flowers for export. The Central Highlands include Mount Kenya (5,199 meters/17,057 feet), the highest point in Kenya, and, north of Lake Victoria in the Western Highlands, Mount Elgon (4,321 meters/14,177 feet). Yet with only 10–15 percent of the country’s land arable, the competition for land is fierce. Adding to this are the challenges resulting from deforestation, soil erosion, desertification, and urban and industrial water pollution.

People and Ethnicity

A country of now over 40 million people, Kenya is composed of 42 different ethnic groups. They range in size from the Kikuyu, who make up the largest percentage of the population at 22 percent, to the Elmolo, who are the smallest with only around 300 individuals. The ethnic groups of a significant size (Kikuyu, Luhya, Luo, Kalenjin, Kamba, Kisii, and Meru) are not as well known as some of the country’s other peoples, such as the Maasai, Swahili, or Somali. Yet, all told, these latter groups make up only about 2 percent of the population. Other non-African populations, for example, Asian, European, and Arab, make up only 1 percent.

Despite popular cultural representations that suggest today’s named groups have always been in Kenya, we know from historians that ethnic boundaries are permeable. People as individuals and groups have moved in and out of different societies as dictated by circumstances including drought, famine, and disease. Oral tradition documents how many “tribes” are formations of more recent times, and especially when Britain’s colonial administrators kept peoples apart in order to stop raiding, while at the same time they aggravated ethnic enmity by impeding trade, intermarriage, and other relationships that ameliorated difference.

Recognized as “ethnicity” by scholars, Kenyans speak of “tribalism.” These divisions remain a powerful force in national politics. The optimism generated in the 1990s by multiparty politics and democracy came crashing down following the December 2007 national election. Reports of fraud and vote rigging unleashed ethnic clashes that left hundreds dead and many thousands dislocated from what had been the increasingly multiethnic communities in which they lived.

Languages

Each of the many ethnic groups that make up the country often speaks their own language. These languages come from four of the major language families found in Africa. Three of the four language families, Afro-Asiatic, Niger-Congo, and Nilo-Saharan, are found in Kenya today; the fourth family, Khoisan, is not. While some languages that come from the same family may be partially intelligible to each other, those from different families are not. Kiswahili and English are the country’s official national languages, with the former the most widely spoken. Understood and used by people from across the country, regardless of ethnic affiliation, it has the potential to be a unifier of people. However, ethnic mother-tongue languages are used widely especially in rural areas and at social functions that revolve around cultural traditions.

The earliest presence of languages in Kenya is found in those people who speak languages classified as Eastern Cushitic, a branch found within Afro-Asiatic. These include the Somali and Rendille, who today herd camels and cattle on the arid northern and eastern plains of the country, and the smaller communities of Elmolo on the shores of lake Turkana, the Boni on the coast, and the Okiek (also called Ndorobo) in the highland forests. When in the first millennium CE Bantu-language speakers of the Congo-Niger family entered the region, they were able to dominate the Eastern Cushitic speakers with their iron-age technology. With the knowledge of how to smelt iron and forge iron tools, they cleared land for cultivation. Ancestors of the third major language family, Nilo-Saharan speakers came into the region from the north and northwest some 3,000 or 4,000 years ago. Some of these migrant cattle-herders survived the environmental changes and diseases that have impacted the region and were able to maintain their existence as pastoralists. Today the Maasai, Samburu, and Turkana are among the communities who speak Nilo-Saharan languages and continue to herd. Others, such as the Luo and Kalenjin peoples, took up agriculture, and still others were absorbed, just as some Eastern Cushitic speaker were, by Bantu-language groups.

Today the largest number of speakers of Bantu languages are the Kikuyu, the Luhya, and the Kamba, who, respectively, make up 22 percent, 13 percent, and 11 percent of the country’s population. The Nilotic-speaking Luo and the Kalenjin speakers make up 11 and 10 percent of the population, and the rest of Kenya’s people are found in smaller communities.

A recent development has been the creation of a new language, Sheng, a slang used by Kenyan youth. Sheng is an urban phenomenon that originated among youth from different parts of the country who found themselves tossed together in the slums surrounding Nairobi. As slang it provided a means of private communication, for young people to talk with each other so their parents couldn’t understand them. Derived from Swahili with English and words from other languages, it is constantly evolving. If one looked for a dictionary of Sheng in the late 1990s, none was to be found. Recently an attempt was made to produce one, but by the time it was published it was out of date. It is said that Sheng vocabulary, because it is used to have secretive conversations, can change every few months, even weekly. Today Sheng may be seeing some standardization as it has grown from only being spoken to having a written form that appears on billboards, in comic books, and on radio and in public service announcements.

Religion

With more than 40 different ethnic groups, Kenyans predictably do not share a single religious tradition or practice. Predominantly Christian (82.5 percent), Kenya has a significant Muslim population (11.1 percent), with a decreasing number of Traditionalists (1.6 percent). Less than 2 percent are categorized as “other” and include practitioners of Hinduism, Sikhism, and Jainism, whose roots, as with those of Islam, are found in the early Indian Ocean traders and more recently the laborers who built the Uganda Railway from the coast to Lake Victoria and then stayed.

Those who follow traditional religious practices can also include Christians and Muslims, who at particular times of extreme stress or anxiety may turn to Traditional customs recognized as propitious. It is often pressure from certain family members that will push consideration of such an option. This ambiguity in religious practice is not unique to Kenya but can be found in societies across the globe where Traditional beliefs still have meaning. In some cases people will turn to a diviner-healer (e.g., Maasai: laibon; Borana and Gabbra: qaalluu; Turkana: aakuj) who is asked to identify the cause of an illness, ailment, or to absolve a moral or social behavior that has contravened customary law. The remedy could be an herbal medicine. Similarly, the death of livestock in large numbers or a famine due to drought may suggest that a transgression has occurred that requires a corrective action, such as the ritual slaughter of an animal, perhaps an ox, sheep, or goat.

In some of these Traditional belief systems, the ancestors play a significant role. Ancestors are not worshipped but rather are understood to be actors who continue to have influence in matters of everyday life. As a result, it is necessary to keep the ancestors happy, often by offering a gift. Such gifts include spilling a small amount of beer on the ground or tossing a pinch of tobacco on a fire before a meeting of elders. The overall impact of these efforts is to help maintain communal harmony and unity. The importance placed on these community values is more difficult to maintain within the context of Western religions, where the emphasis is on individual salvation.

Misleading is the notion that Traditional religious belief systems are always based on the worship of multiple gods. This is not the case across most of Kenya. Going by a plethora of different names (e.g., Maasai and Samburu: Ngai; Cushitic-speakers: Waq; Kipsigis: Asis), many societies identify with a single god. While not omnipresent, this god is found in the sky and can be summoned as needed for both community purposes from good rain, bountiful harvest, and protection from enemies, to the more individualized hopes for the healthy birth of children, calves, and lambs.

The Muslim population (11–12 percent, some estimates place this number as high as 30 percent) is found across the country with the largest numbers found at the coast, where Islam is said to have first arrived from the Arabian Peninsula possibly as early as the ninth century. The Sunni branch of Islam is dominant; various Shiite sects are also found, but in Kenya they make up a minority of believers. Among the most numerous is the Ismaili community, who are followers of a hereditary imam called the Aga Khan. Among the richest businessmen in the world, these leaders are well known for their generous philanthropy and strong commitment to health, education (including women), and rural development.

Muslim communities in the interior of the country date to the 19th century when traders led caravans from the coast carrying cloth, beads, and metal wire, and returning with ivory and slaves. Later in the century, these merchants were critical to the expansion of the British colonial administration, providing guides, bearers, armed retainers, domestic servants, and cooks. Islam grew and spread from this privileged position, as the British established bases and administrative centers around which towns developed and expanded. However, with the building of the Uganda Railway and the establishment of Nairobi, first as a railhead of workshops, later a town, and then a city, the significance of Mombasa and Islam declined, replaced by Christian missions. With towns and communities of believers came mosques, and with mosques came Koranic schools, where children learn to read, recite, and write the Koran. With establishment of public schools, attendance at the Koranic schools shifted to afternoons and weekends, allowing Muslim students to attend both. The freedom of religion is affirmed as a fundamental right in the Kenyan constitution, and this principle was maintained when the new constitution was approved in 2010. This also allows the Khadi’s courts that have operated in Kenya for centuries to administer sharia law, but with jurisdiction limited largely to matters of marriage and inheritance, and only when both parties are professing Muslims and agree to the court having authority. With significant support from Saudi Arabia and other countries in the Middle East, mosques and Koranic schools have been expanded and renewed, new ones built, and clinics and hospitals given major financial support. The challenge today has been the development of an aggressive form of Islam particularly in the northeast of the country on the border with the failed state of Somalia, where radicalized groups are able to operate due to continued instability.

Christianity is intimately linked to colonialism. Roman Catholicism initially came with the Portuguese in the late 15th century, Protestantism with the British in the second half of the 19th century. Some local communities found advantages in conversion—materialistically, socially, and politically—motivated by opportunities for education and jobs, later avoidance of colonial labor, and then access to land. More generally though, missions put a strain on traditional cultural practices. Many customs that were fundamental to a society’s functioning, from polygamy and the role of ancestors to burial practices and initiation rituals, were morally reprehensible to most missionaries, including seemingly mundane matters of dress, drumming, and dancing. Conversion necessitated abandoning all such practices and ultimately led to controversy and division within communities. The circumstances were different for different communities and depended a great deal on the historical situation and the local mission’s doctrinal interpretation and cultural tolerance. For example, the Scottish Presbyterians and Church of England Anglicans were distinct from the African Inland Mission with its roots in American evangelicalism. In present-day Kenya both Protestant Christianity (47 percent) and Roman Catholicism (23 percent) find themselves in competition with fast-growing independent “spiritual” churches (12 percent). Because of the prominent role played by the Holy Spirit, including the laying on of hands for healing and “speaking in tongues” (glossolalia), these lively and enthusiastic churches are often called Pentecostal, although they are not directly linked to Western Pentecostalism. The importance of unity and fellowship found among Kenyan believers and the strong leadership of churches of every denomination has made them some of the loudest advocates for democracy and most vocal critics of corruption.

Social Customs

Kenyan cultures have long practiced customs that mark the change in one’s status. These “rites of passage” include birth, initiation, marriage, and death. The transition that ritually and symbolically marks the change from childhood to adulthood is a widely marked rite of passage. In many non-African cultures, a particular birthday signifies the transition from childhood to adulthood. For some cultures in the United States the age of 15 has particular significance (called quinceañera). For others it is age 16 (eligibility to drive a car), 18 (to join the military), or 21 (legally drink alcoholic beverages). Historically in Africa, however, a distinction has been made between one’s social age and biological age. This is because it is more important in the eyes of one’s community that an individual has been through the necessary rituals that result in recognition of the social category of adulthood and thus is prepared for the rights and responsibilities that are associated with this new social status and active participation in adult life.


Legio Maria Church

Members of African independent churches are easily recognized by the banners under which they process and gather to worship on Saturdays and Sundays, and the distinctive clothing, head scarves, and sashes they wear. The Legio Maria Church in Kenya is such an independent church, with followers who wear clerical robes of black, green, and white. They believe both Jesus Christ and Mary lived among them in the southwest of Kenya in South Nyzana. Materially poor, believers live in a close-knit community where they follow strictrules that prohibit blasphemy, alcohol, tobacco, and adultery, while prayerfully waiting for the afterlife when everything will be theirs. Their origins date to the early 1960s, when Gaudensia Aoko, who claimed to be a reincarnation of Mary, experienced a vision that instructed her to preach the word of God, and cofounder Simeo Ondeto, who also had prophetic visions, was said to be a second coming of Jesus. Although a break-away from the Roman Catholic Church, this million-member church has nevertheless adopted aspects of its hierarchy, including calling its leader “pope.”



These ritual initiations serve the purpose of education and are typically conducted in a location that is isolated from everyday life. The temporary construction of a separate initiation enclosure not only symbolically separates a child from his or her mother’s home, but physically takes the initiate away from other family members and playmates, including particular clothing or adornment that is worn by a child. In the same way it can be seen to denote an individual’s symbolic death and rebirth. Guided by community elders (males for males and females for females), initiates go through physical and psychological challenges designed to prepare them for their new status and the community’s recognition of this new standing. At the same time, because such initiations take place for groups of young men or groups of women, they build bonds of friendship based on cooperation and the common experiences of suffering and learning together.

Associated with this change in status has been a physical change, which in Kenya is mainly associated with circumcision for males and genital mutilation for females. For females the transition has characteristically been from being a girl directly to being a wife. Their guidance has been for their multiple roles as wife and mother, and all the tasks generally associated with these roles, from preparing and growing food to raising children. For males the transition is typically from child to junior warrior in a series of transitions that ultimately ends in elderhood. Historically this group formation was to prepare these young warriors to defend the community, and especially in the case of Kenya’s many herding peoples (e.g., Maasai, Samburu, Rendille) to protect their livestock herds, or recoup or increase the herds through raiding.

Today, much of this has or is undergoing dramatic change. Increasing numbers of people are living in urban communities, more children are attending school with school calendars limiting time for the isolation of youth in initiation sites for extended periods; and both government regulation and social pressure have altered circumcision practices, including procedures being performed in hospitals and clinics rather than by traditional practitioners.

Another feature associated with a person’s social position is the wearing of bracelets, necklaces, head ornaments, and other kinds of adornment. While this is associated with an element of looking nice, it also plays a significant role in distinguishing social grouping and status; it can also serve to differentiate ethnicity. Beads have been a feature of life for thousands of years, whether from bone, stone, plant and tree seeds, seashells, ostrich eggshell, or glass. They have been worn as earrings, necklaces, bracelets, anklets, waistbands, and headpieces. However, as social markers they must often be “read” in combination. In some locations, for example, women continue to wear necklaces with a particular type of earring that indicate their eligibility to marriage. To wear any other kind of necklace or earring would cause confusion. Some colors also denote particular sections within an ethnic group, but these are not timeless and especially the color of beads has changed according to availability.


Initiation into Adulthood

Initiation ceremonies have been a long tradition and custom to signify the transition from a child to manhood or womanhood. For males this been marked by circumcision, but for females, although the term circumcision has also been used, it is more correctly identified as female genital mutilation (FGM). Although the practice has never been done with the intention of harming the girl, the fact is that it does. Controversy around the practice is not new; challenges from Christian missionaries began in the early twentieth century. More recently, from its cultural context, it has been demonized and become a cause célèbre of North Americans and Europeans. The government has also been actively trying to pass laws and change the practice, including arresting parents. However, such cultural changes come slowly, especially in rural communities, where an uninitiated girl cannot marry properly and will be shunned. Increasingly, though, it is among women themselves, supported by NGOs and education about women’s health, that campaigns for changing this practice have been most effective, with a shift in emphasis from the actual initiation to the period of instruction that has always followed initiation.




Age-Grades and Age-Sets

In many societies the tradition has been for a group of youth to be initiated at the same time. In such societies when a group passes from one social category to another, called age-grades, they do so as an identified group with a distinct name. The age-grades these named groups pass through are culturally defined stages of life. The process is like ascending the steps of a ladder, with each grade conferring a particular status with specific responsibilities and privileges. The common age-grades a male youth passes through are from a youth to warrior, and later from a warrior to elder, often with different categories dividing these grades further, such as junior and senior warriors and junior and senior elders. As the passage from one grade to the next occurs ritually for the entire group, it results in a close bonding that values cooperation over individual action. It also signals expected behavior so that where warriors will display assertiveness, elders will demonstrate reserve and patient judgment; as elders they are, after all, now the community’s leaders.



Lifestyle and Leisure

The lifestyle of Kenyans and much of the way they spend their leisure is the same way people around the world spend their time. They go to work, whether in a factory, school, or on a farm. They enjoy days off, on the weekend, on national or religious holidays. They attend worship, and they participate in community festivals and ceremonies from initiation to marriage and funerals, with celebratory music, dance, and food. They tell stories, read books, play games and sports, go the cinema, and drink coffee and beer. Nevertheless, life is not easy.

The focus for children is education. What they learn as their “work,” whether in a schoolhouse, on a farm, or scrub grassland, is critical to their future. A Kenyan child (male and female) spends on average 11 years in school. Because of the importance Kenyans give to education, the country has reached a literacy rate of nearly 88 percent. Further, with over 60 percent of Kenyans under the age of 24 (the number over age 55 is only 5.5 percent) it is not surprising that school is a center of their lives. This is true even for those from rural areas and living on plains of the semiarid north and northeast. For the vast majority of parents, education is seen not only as the best avenue to success, but the only one.

Free primary education (fees were abolished by legislative act in 2003) has resulted in nearly universal education with 9 out of 10 children who are under the age of 11 attending school. Nevertheless education is expensive. This is because free education does not mean school comes without cost, and these costs are high for families living in or on the edge of poverty. Paying for school uniforms is a more or less understood necessity that parents struggle to pay for. What frustrates and increasingly incenses parents is the payment of unofficial fees, charges that are imposed for everything from a “signing-on” to have a place at school, to end-of-year exam and end-of-year “desk washing” fees. As reported, these fees do not go to improve teaching materials or school facilities, but rather to enrich school administrators. Educators are not paid well, and in the past elementary schoolteachers have been the lowest paid civil servants in the country. In spite of the fact that many teachers don’t regularly show up to teach or even moonlight at other jobs, the roads across the country, paved and unpaved, are full of kids heading every morning, midday, and late afternoon to and from school.

The challenge remains, even if and when a young person manages to finish secondary school, which can be a rare accomplishment in many neighborhoods and regions, of finding a job or a place at university. The challenge of finding employment is simply because even with modest economic growth the numbers coming on to the job market cannot be matched by new jobs. University places have increased with the development of new universities and the expansion of existing ones; however, with the massive increase in numbers attending school as a result of making education more widely accessible, most reports suggest standards have not be maintained and learning levels are low. The result at all levels of education has been a significant growth in the number of private schools, which of course charge tuition, which again goes back to the issue of cost.

Costs, for education or other special needs, are often met by mutual aid, whether through extended family members or other relatives, or harambee, a community appeal. The term, which is said to be derived from the Swahili Aaaaa-mbee, a work-gang cry translated as “Ready—push!” took on a new life in the 1960s when its central message, “Let’s pull together,” became something of a national motto (Hill 1991). As a social and political tool it was used to raise funds from individuals and groups to improve literacy, fight disease, and lessen poverty. In the countryside it raised money to build schools, health clinics, nurseries, community and youth centers, and even to build bridges and access roads. In the years immediately following independence these harambee efforts, to which politicians were expected to be major contributors, helped the government meet the expectations that were anticipated with this new freedom. More recently, harambee is used by families to raise needed funds for everything from wedding expenses to sending a student off to the United States or United Kingdom to attend university.

Employment

Kenya’s economy exists in and between two extremes represented by pastoralists herding livestock in the north, and business executives in Nairobi and Mombasa working in thoroughly globalized settings. Once a model of capitalism and entrepreneurial endeavors, Kenya’s economy had been the envy of its neighbors with real growth in industry and manufacturing. But growth slowed and agriculture, where 75 percent of Kenyans work, came to dominate. Tea and coffee, fruits, vegetables, and cut flowers are the dominant cash crops of this sector, with beans, maize, and other vegetables grown on family farms for local consumption. These same agricultural products are the basis of the manufacturing sector, from processing and canning to making and bottling soft drinks and beer. Twenty-five percent of workers are employed in manufacturing, industry, and mining, including the quarrying of limestone, salt, and soda ash used in manufacturing and industry, such as the production of glass, the chemical bonding of certain dyes, and in water softening and decalcification. Lake Magadi is the world’s second largest source of soda ash.
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Tourists enjoy wildlife on the Maasai Mara. Kenya’s rich flora and fauna provide ample opportunity for ecotourism. Many Kenyans have entered the tourism industry in order to enhance their livelihoods. (NaturSports/Dreamstime.com)

Yet agriculture and manufacturing are not the mainstay of the economy. Rather it is the service sector, such as banks, hotels, restaurants, and especially those supporting the billion-dollar tourist industry that provides key employment of Kenyan workers. Whether for the beaches at the coast or game parks of the interior, Kenya is well known by people from around the world as a holiday destination. Employment ranges from keeping tourists safe and happy with their accommodation, food, game viewing, and time in the sun, sand, and water, to keeping Kenyans satisfied that what is good for the tourist is good for them. Conservation measures applauded by much of the world, for example stopping hunting and poaching of wildlife, still finds elephants wandering outside of national parks eating people’s crops and destroying trees and water lines.

Just as the future of Kenya’s service sector requires finding a balance between wildlife and marine life conservation for future generations and this generation’s need for land from which to make a living, so too does protecting the environment more broadly. Grassroots conservation efforts have begun to have an impact, with the greatest attention being given to this effort by the Green Belt Movement, founded in 1977 by Nobel Peace Prize recipient Wangari Maathai. From their more than 3,000 tree nurseries, millions of seedlings are distributed each year to schools, churches, and small farms resulting in millions of trees being planted across Kenya by tens of thousands of households. This effort has been particularly important in raising awareness of the relationship between trees, firewood, and the environment, since so many families are still reliant on charcoal for cooking. From the extent to which pesticides and fertilizer on large-scale farms that grow cash crops impact water quality, to continued deforestation and water pollution by urban and industrial waste, the challenges are staggering. And this doesn’t even begin to take into account the impact of climate change.

The other serious challenge to the economy is the rampant corruption and exploitation that has individuals profiting hugely at the expense of both the economy and the population. The extent of corruption, which the government even makes overtures to tackle, has made investment by foreign corporations less and less attractive. As the rich get richer, and resentment grows, it is sometimes suggested that the only growth industry is in building higher walls around their homes and the employment of security guards to protect them. This disparity is evident in the significant growth of the informal and underground economy that includes both legal and illegal activities. In this sector can be found everything from the manufacture and sale of homemade beverages and furniture to roadside stalls selling food and tourist curios.

More optimistically, the most recent development, one that has the real potential to significantly impact the country’s economy and employment and also possibly result in new investment, is the information communication technology sector. For example, mobile telecommunications have already significantly impacted banking, with as many as 56 percent of Kenyans making and receiving payments using their mobile phones and an app called “M-Pesa” (Mobile Money) introduced in 2007. Yet none of this will help without a stable political situation and a lessening of the corruption that has plagued Kenya for decades. So long as good management is undermined for personal gain, investment is diverted into personal back accounts and not used for its intended purposes, and politicians find it useful to keep ethnic tensions simmering, even the spirit of the country’s 50th Independence Anniversary slogan, “Let’s Move Together” (Pamaoja Twasonga Mbele), will remain elusive.


Wangari Maathai (1940–2011)

Wangari Maathai, environmental and pro democracy activist, was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004 for her contributions to “sustainable development, democracy and peace.” Born in rural Kenya, Maathai earned a BA degree in biology in Kansas, an MA at the University of Pittsburgh, PA, and a doctorate from the University of Nairobi where she was also professor of veterinary medicine. Her rural upbringing and education made her particularly conscious of the environment, which led to the founding of the Green Belt Movement. Her seemingly simple act of encouraging community tree planting brought opposition from the government as this conflicted with the government’s plan to resettle poor farmers on forest land. The continued destruction of Kenya’s forests had resulted in less than 2 percent forest cover being left when scientists had recommended the country maintain 10 percent to help stave off drought and famine. Along with organizing rural women to become active decision makers to influence public policy, she ran for and was elected to Parliament in 2002 and served until 2007, including as minster for Environment and Natural Resources.



Despite the optimism the digital age may bring to Kenya’s future, its population structure remains a major deterrent to potential gains. The country’s median age is 19.1 and while the population growth rate has fallen to 2.11 percent, the fertility rate remains at 3.54, among the highest in the world. This makes it nearly impossible to keep up job creation for the increasing numbers of graduates from secondary school and university, not to mention health care and other social services, even in a highly effective economic system.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Relationships are the key to understanding the role and nature of the family in Kenyan society. Families consisting of a mother, father, and children, a nuclear family, is one type, but so too is an extended family made up of a number of such families. Similarly one wife is not the only sort of recognized marriage arrangement; a man having more than one wife (polygamy) is another. Indeed, the Marriage Act of 2014 legalized polygamous marriages in order to bring the law into line with the customs and value systems already practiced in a number of traditional cultures and the Muslim community. Thus, knowing who is related to whom and how is important, and so too is recognizing what the responsibilities are associated with each relationship.

Whereas members of nuclear families interact with other nuclear families, members of an extended family interact and share hospitality as a group. They participate in rituals together and in times of need they provide and/or receive mutual assistance, creating a greater sense of solidarity among members. Often the close ties people share in such families are reflected in the terms by which members call each other. Children may call all aunts on their mothers’ side of the family “mother” and the uncles on their father’s side of the family “father,” and thus call all the children of these relatives “sister” and “brother.” Typically at least one set of grandparents will also be found living as part of an extended family. Because most Kenyan ethnic groups are patrilineal, meaning inheritance passes through the male line, a bride at marriage will generally move out of the home of her parent’s and into the home of her husband and his family.

Women are the backbone of the household and also the rural economy, providing the largest measure of labor at the village level. In addition to caring for children, they weed, plant, and harvest on the farm, collect and carry home water and firewood, and go to market. In urban areas they are under the same stresses and pressures faced by women in Asia, Europe, and North and South America, who work outside the home and yet are still expected to do all the work inside the home. In many communities men may have historically played a larger participatory role, but when forced into the cash economy during the colonial period in order to pay “hut” and “poll” taxes, and purchase the trade goods that were increasingly attractive, the role of women was fundamentally altered. This was especially the case when men, unable to take their wives and families with them, took up employment on white-owned farms or moved to the towns and cities for jobs.

Whether in a nuclear family or an extended family, when a marriage is negotiated, the family that is losing a female member, the bride, should be compensated. This is called bride-wealth, not bride-price. A bride is not being sold but rather her family is being compensated for its loss of labor, and, just as importantly, a broad set of new relationships are being established. In a culturally recognized way, this allows each party to call upon the other when in need of help, assistance, or support. To expand this network of relationships still further, marriage also takes place across ethnic lines, which can improve matters between hostile communities and facilitate trade. In many traditional societies, men, if they had the means to disburse the necessary bride-wealth, would take on multiple wives. In this area, customary law is being codified.


Bride-Wealth in Herding Societies

The transfer of livestock as bride-wealth as part of the marriage arrangement was not only about the bride receivers (groom’s family) compensating the bride givers’ family for the loss of labor suffered with the departure of a daughter, but also about establishing relationships that, given the harsh environment in which pastoralists live, were often critical to the long-term survival of the family. In some societies, for example the Samburu and Rendille, the number of head of stock being transferred is culturally prescribed; eight head of cattle and eight camels respectively, and a negotiated number of sheep and goats. These transfers of stock are not passed exclusively to the father of the bride, but rather to any number of the bride’s male relatives, because each transferred animal represents the establishment of a personal relationship that allows each party to call upon the other when in the future they may be in need of assistance. Further, since it was unusual for a single individual to be wealthy enough to own so many animals as to be able to transfer the bride-wealth on his own, a groom would need to borrow animals from his brothers and uncles, reinforcing still more relationships through the exchange of animals. Cast in a historical context, the conveying of animals over time kept alive relationships that could be called upon when stock died due to drought or disease or were stolen or lost to raiding. Also, since these animals were not all transferred at once, it led many herders to say that because requests for animals from the wife’s family, especially for sheep and goats, can seem never ending, they refer to bride-wealth as the “rubbish heap.” Yet, it was these ongoing requests, made reciprocally, that kept the relationships strong and active.



Under the 2014 Marriage Act, marriage of more than one wife does not require the consent of the first wife, which was previously the norm, if not the actual practice in customary marriages. The new act now entitles a wife to an equal share of property and inheritance, whether in divorce or at death, rather than previous law that required a woman to prove her contribution to the marriage. This appears to be a positive change in that old age can be a difficult time for women. When a child, a female traditionally depended on her father; as a wife on her husband; in old age, as a widow on her sons. With limited social services and few women owning property, whether land or livestock, options were severely limited, although women in urban areas were generally thought to have more options, and especially those in professional jobs. The new marriage act also codified that a person be 18 years old to marry and extended across all cultures. A ban on “bride-price” was deliberated but dropped in the final passage, as was official recognition of co-habiting couples, known in Kenya as “come-we-stay” relationships.

In many ethic groups, bride-wealth has increasingly become monetized and in some urban settings where a young man may ask a young lady to marry him with little or no parental involvement, bride-wealth negotiation is more about the theatrics of a traditional customary framework adapted to a contemporary setting. This is also true in Christian marriage, which is widely followed with the majority of the population being Christian. Among the Kikuyu, where bride-wealth was traditionally negotiated between spokesmen for each family, there is now a designated master of ceremonies, and the occasion is one of good-hearted socializing and feasting. Outrageous demands by the bride’s family for cars and millions of shillings from the groom’s family are met with a “No problem” response. Yet, everyone knows this is not going to happen, and when later an envelope is handed over, no one counts it in public and the original stipulated sum is not ever mentioned again. Where traditional beer was once drunk from large clay pots, today it comes in bottles. However, the ritual slaughter of an animal and the groom giving his bride a piece of shoulder meat that marked a customary marriage, is maintained, even when there is also a church or civil ceremony.

While men sitting under a tree for hours at a time will not appear to be working, in some communities this decision-making process is one of the purest forms of democracy. This community decision making, where everyone’s voice can be heard, is an aspect of a male’s role in the countryside. This is a part of more traditional notions of work such as clearing fields or heading livestock. Largely gone are the days of hunting, raiding, and fighting, replaced by wage labor on farms, in factories, in multiple sections of the service industry, and in professions from pharmacy to law. Also gone are the days of women not challenging the notion that they are second-class citizens. Along with increasing years of education, women are marrying later, having fewer children, some heading their own households, and others simply not relying on their husbands to support them and their children. Ever larger numbers are moving beyond being limited the domestic tasks of child care and cooking, to working as journalists, teachers and scholars, doctors, soldiers and social workers, artists and members of Parliament, and acting to ensure their own futures.

Cuisine

Cooking over a wood or charcoal fire in a large aluminum pot, called a sufuria, is a common sight both in rural homes and also in many urban locations. Tasty stews of beans and maize and other vegetables are supplemented by chicken, goat, mutton, or beef, when it can be afforded. This stew is then served with the traditional highland staple, ugali, which is maize meal or posho, added to boiling water and some fat, to make a thick, starchy porridge. Posho made into a thin porridge is called ujii and eaten for breakfast. In other parts of Kenya these porridge dishes are made with millet or sorghum. Highland fare is not without variety; irio is a dish made from potatoes and corn mashed together, and sukuma wiki, a mixture of greens (collards or kale) mixed with onion and tomato. While these too can be served with pieces of meat, they are made with healthy but inexpensive ingredients. Sukuma wiki literally means “push the week” and is thought of as a mainstay in the days before the next paycheck arrives. In western Kenya plantain, matoke, is commonly eaten. Also in the west, and especially at the coast, fish, sumaki, can accompany these stews. From the coast, but found in markets across the country, are tropical fruits (oranges, mangoes, papaya, and pineapple), and dates, coconuts, and cashews.

Sliced or fried, bread is a common staple everywhere. So too are widely consumed snacks/lighter fare such as chappati (unleavened bread), mandazi (a kind of donut), and samosas (triangles of thin pastry filed with potatoes and peas). All are additions to traditional foods and have come from outside as part of Kenya’s long-standing trade across the Indian Ocean. Similarly, Kenyan traditional cooking has also been strongly influenced by the spices that found their way as part of this trade. As such, spices from peppers, chilies, and tamarind to cinnamon, cloves, and curry basics of coriander, cumin, and turmeric are all popular and readily available in markets.

Also regularly consumed throughout the country are cups of tea or coffee, often steeped or brewed in milk and sweetened with large amounts of sugar. As highly valued products, both are grown for the global market on small-scale farms or plantations. This same milky tea that is today being marketed around the world as chai is simply the Kiswahili word for tea. Milk (maziwa), another staple, comes in an array of forms. From sour to curdled, it is often an accompaniment of particular dishes. Increasingly butter and cheese, although not traditional, are growing in popularity.

Milk and meat are central to the existence of the pastoralists and their livestock herds in the north and northeast of the country. While the ideal is to live off the products of one’s herd, the reality is that no pastoralists do so; they always supplement their diet with grain, in some cases growing it, but also acquiring it through trade and/or purchase. With so much livestock, cattle and/or camels, and herds of sheep and goats, meat should be plentiful; however, it is rarely eaten. What herders and their families really live off of is the milk of their animals. The most valuable assets are the female animals that are the producers of the next generation of milk providers. Animals are only slaughtered for meat in the dry season when grazing and water are in short supply or for ritual occasions, which are also predominantly in the dry season, when a reduction in herd size, especially of weaker male animals, can be good for the overall health of the herd. Since slaughtering an ox produces a considerable amount of meat, it is widely distributed among an extended family or even larger community group. When meat is consumed, especially at a ceremonial meat feast, it is roasted, and the distribution of the parts of the slaughtered animal is strictly dictated by custom that recognizes cultural values of delicacy and taste. For example, senior males and guests will be given prime cuts; wives the innards. Even the fat is shared. Little goes to waste and when only bits and pieces remain, including hoofs, these are boiled into a stew with local roots and vegetables.

Whereas many of these home-grown products, along with local vegetable and fruits, are easily found in today’s supermarkets, some began as part of the diet of the colonizers. Influences from other parts of the British Empire are also still to be found, especially from Asia since Kenya continues to have a large population that originally arrived from what is today India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. Today, however, with an ever-growing international community and the demand for good restaurants, food from nearly every part of the world can be easily found in the large cities, especially Nairobi and Mombasa. Just as fast-food places serving roast chicken, hamburger, and pizza have spread, so too have cafes. These, along with the Internet, will continue to fuel this expansion to smaller cities and towns.

Soft drinks are also popular. Whatever these manufacturers, whether Coca-Cola or Pepsi, are marketing elsewhere in the world, it can also be found in Kenya; high-energy sports drinks are among the latest. Also popular are locally produced alcoholic beverages, especially beer. Bottled beers such as Tusker, White Cap, and the more recent Castle are produced and bottled commercially. Home brew, pombe, is still made in the rural areas, often in large clay pots, and no social gathering or ritual occasion is complete without it. At the coast home-brewed palm wine, tembo, serves the same function.

Dress

Television “documentaries” feature Kenya’s wildlife; reality shows highlight pastoralists herding their cattle; large glossy coffee-table books focus on unusual customs and seemingly exotic practices of “primitive tribal” peoples; and tourist promotions draw on these same images. That the depiction of a Kenyan is not that of a well-dressed businessman or woman, but of a spear-carrying man wrapped in a shoulder-to-knee red cloak or a topless woman heavily adorned with strands of beads around her neck and wrists, should not surprise. These are the images of “timeless” Africa that attract international tourists: photographs of “natives” identified by “tribe” outside their “primitive huts” in traditional “costume.” Today’s reality, however, is school-age children in neatly pressed school uniforms wearing matching skirts or pants, with a sweater over a white shirt or blouse with a school tie. It is of men in suits and sport coats, at work beside smartly dressed women in dresses. Or doctors, nurses, pharmacists, technicians, researchers, and the like in scrubs or lab coats on the job. It is people after work and on weekends in jeans, or slacks with nice shirts, T-shirts, or favorite team jerseys having fun. Much of what is worn is influenced by personal choice, availability, and affordability. In other words it is how people dressed as people dress across the globe. This is the dynamic of a vibrant and ever-changing 21st-century Kenya.

People and communities who still follow more traditional patterns of dress can be found across the country. Sometimes they dress this way all the time; at other times it is only on special occasions. Age is often a factor in who maintains these ties to the past. Joy Adamson carefully documented these traditional patterns of dress beginning in 1948 in 700 watercolors and drawings published as Peoples of Kenya (Adamson 1975). Many of her subjects were already elderly when she painted them. Nevertheless, locations exist, largely in the north and at the coast, where more traditional clothing is still worn, and this because it is the most practical. In the north the predominant form of dress remains a cloth wrap or leather apron. Previously, such wraps (men) were made of hide, and aprons or skirts of two overlapping pieces of hide (women). The hide came from the livestock people herded or traded for. Once cloth found its way into the interior, it grew in popularity and prestige and began to replace hide. Historically, and still today, red cloth and blankets are favored. So too is beaded adornment.

People at the Indian Ocean coast have another distinctive and practical way of dressing. Given the heat and humidity, loose-fitting clothing is often the norm. The most common is a cotton cloth wrap called a kikoi, which is worn by both men and women, outdoors for work and indoors for sleeping. For working men who are not laborers, a kanzu is worn, an all-white one-piece kaftan-style covering, which is essentially a long, loose-fitting white cotton shirt that extends to the ground. If greater formality is sought, it can be worn with a sport coat or a more traditional vest. Seldom seen today is the long, dark-colored, richly embroidered coat like joho that was once worn. The kofia, a white cotton cap, often hand-embroidered, nearly always accompanies the wearing of a kanzu, which also identifies the wearer as a Muslim and is common throughout the Islamic world. Outdoors women wear a black covering, a bui-bui, that envelops them from head to toe and ensures they are not seen by men who are not male relatives. Indoors, Swahili women wear modern styles, although traditionally some would have worn richly colored dresses or wide trousers of imported silk.

Shortly after independence, it looked like a local textile industry would flourish. However, this local production was undermined in the last quarter of the 20th century by the arrival from overseas of barrels of used clothing, including dresses and athletic shoes, and sold in local markets throughout the country. With an expanding middle class, the building of shopping malls, and fashion weeks sponsored by commercial enterprises using sophisticated marketing, opportunities have grown for local clothing designers, including the creation of accessories. Along with a growing middle class and a population that is more urban have come not only a desire but also the possibility of acquiring more possessions as a sign of advancement. At the same time, these changes have led to emotionally charged debates surfacing with people in urban settings with their Western-style clothing, hairstyles, and cosmetics being accused of having forgotten their roots, and those in rural areas of being backward and not covering their naked bodies. Given the diversity of people in Kenya, it doubtful modernity will lead to a single, hybrid Kenyan citizen; traditional customs and values will continue to have a place in modern Kenya for years to come.

Sports and Games

Sport in Kenya is hugely popular with newspaper back pages, radio, and television covering both local and international events. Locally, the sport of greatest popularity is the “beautiful game” of football (soccer). For men, this is followed in alphabetical order by basketball, boxing, rugby, and track, especially running. For women athletes, running and field hockey are particularly popular. In the past, two football rivals, Gor Mahia FC and AFC Leopards, dominated the Kenya Premier League and are well known in various all-Africa cups. Some premier league players have gone on to play for teams in other countries’ leagues, but Kenyans are not as well known as footballers from other African nations.


Kikoi, Khanga, and Kitenge Wraps

Many different types of wraps are worn, especially on the coast. For work outdoors, be it farming, selling in the market, or working on the docks and other sorts of labor, men and women will often wear a kikoi. This colorful patterned or striped piece of cotton cloth, which can also be worn for sleeping, is worn like the sarong of Asia, and wrapped around the body from the chest or waist. Another wrap, called a khanga, is similar but worn exclusively by women. Made of two identical pieces, these can be worn in multiple ways: as a skirt with a matching tied top, a shoulder covering, or a head covering. The particularly unique feature of the khanga is that each pair includes as part of its pattern a Swahili proverb. As with any proverb, some make a clear, direct point—“Mapenzi hayana Macho ya kuone” (love is blind)—while others require time for reflection—“Utabakina na chokochoko utaambulia ukoko” (By causing misunderstanding you’ll end up with left-overs). A heavier, batik-printed wrap called kitenge is also found at the coast. Worn the same way as other wraps, these were once made overseas, some coming from Indonesia via the Netherlands. Today they are produced across the continent, with those from Congo particularly popular in Kenya.



Historically, both Gor and Leopards had ethnic roots (Luo and Luhya, respectively), but many others were nonethnic and represented various branches of the military, government (e.g., Kenya Post and Telecommunications and Kenya Port Authority), or commercial enterprises (e.g., Kenya Breweries and Kenya Commercial Bank). Today, however, many more nonethnic teams compete and have multiethnic followings, from Thika United to Nairobi City All Stars. One particularly interesting club, Mathare United, originally drew its players from Mathare Valley, a Nairobi slum. Also today many of these premier league teams have women’s clubs that play in the Kenyan Women’s Premier League founded in 2010.

The Kenyan athletes, both men and women, who are most widely known are distance runners, who regularly dominate middle-distance and steeplechase in international competitions and marathons from Boston, Chicago, and New York to Berlin, London, and Tokyo. Around the world the leader boards are full of Kenyan names, many having held or holding world records. It has been argued that at least one factor is their being born, raised, and trained at the higher altitudes in the Central Highlands, yet they compete in distance races normally run at much at lower altitudes, giving them greater lung capacity. One of Kenya’s best-known runners who led the way in distance running is Kipchoge “Kip” Keino, who during the 1968 and 1972 Olympics won two gold (1,500 meters and steeplechase) and two silver medals. Today he continues his career in athletics as chair of the Kenya Olympic Committee.

Especially in the 1980s Kenya was a powerhouse in the boxing ring. Of late, however, the fortunes of this sport have waned as others have risen. This is particularly true of basketball, both men and women’s, which has a growing following in both league competition and in games between schools and universities. Also popular in schools is rugby. Rugby’s roots are deep in the colonial era when team membership was drawn from the settler population and limited to whites only. With independence, teams such as the Harlequins, Impala “Nondies” or Nondescripts, and the University of Nairobi Mean Machine attracted African participation and rugby grew in popularity. Today teams also compete against sides from Uganda and Tanzania. The Kenya Rugby Union organizes national teams for international competitions, and although it has never qualified for the Rugby World Cup, rugby teams have an enthusiastic following.

Cricket and field hockey are also popular in Kenya and have strong roots in the Asian community. Both sports are today played competitively in secondary schools and have organized clubs whose membership is often drawn from alumni from these same schools. Organized cricket clubs are found in Nairobi, Mombasa, and Nakuru. In field hockey men compete in a league and serious competitions occur between women’s university sides.

Until 2002, the Safari Rally Kenya was a hot, long, tough road race rally that also attracted international attention. Begun in 1953 as the East African Coronation rally, it attracted competitors from round the world. Competing over several days, two-person teams drove and navigated strategically against the clock in timed stages over a route that was torture on cars and drivers. If appropriate sponsorship can be found, Safari Rally Kenya hopes again to be part of the World Rally Championship.

Other sports and games are also finding increasing participation, from golf and volleyball to karate, squash, and badminton. With a long tradition of organized club sports, and the prominence given to sport in elementary, secondary, and higher education institutions, Kenya will continue to see significant growth in sports so as long as the middle class continues to rise and the less well off are not shut out of participation.

After football, the most popular game played by Kenyans is probably mbao. Also known in Kenya as bao and ajua, and across Africa by many other names, the game is more generally called mancala. In recent years this “count and capture” game has spread around the world. Played with counters moved between shallow cuplike holes arranged in two, three, or four rows, the holes and playing board can be anything from an actual piece of wood to holes chipped in the pavement on a street or scooped out of the sand. Players in turn move their counters clockwise around the playing board, dropping one in each successive hole as they move. If the last counter lands on the opponent’s side of the board, the first player captures all the counters in that hole and removes them from play. The next player does the same and so on until one player can no longer play because they have no counters on their side of the board. Thus mbao is a game of strategy and not one of how many counters one can amass.

Festival and Holidays

Kenya celebrates its own distinct national holidays, as well as marking a number of public holidays that are religious events or days recognized as public holidays in much of the world. Among the former are two nearly evenly spaced out during the year: these celebrate the birth of the republic, Madaraka Day, on June 1, and Independence Day, Jamhuri, on December 12. On October 20 the country celebrates Mashujaa Day or “Heroes” Day, but this is a relatively recent development. Previous to this, Kenya had two distinct holidays, one each in celebration of the country’s first two presidents Jomo Kenyatta (c.1888–1978) and Daniel arap Moi (b.1924).

Before becoming Kenya’s first head of state and serving for 16 years, Kenyatta was heavily involved in leading the struggle for independence from Great Britain. Arrested in 1952 along with many other nationalist leaders, he was jailed in a remote part of northern Kenya. Released in the lead-up to independence in 1963, Kenyatta first served as prime minister and then with the creation of the republic in 1964, as the country’s first president. When Kenyatta died in office, Moi, as vice president, assumed the presidency. Although the elections, which allowed Moi to continue in office, were very controversial, he served 24 years until constitutionally barred from running again in 2002. The original October holiday, Kenyatta Day, commemorated the day he was arrested and jailed for opposing British colonialism. The second holiday, President Daniel arap Moi Day, marked the day he took office as Kenya’s second president. With the promulgation of the new constitution in 2010, Kenyatta Day was renamed to commemorate all the heroes of the struggle for independence, and not just the one.

Following British tradition, both Christmas and the day after, Boxing Day (December 26), are celebrated, as is New Year’s Day on January 1, and as with much of the world, Labor Day on May 1. The religious holidays include both Good Friday and Easter, and Eid al-Fitr. Just as Good Friday and Easter are part of Holy Week, so Eid al-Fitr often takes place over three days, although in Kenya only the first day is the holiday. The actual day of celebration of these days changes from year to year according to the calendar; the first two Christian dates according to the Gregorian calendar and the last subject to the Islamic calendar. With the spread of Islam from the coast to other parts of the country, other Muslim festivals are also embraced, although not as official holidays.

On Eid al-Fitr Muslims by the hundreds and in some places by the thousands come together to pray and mark the end of the month long fast of Ramadan. These large gatherings are public displays of community solidarity, proclaiming the goodness of Allah and to express thanks for the opportunity to purify their hearts and minds through fasting. Keeping the fast, one of the five pillars of Islam, occurs in the ninth month of the Islamic calendar and is observed by not eating or drinking between sunrise and sunset. When the sun sets family and friends gather to break the fast with feasting, socializing, and other entertainments. Fasting during Ramadan is in some respects a reversing of day and night, with the pious spending much of the day reading from the Koran, and the less pious struggling to stay awake at work or in school following the night festivities.

In the same way that the second and third days of Eid al-Fitr are celebrated unofficially, so too are the festivals of Maulidi, commemorating the Prophet Muhammad’s birth, and Siku Ya Mwaka, or the Swahili New Year, unofficial holidays. This latter festival is thought to have indigenous origins that predate Islam, and onto which Islamic practices have been grafted. The customs associated with this festival, which are intended to cleanse and protect the well-being of a town, include ritual bathing in the ocean, singing, dancing, and the sharing of a specially butchered bull. Every November, local Hindu communities also celebrate a New Year with the festival of Diwali, which in fact marks the end of the Hindu calendar’s financial year. The actual day, which is dedicated to Laxmi, the goddess of wealth, is marked in the days leading up to it by fireworks. These exploding sounds are said to drive away evil sprits. Feasting and visiting with friends and neighbors follow temple prayers for peace and prosperity.

Whatever the holiday, Kenyans will be found visiting family and friends, often accompanied by the giving of small gifts. Such gifts need not be extravagant; flowers, tea, sugar, coffee, even maize meal are perfectly acceptable although differences will be found between city dwellers and rural populations. Holidays are also occasions for going to parks, restaurants, the cinema, museums, and increasingly in big cities to a shopping mall. Sporting events are another big draw as are smaller game parks.

Music and Dance

Music and dance are found across Kenya in settings that range from traditional and religious to popular and online. Where some songs and dances are said to have originated with the ancestors, the most recent ones come from the creativity of artists and their computers. Whereas in earlier times Kenya influenced and was influenced by creations and innovations that traveled slowly to and from other parts of the world, today new developments occur daily.

The death knell of traditional music and dance has been sounded many times, but they survive. Whether linked to the preparation of a field for planting, the celebration of a wedding, support/reinforcement of a community observance, honoring a favorite ox, or simply for pleasure, songs are regularly sung. In schools they have been promoted through regular “Battle of the Choirs” competitions, and a Kenyan Music Festival each August when the best performers in song and dance as well as poetry reading and drama emerging from regional contests contend for prizes at this national event.

Although songs are sung in a wide variety of communities to motivate work parties, they are more commonly heard when accompanying important ritual events and religious festivals. Churches have adopted both traditional and contemporary music to their services. Some, principally Protestant denominations, simply translate Western hymns and sing them in local languages. Others, such as the Roman Catholic Church through Vatican II, encourage the use of traditional music and drumming, so that even today some mainline denominations have well-amped singers accompanied by electric guitars and drum-trap sets playing to welcome people to worship, creating an atmosphere for the young adults and teenagers these churches are trying to reach.

In addition to drums, traditional instruments include stringed instruments that use large gourds as sound boxes. Including these are the eight-stringed lyre like nyatiti, among the Luo. Yet, this too has been adapted for performance by recording artists such as Ayub Ogada. Horns are another traditional instrument, the most famous of which are the over 100-year-old ivory siwa found on the small island of Pate off the Swahili coast, used historically to announce weddings and circumcision and religious events among the coast’s aristocratic upper class. More common, and also used for similar purposes, are horns of animals. The double curved horn of the greater kudu, the single curved horn of the lesser kudu, and the straight horn of the oryx are, like the siwa, side-blown instruments. A mouthpiece is cut into the wall of the horn’s narrow end and blown with a great puff of air, which could signal either a community activity or a warning in a time of war.

On the coast the best-known music is that of songs called taarab, which are sung at wedding ceremonies. Accompanied by an unfretted lute or ‘ud, and a drum, the lyrics of these songs are taken from classical Swahili poetry. The Kamba have songs they sing for pleasure, others associated with dancing, and perhaps the most interesting, mwethya, songs that accompany work groups. For example, women sing such songs while threshing and grinding, and men when digging wells. Many of these songs are composed on the spot with a song leader offering a basic line and a song-group or chorus repeating or responding. Today, many mwethya have become part of parades and national holidays and even political rallies, where they are accompanied not by work but by dancing. At the former they may comment on moral issues of the day from love and marriage to greed and a need to work together on self-help projects. In the latter they sound more like praise songs. A large playlist of songs is also heard in pastoralist communities, but the most well known are ox-songs. Sung by the owner of the animal, these songs describe the beautiful traits and strong attributes of the ox; most particularly its color and the shape of its horns. Other songs found in these societies include lullabies sung to babies and small children, call-and-response songs that entreat for blessings, others that are satirical and remind members of the community about proper behavior and deportment, and songs about wild animals, typically those that were once hunted (hunting is no longer legal in Kenya).

Many of these song types are accompanied by dance. In traditional dance men and women did not touch, and often did not even dance at the same time. In the kirumbizi dance of the Swahili, the men only dance in a large circle, entering the circle in pairs with their walking sticks to make threatening gestures as if in mock combat. Swahili women and girls also dance but never in public, and their dances before a wedding can be quite suggestive with the rolling of hips in unison, ululating, and singing lyrics that speak of what is to come after the ceremony. Men and women not touching is also a general feature of the dances found among the herding peoples of Kenya, although these are clearly a time for warriors and young girls to take stock of potential marriage partners. The sengenya of the Mijikenda people is a processional dance with the bride at the front and the groom at the back, separated by their respective entourages, that moves from house to house and serves to introduce the bride to the members of her new immediate and extended family. Other dances are exclusively associated with funerals as is the tero buru that has in the past been danced by the Luo. Still other dances are principally for entertainment, such as the amabeka of the Luhya. This is typically a woman’s dance in which the shoulders are vigorously shaken in quick movements while the arms are extended and the feet stay flat on the ground. The mwazindika dance from the coast is also performed for entertainment, but often going on for hours at a time, its repetitive rhythmic drumming and singing sometimes taking possession of an individual, which it is said can allow the dancer to communicate with and appease malevolent spirits.


Dance Tradition among Herders

Widely recognized from popular film are the vertically leaping warriors of the Maasai and Samburu. Not yet married, these red-clothed dancers chant rhythmically and show off their strength and prowess by thrusting their heads forward and jumping into the air. With braided, ochre-colored hair flying, these all-male competitive affairs are often done simply as entertainment, but just as often it is for the benefit of the marriage-eligible girls that gather around the outside of the dance area. The rigidity of the jumping enables them in the first phase of these dances (nbarinkoi in Samburu) to rise as a tightly packed group. While one individual proclaims in song the valor or achievements of the group, the others chant in a wordless grunting chorus until soon one individual will break from the group to leap high in the air to the enthusiastic response of the others. This pattern of an individual breaking away to demonstrate his skill will be repeated over and over, until the dance moves to the second phase, when young girls, often barely in their teens, form a parallel line and face the warriors, typically in their twenties. This is a time for flirting, and the males, all belonging to the samenamed age-set, will marry girls who are often considerably younger. Males will again sometimes break away from the group, but this time to approach a female and flick his long hair over her face before dancing back to his mates. In the third and final stage of these dances of display, male and female dancers will hold hands and jump in time with the chanting, but not for very long as this stage immediately precedes the end of the dance. Such dancing occurs more commonly before a wedding but can also occur spontaneously.



Popular and world music is equally well established in Kenya. In the 1960s, music from the Congo led the way, so much so that by the 1980s the Kenyan government set a standard of 75 percent on music played on the radio. A Kenyan, Fadhili William (known as Fundi Gita or the guitar craftsman) performed with two friends, one from the Congo and one from Zambia. Drawing on kwela music from Southern Africa and rumba rhythms from Latin America via the Congo, they produced perhaps the first uniquely Kenyan sound. The bands Equator Boys and Original Kilimambogo Stars, who were known for their heavy rhythm lines and flashing guitar licks, further developed this sound. As this popular music evolved, songs began and ended with singing each side of an extended instrumental bridge called katikati, literally “the middle,” giving dancers a time to show off their stuff. Songs are sung in any and all languages, which if regionally or ethnically rooted provides a ready-made audience, but most often those in Swahili and English find the larger national audience. Two who moved from prominence on the coast to a broader following were Zein l’Abdin, an ‘ud player, and Zuhaara Swahleh, a traditional taarab wedding singer. Performing separately in the 1960s, they teamed up in the 1980s as the Zein Musical Party to bring their musical performances in Swahili to a national audience.

The original Congo sound that so many Kenyans admired shifted in the 1970s with the emergence of a number of new and homegrown recording artists. Them Mushrooms were among the most popular. Originally a reggae band, they transformed themselves into the hottest dance band. Playing ndombolo style (another Congo sound import) that featured lead singer, Teddy Kalanda Harrison, with back-up singers, guitars, horns and, drums, they recorded more than 15 albums. Two of Kalanda’s sons and a nephew went on to form Big Matatu and play the tourist hotels on the Indian Ocean coast. Gidi Gidi Maji Maji emerged with a blend of African sound and rap performed in Luo. With national recognition came gigs in the Persian Gulf and opportunities to open for international artists performing in Kenya, East Africa, and beyond. Female singers who have made a significant impact on the music scene are Mercy Myra and Suzanne Kibukosya, lead singer of Zannazaki, and rapper Nazizi of Necessary Noise. Today the digital revolution is again taking music through a local transformation. At the forefront of this is Just A Band. Producing albums but also posting music videos including on YouTube, the rich social content and political criticism is eagerly sought by Kenyans and the music by a growing international audience, made obvious by the comments posted on their online promos.

Just as various types of popular music are coming into vogue and being overtaken by a new tradition, so too have different types of dance styles. Whether it is to the rumba or Congo-inspired ndombolo music, dancing in clubs and at parties certain rhythms is said to have general “rules” of movement that should be followed, but within this context most on the dance floor have an overriding sense of personal style. Some dance styles dictate that a dancer should move as little as possible, but enough to show off the clothes being worn. For ndomnbola, movement should have the legs spread far apart and bent at the knees, with the backside made prominent but in a fashion not so obscene as to lead to it being banned, as took place in Cameroon. This rich tradition of music and dance will remain popular and at the same time continue to evolve with the times. This evolution is likely to continue to draw on traditional dance styles, such as the fast-paced, acrobatic forms of the Kamba, and find popularity and expression in contemporary urban dance clubs or afternoon teenage “jam sessions.” As the title of Gidi Gidi Maji Maji’s 2002 album Ismarwa, Swahili for “It’s Ours,” makes clear, contemporary music draws on tradition to make its own, both for today and tomorrow.

Visual Art

The art scene in Kenya is ever expanding, and recently the digital world is leading to its expansion exponentially. However, this art is all relatively new; even the history of contemporary or academic painting dates only to the 1960s. Nevertheless, the production of art has a much longer history in Kenya, but whether or not this making of objects is “seen” as art is problematic. In the Western world, art is thought of as painting, sculpture, and photography, from still images to moving ones. Seldom are objects of everyday life—containers for storing, utensils and bowls for eating, furniture for sitting, or beads for wearing—thought of as art. However, if one defines art as a made or created object, in which a determination of quality includes an aesthetic judgment, then why should a herder’s wooden milk container or head rest, a Maasai beaded necklace, a carved-gourd eating bowl, or woven grass basket, each a unique piece, not also be considered art? With this broader definition of what is art (not “craft”—also a Western distinction that is not particularly helpful), the diversity of Kenya’s cultural traditions offers a richness of beautiful, pleasing objects made to be handled, looked at, and in some cases displayed, even if only for purposes of safekeeping.

With this broader definition, many utilitarian items found in homes, at least those that have not yet been replaced by manufactured items of plastic or enamelware that are increasingly desired, can be considered art. These three-dimensional pieces are made from locally available materials yet can come in an array of shapes and designs. For example, consider two items, headrests/stools and beadwork. Headrests/stools, whose long history in Africa dates back to ancient Egypt and are found widely across the continent, are made and carried by herders everywhere in northern Kenya. Made from a single piece of wood, they range from those with a neck bar on a single pedestal post to a long neck bar connecting two or three legs. Carved smooth, a headrest can cradle the neck of a herder who wears his hair in an elaborate mudpack (e.g., the Dasenech and Turkana), which would otherwise be destroyed if he slept with his head on the ground. It can also double as a stool for sitting when out herding animals. The two-legged version is used the same way but the three-legged varieties are of necessity made from an even more carefully selected piece of wood since they require intersecting branches that become the legs. These too can be used as stools and have also been used to provide recently circumcised youth with a sturdier stool for sitting.

Across Kenya beadwork is principally the domain of women, including those made by mothers, sisters, and girlfriends for the men in their lives. Among the Maasai the key aesthetic is that items we would recognize as being a pair, e.g., earrings, should not match, just as male and female, and sun and moon are nonmatching pairs. What the intricate designs of various colored beads communicate is social status, for example, making distinct among females who is married and who is not, or among males who is a warrior and who an elder. For women both their earrings and the beaded collars they wear also make this distinction; for men it is also what is in their ears, but these statuses can also be signaled by other means from the way one dresses, to how one’s hair is worn. In other words, patterns in beads are not arbitrary, nor are they static. Change has typically occurred not only with the availability of materials such as the color of beads and wire being imported, but also due to the aesthetic in the culture changing. More recently, with the selling of beadwork to curio shops and at roadside kiosks, tourist aesthetics have been an influence.


International Fame in Clay

Magdalene Odundo (1950– ) provides an excellent transition from considering traditionally made objects to the world of contemporary art. Born and raised in Kenya, trained in India and Britain, this internationally recognized ceramic artist now resides in England. Odundo makes clay pots, hand-coiled just as women still make them in many parts of the country. However, this is merely a starting point for Odundo. Using her hands and a scraper made from a piece of gourd or coconut, she will enlarge, broaden, and shape the contours she desires in her works. The pieces she makes have necks and mouths, much as a locally made piece would; however, hers are reshaped as a kind of hybrid—something entirely new but drawing on the past to make what she calls “non-utilitarian containers of form and color,” most often in shades of black or rusty orange.



Contemporary painting in Kenya is often identified with Gallery Watatu (opened 1968). Begun by a trio of expatriate artists, it gained prominence under American Ruth Schaffner, who mostly exhibited the works of self-taught artists. Based on the notion that artists living in traditional communities would produce authentic African art and that this is what her international clientele wanted, she is said to have traveled the country buying and commissioning works for the gallery. Today’s galleries, which are found not only in Nairobi but also in Mombasa, Nanyuki, and Kisumu, are increasingly multidisciplinary. In addition to hosting painters and sculptors, they also welcome photographers and performance artists, provide studio space, and mount shows by artists from other parts of Africa. Among these newer galleries and spaces in Nairobi are One Off Contemporary Art Gallery, GoDown Arts Centre, Banana Hill Gallery, Shifteye Gallery, Lily Pond Arts Center in Nanyuki, and Little Art Gallery in Kisumu.


Galleries Watatu and Paa ya Paa

The recently closed Gallery Watatu was the country’s first successful art gallery and brought recognition to a number of artists. Among them was Sane (Mbugua) Wadu (b. 1954). Because of his eccentric appearance, his hometown didn’t know what to make of him and thought him insane. When his first exhibition at the gallery (1987) was a success, he adopted the name “Sane,” which has stuck ever since. His early works were rural landscapes that depicted wildlife and people going about their everyday business. Today he still paints ordinary people, but in urban landscapes that have grown more abstract, and most recently, more political. In 1965 a Makerere University–trained Tanzanian artist, Elimo Njau, opened Paa ya Paa Gallery. Following his mentor, the South African art educator Sweeney (Cecil) Todd, Njau created a space for academically trained artists to exhibit, believing self-trained artists were only producing works that conformed to Western stereotypes and fantasies of Africa. The gallery struggled but managed to survive until a fire in 1997. Today it is making a comeback but finds itself competing with new galleries whose staying power remains to be seen.



In addition to these more traditional spaces, the Web is opening up and expanding new possibilities for artists. Buni.tv is an independent digital platform that promotes access to African content drawn from movies, short films, documentaries, Web series, animation, and music videos. Accessible across the globe via the Internet and smart phones, Kenya is well represented. The popular political satire comedy series, the XYZ Show, uses puppets to offer commentary on Kenyan and international news events. The subject of documentaries range from a woman trying to rebuild her life after the 2007 postelection violence to a public information production on money transfers using mobile phones. Most productions are in English but Shujaaz Boyie, a video production of a monthly comic book, is written and presented in Sheng, a contemporary slang language used by young people that is ever changing.

Films and filmmaking have a lengthy presence in Kenya, with some of the earliest in Africa filmed of Kenya’s wildlife by Osa and Martin Johnson in the 1920s. When later shown on television in the 1950s in 30-minute episodes, they introduced a new generation to Africa. This continued with the George and Joy Adamson films Born Free (1966) and Living Free (1972) that introduced Elsa the lion cub to the world. Documentaries on Kenya’s wildlife continued this tradition with the work of people such as Alan and Joan Root, Oria Douglas-Hamilton, and naturalists such as David Attenborough. Popular films have also captured the imagination of Western audiences. Too often such films have reinforced stereotypes and presented Africans as caricatures of themselves.

Early films from “Tarzan of the Apes” sorts (not filmed in Africa) to the adventures of big-game hunters (e.g., John Wayne in Africa Texas Style, 1967, shot in Kenya and Florida) promoted the stereotypes of Africa as “the dark continent” full of “dangerous savages.” So too did a series of 1950s dramas that used the Mau Mau uprising as a backdrop (Simba, 1955; Safari, 1956; Something of Value, 1957). Whereas these might be dismissed as “of the times,” this type of film appeared again in the 1990s. Following the commercially successful epic Out of Africa (1985) from Karen Blixen’s memoir of the same name (1937) Hollywood found Kenya to be both a visually pleasing location for filming and a source of good material. Like Out of Africa, Mountains of the Moon (1990), a period drama about Richard Burton and John Speke’s search in the 19th century for the source of the Nile, focused on European life in the colony with Africans almost incidental, except when the drama of attacking warriors was needed as in the latter. These were followed by the comedies Ace Ventura: When Nature Calls (1995) and The Air Up There (1994), neither of which added to an audiences understanding of modern-day Africa. The basketball-themed comedy The Air Up There used young men from Kenya among the extras, but took them to Zimbabwe for filming. Similarly, Ghost in the Darkness (1996), a film about building the railway from Kenya’s coast to Uganda, was filmed in South Africa. This competition from Southern Africa, where government bureaucracy and red tape proved less cumbersome, has presented a difficult challenge to Kenya’s film industry ever since. What impact the recognition of 2014 Oscar-winning Kenyan actress Lupita Nyongo will have remains to be seen, but film-making returned to Kenya with the adaption of John LaCarre’s book The Constant Gardener to film.


Mau Mau Uprising in Film

The displacement of Kenyans from their land in the Central Highlands around Mount Kenya reached a crisis in the 1950s. This removal resulted in once-independent small-scale farmers now having to work or squat on the farms of the white settlers who replaced them in what became known as the White Highlands. In 1952, opposition to this exclusion erupted in the uprising now widely known as Mau Mau, and led to the declaration of a state of emergency by the government. Militarily, Mau Mau insurgents were defeated by 1956, but this was followed by a series of concessions in 1957 and 1959, which led to the inclusion of Africans in the Legislative Council and the repeal of laws that prohibited Africans from living in the Highlands. The role of Mau Mau in leading the British to grant independence in 1963 is still debated, but it is clear that three feature films shot on location in Kenya in the mid-1950s propped up the British assertion as to the terror and savagery employed by the Mau Mau insurgents. The three films, Simba (1955), Safari (1956), and Something of Value (1957), were of a type labeled “Jungle Adventures” but clearly also war movies, not only filmed with the cooperation of the authorities but while the British campaign to put down Mau Mau was still active. What these films, and the more nuanced 1987 Kitchen Toto, failed to address were the thousands of Africans who were detained and interrogated, and the tens of thousands forcibly relocated into what were called “protected villages,” and all of this when thoughts of decolonization and independence (1963) were but emerging ideas.




Out of Africa

Karen Blixen’s memoir Out of Africa (1937) about her struggles as a woman managing a coffee farm in the Central Highlands was turned into an blockbuster film of the same name, starring Meryl Streep and Robert Redford and directed by Sydney Pollack. Filmed against the backdrop of Kenya’s visually stunning landscapes, the film never addressed why coffee was profitable, how the land on which white settlers grew it came into their possession, or the impact on the Kenyans who labored to grow and pick the coffee. Two films that followed it, Kitchen Toto (1987) and White Mischief (1988), which in dramatically different ways explored aspects of the relationships between colonizers and colonized, were not commercial successes.



Architecture and Housing

Architecture in Kenya, as in much of Africa, is a sophisticated adaptation of local materials to the environment in which people find themselves living. As a result buildings have been rectangular, square, and round. Today, modern postindependence population centers such as Nairobi, Mombasa, Nakuru, Eldoret, and Kisumu have skylines with dramatic-looking buildings of steel, concrete, and glass. These commercial buildings belong to major companies, banks, hotels, and government. Increasingly modern skyscrapers, malls, and shops dwarf old colonial structures from post offices and provincial headquarters to stone-built churches that remind only of the past and seem increasingly irrelevant to the future. Yet urban centers are not new to Kenya. Their foundations are found in the Swahili towns of the coast. Here, beginning in the 18th century, prominent people connected to the Indian Ocean trade built and lived in grand, multistoried homes constructed of crushed limestone and coral rubble. Found from the northern Kenya coast south into Tanzania and on Zanzibar, these whitewashed, flat-roofed structures proclaimed the wealth and prestige of their owners, in stark contrast to the surrounding shops and homes of woven thatch, mud-daub, and more recently, stone and concrete with tin roofs.

The patchwork of dwellings found across the country represents the ongoing challenge to house a growing population that is increasingly moving into towns and cities from rural areas. In the agriculturally rich Central and Western Highlands Kenyans live on farms, shamba, raising crops most suitable to the local environment. Land was once held communally, but beginning in the colonial period individual ownership has been the norm; nevertheless the pattern of housing in these rural areas still resembles the past. The buildings in what is called a compound or homestead typically consists of a series of separate structures for sleeping, cooking, and eating built around an open courtyard. In communities where men have more than one wife, each wife and her children will have their own house; in compounds where extended families are the norm, so too will the grandparents. Rural homes are generally furnished quite simply with only what is needed—kitchen and eating utensils, a bed, some stools or chairs, a table, shelving for storage, and a locker or two for clothes and valuables. If the home has electricity it may be no more than a single bulb hanging in the main room. With tin roofs have come storage barrels to collect rainwater, even if the house has running water.
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Maasai children in a traditional compound in Masai Mara National Park, Kenya. Maasai compounds are often circular affairs, surrounded by brush walls intended to keep wild animals and vermin out. Buildings are situated around a central courtyard, in which cattle are corraled at night. (Javarman/Dreamstime.com)

The pastoralist societies that continue to make their living by herding animals were historically quite mobile. This meant their houses also had to be easily portable so they could be taken apart, packed, and carried on donkeys or camels, and reconstructed in a new location. Broadly circular in shape, and nine to 10 feet in diameter and six feet high, these structures use framing sicks covered by hides or mats of woven grass. For people who moved less often, such as the Maasai and Samburu, their houses were more rectangular with stick frames covered by mud and dung. Generally the interior of such homes was woman’s domain, although in some cases a man’s side and a woman’s side might be differentiated. Constructed in settlements according to strict cultural rules, some settlements were clan-based (e.g., Rendille), others territorial section-based (e.g., Dasenech). Because of the importance livestock had to such communities, the settlements also included their animals. Sometimes the housing surrounded the kraals, and in other cases the kraals surrounded the houses. Increasingly, in a development that began in the 20th century with the construction of permanent water supplies, pastoralists moved less frequently to the point of essentially now living in permanent settlements.

The present challenge is the same as the one faced since independence: how to house people moving from the countryside to urban centers due to overpopulation and the lack of development. For those who find housing the issue today is how to improve the housing of poor and working-class families who, if they are lucky, crowd together in small one-room apartments. For those who cannot find housing, the issue is what to do with the informal housing sector that has resulted in a patchwork of unplanned homes that are often little more than shelters constructed of recycled materials, plastic sheeting, and corrugated metal. Around major cities, these densely populated, unplanned communities without basic services, running water, sanitation, and schools are home to tens of thousands of people, who work in both the formal and informal economy. More than 10 named slums, some of which are further divided into villages, surround Nairobi. They include Kibera, for which population estimates range from 200,000 to more than half a million, Mathare Valley, and Korogocho.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Kenya has a long tradition of literature, both written and oral. Written in Arabic, Swahili, English, and more recently in various vernacular languages, Kenya has done as much as any county on the continent to promote the high quality of African literature. Its foundation, however, is in oral literature, including proverbs, riddles, and oft-told stories and histories of origin. What these record are traditional wisdom that reminds the people of common rules of behavior, attitudes, beliefs, and taboos that community members must continue to follow. Typically the telling and relating of the stories, whether formally or informally, is the exclusive right of grandparents and elders.

With the coming of Islam, recitation of the Koran, the sacred scripture of Islam, also became a significant part of this literature. This was especially the case among the Swahili, where the use of Arabic script since at least the 17th century also led to the writing of chronicles that are understood to document coastal history, as well as epics and poems. The 102 stanzas of “Conquer the World,” composed by Mwaana Kupona in 1858–1860, during the last two years of her life, is a poem filled with moral teachings but especially for girls of marriageable age. Stories about animals, for example, “How the Cat Became Domesticated,” carry a moral; others such as “The Camel and the Gazelles” (Ngamia na Paa) address serious religious matters.

Proverbs and riddles are an important part of oral literature across Africa. Representing a distillation of traditional wisdom, they are a colorful form of speech employed to teach each new generation and also to remind current ones, the collected wisdom of ages past. Each society retains and recites its own, although the most widely recorded and therefore better known are those of the Swahili. These pithy expressions of proper attitudes and behavior also provide insight into a culture’s values. Among the Swahili these include industriousness: Haba na haba hujaza kibaba (A grain plus a grain fills a bushel); themes of love and marriage: Mwenye ishiki kalewa (Someone in love is drunk); and truisms no matter in what culture or tradition they are found: Mungwana ni kalima (A gentlemen is as good as his word), Ujana ni moshi: ukenda, hauji (Youth is smoke: it goes and does not come back), and Rahdi ni bora kuliko mali (Blessings are better than possessions).

Another component of oral literature is the traditions that each of Kenya’s ethnic groups retains as part of its heritage. These traditions, which detail how people locate themselves in time and space, recount broad historical events of migrations to localities, relationships with neighbors, and times of famines and disease. However, matching these with actual events is often difficult because today’s ethnic identities are an amalgam of peoples moving in and others moving out over many generations, challenging the notion that some traditions claim for a community’s presence being in its current location from time immemorial. Nevertheless, such traditions are rich in what is culturally valued in the contemporary world.

In the second half of the 20th century there was a flurry of publications including novels and short stories. Initially these stories provided insight into what life was like under British colonial rule, which all the authors had themselves experienced. Among those receiving the widest recognition were the novels of Ngugi wa Thiong’o (b.1938), and the short stories of Grace Ogot (b.1930). Engaging themes of village life both have written not only in English but Ngugi also wrote in Gikuyu and Ogot in Luo. Ngugi’s first novels revolved around the arrival of colonialism, whereas his later works took on issues and were critical of the postcolonial government. Ogot wrote on many themes, but in The Promised Land (1966) she specifically took up issues of female identity and the role of a wife. Works focused on the hardship of urban poverty and its impact on the lives of people who live, work, and love in urban centers include Charles Mangau’s (b.1939) Son of Woman (1971) and Meja Mwangi’s (b. 1948) Going Down River Road (1976). In the 1990s another group of authors came to prominence including Margaret Ogola (1958–2011), who wrote about changes in cultural traditions occurring between different generations in The River and the Source (1995) and Stella Kahaki Njuguna’s Labyrinth (2000) on the shifting role of women.


Ngugi wa Thiong’o

Ngugi wa Thiong’o is not only Kenya’s foremost author; he is one of the doyens of the African literary scene. His first novels were realistic stories that told the impact of colonial conquest, life under British rule, and the legacy of this era. See e.g., Weep Not, Child (1964); The River Between (1965), and Grain of Wheat (1967). Later, teaching English at Nairobi University, as the rampant corruption of Kenyan politics became increasingly obvious, his writing grew increasingly political; see Petals of Blood (1977). As an increasingly outspoken commentator on the importance and value of traditional culture, he chose to no longer write under his baptized name, James Ngugi, but to use his proper Kikuyu name, and wrote the politically charged play Ngaahika Ndeenda (I Will Marry When I Want, 1977) that was performed in rural communities in the Gikuyu language. Arrested and imprisoned for a year by the government for this provocation, Ngugi emerged with more material to write, but, no longer feeling he and his family were safe in Kenya, he moved abroad to teach. During this same period he committed to write only in Gikuyu and Swahili in order to make his writing more widely accessible to the broader population of Kenyans, who do not necessarily read English; he encouraged other African authors to do the same. From this time came the novel Death on the Cross (1982), Detained: A Writer’s Prison Diary (1981), and eventually Matagari (1989), in which he began to experiment with a magical realist style that found fuller expression in Wizard of the Crow (2006).



This trend of prominent females writing about contemporary themes of shifting values, marriage, and unemployment, both in Kenya and outside, has continued in the first decades of this century. These writers include Muthoni Garland with Halfway between Nairobi and Dundori (2011) and Yvonee Andianbo Owor (b.1968) with Dust (2012), the former nominated for, and the latter a recipient of, the prestigious Caine Prize for African Writing. Another author receiving international recognition is Binyavanga Wainaina (b.1971), who is also perhaps the most established of current Kenyan writers. His memoir, One Day I Will Write about This Place (2011), was selected for the Oprah Book Club. Kenyan authors have long benefited from local publishing houses printing and selling books at reasonable prices and promoting the wider readership of local literature. The growth of literary magazines, such as Wainaina’s Kwani, and writers’ cooperatives have played a significant role in the continued promotion of Kenyan writers and their work.

Media

With a high literacy rate (88 percent) and the expansion of digital communications, media is one of the most exciting areas of change in Kenya today. Initially Kenya went from a white settler press during the colonial era to a postindependence government-dominated media (newspapers, radio, and television) following a policy of “ideology of order,” which ostensibly was to build and develop the nation but rather had the effect of keeping President Kenyatta and his party in office. Nevertheless, from as early as the 1920s there has always been an alternative press commenting on land alienation, forced labor, taxation, and racial-based passes. With the inauguration of the new constitution in 2010, the media has achieved a much stronger position of independence, and the digital age is expanding this even further.

Today Kenya has at least 7 daily papers, more than 100 radio stations, 17 television stations, and a large number of weekly and monthly papers and magazines. The Daily Nation, The Standard, the Swahili-language Taifa Leo, and the weekly Kenya Times dominate print media. Radio is listened to across the country (89 percent according to a 2010 survey) with both government and independent stations. FM dominates AM, and independent stations in various languages are said to be the most trusted. CitizenTV, KBC, Kenya Television Network, and Nation TV are the most popular stations, all received using an antenna; cable and satellite connections are rare. Increasing numbers of listeners and viewers are using the Internet and SMS news alerts. That the SMS news alert texts come from the same newspapers that dominate the print media, whose holdings also extend to major control in the radio and television sector (Kenya Broadcasting Corporation, the Nation Media Group, the Royal Media Group, and the Standard Group), illustrates the challenge posed by only four ownership groups dominating the market and thus its content. A promising advance is the recent growth of community radio to provide service to small, rural, and remote communities. However, largely funded by development agencies, the lasting power of these experiments remains to be seen.

Internet penetration remains low (9.7 percent in 2010 vs. 30 percent worldwide); but the phenomenal growth rate in the region of nearly 900 percent between 2000 and 2007, coupled with similarly significant increases in mobile phone use and SMS, suggests these could be game changers. That the latter had a significant impact during the 2007 election in reporting fraud and then in reporting acts of violence after the balloting gives an indication of potential. The emergence of bloggers in the aftermath of that election is another new development. Recognizing that young people make up the majority of the country’s population, the blog site Kuweni Serious is dedicated to using social media to fight the apathy found among young Kenyans and raise consciousness of political and social issues; Kuweni Serious was founded by a group of cultural activists who wanted to challenge young people to “be all you can be” in a Kenyan setting. Their goal remains to find creative ways to move online engagement into offline action. Other sites that have mobilized to bring about political change include Generation Kenya (http://generationkenya.co.ke) and iHub (http://www.ihub.co.ke).

As Dr. Wambui Mwangi, Generation Kenya’s director, stated, “Those of us for whom our parents’ ethnic prejudices and dislikes seemed impenetrable, archaic—this is Generation Kenya. We who today fall in love with, and fight with, and plan with, and work with other Kenyans—this too is GenerationKenya.” Using profiles that illustrate Kenyan’s successes, talents, and generosity, the goal is provide role models for young people of individuals who have overcome challenges that lead to accomplishments. Explicitly using technology to change the future, iHub is an Innovation Hub in Nairobi purposefully designed as an open space community facility for “the technologists, investors, tech companies and hackers in the area” again with a focus on the young people. Through blogs, videos, animation, Facebook pages, and Twitter, these organizations are delivering messages and encouraging creative and constructive discussion and debate by mobilizing the largest percentage of the population to be active participants in their own and the country’s future.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Maseru

Major Cities: Maseru

Population: 1,942,008

Languages: Sesotho (Southern Sotho) (official), English (official), Phuthi, Xhosa, Zulu

Government Type: Parliamentary Constitutional Monarchy

Ethnic Groups: Sotho (99.7 percent); Europeans, Asians, and other (0.3 percent)

Religions: Christianity (80 percent); African Traditional Religions (20 percent)



Introduction

The kingdom of Lesotho (Mmuso wa Lesotho) or Lesotho is a small country located in the southeastern area of South Africa. It was first established as a Sotho Kingdom under Moshoeshoe, a Basotho of the Mokoteli clan, in 1821 at Thaba Bosiu, a large mesa or flat-top mountain. Historically, Moshoeshoe successfully defended the kingdom against the Zulu during the 1820s and 1830s. During this time they invited French missionaries into their settlements and used these contacts to trade for guns and ponies. By the 1850s the Sotho Kingdom defended itself against the Voortrekkers (Boers), Dutch descendents who attempted to invade their land. The British had nominal control of the kingdom’s area by the 1860s. As a result Moshoeshoe negotiated with the British to proclaim the kingdom “Basutoland,” a British protectorate, in 1868. This is significant as during this time the British and the Boers were systematically moving other kingdoms off their land and creating what would eventually become a reservation system, called Bantustans or “African townships.” At the turn of the century the Anglo Boer War (1899–1902) ended in British victory. In 1910 the British established the Union of South Africa, which allowed Basutoland to maintain its protectorate status. In 1966 Basutoland became independent from Britain and renamed the newly independent country the kingdom of Lesotho. It has a parliamentary monarchy government consisting of a senate and national assembly, an elected prime minister, and a sitting monarch.

As of 2014, Lesotho’s population was at approximately 1,942,008 based on the CIA World Factbook, with 27.6 percent living in urban areas. The rate of urbanization for 2010–2015 was estimated at an annual increase of 3.57 percent. The United Nations Development Program places Lesotho’s 2012 Human Development Index (HDI) value at 0.461; this HDI places them at 158 out of 187 countries and territories. This is in the low human development category. A major causal factor is Lesotho’s battle with HIV/AIDS. It was ranked in 2013 as having the third highest number of adult HIV/AIDS cases at 23.60 percent, with a comparatively low level of health care. While Lesotho battles to reduce HIV/AIDS, it also works to improve its economy, energy sources, and maintain its education system. To these ends Lesotho’s vibrant and resilient culture is evident in its continued progress to meet the demands of a global economy, while addressing the individual needs of its people at home.

Geography

Lesotho is located in Southern Africa, and its 909-kilometer (562.82-mile) border is completely surrounded by the Republic of South Africa. It is geographically an enclave within the Republic of South Africa. The country has no coast or any major lakes within its borders, but the Caledon River runs along its northwest border and the Orange and Makhaleng rivers run through Lesotho. The Makhaleng River splits off from the Orange River in a northeast direction at the country’s lowest elevation point of 1,400 meters above sea level on the country’s southwest border. Total land mass is 30,355 square kilometers (11,720.1 square miles), including part of the Drakensberg Mountain Range located in the eastern part of the country. In comparison it is slightly smaller than the state of Maryland in the United States. It is ranked 139th in landmass by the CIA World Factbook (2013). The Drakensberg Range occupies the eastern region of the country with elevations that reach a height of 11,000 feet (3,353 meters) with Thabana Ntlenyana (meaning “Beautiful Little Mountain”) as its highest peak at 11,424 feet (3,482 meters). The majority of the land is rocky highlands made up of plateaus, hills, and mountains with 80 percent of the country at least 1,800 meters above sea level. Only 1 percent of the land is forested. Due to the rocky soil a mere 10.14 percent is arable land. An estimated 26.37 square kilometers of land are irrigated with only 0.13 percent of the land used for permanent farming, leaving 89.72 percent for subsistence farming, grazing, mining, and other uses. Lesotho has many natural resources including water, agricultural and grazing land, diamonds, sand, clay, and building stone. Interestingly, even though Lesotho is landlocked, it is a water source to South Africa through its Highlands Water project, which stores, controls, and distributes water to the surrounding area. Its climate is temperate with cool to cold winters and hot and wet summers. Higher elevations experience colder temperatures, and there are periodic droughts. Due to population pressure the overuse of the land for farming and grazing is resulting in increased areas of soil exhaustion, soil erosion, and desertification.
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The Sani Pass, linking South Africa and Lesotho across the Drakensburg Mountains. The winding road through the pass is notorious for its steep gradients and patches of poor traction. (Bartosz Lewandowski/Dreamstime.com)

People and Ethnicity

Lesotho is the nationality of its people and is also the largest ethnolinguistic group in Lesotho at 99.7 percent with Europeans, Asians, and foreign African nationals and non-Lesotho ethnolinguistic groups at 0.3 percent. To refer to a person from Lesotho, the singular form “Mosotho” is used; while the plural form is “Basotho” and is used to refer to a group. Basotho is also the adjective to describe someone of Lesotho ethnolinguistic origin or nationality.

Today the Lesotho or Mosotho people are considered one ethnolinguistic group, but they developed from interactions with several groups over the centuries. From the 1400s through the 1700s the Lesotho area south of Vaal River to Drakensburg Mountains was made of several small Sotho chiefdoms that often raided cattle from each other but rarely initiated warfare between their groups. It is believed, according to Kevin Shillington’s work, that the oldest Sotho ethnolinguistic group was the Fokeng who appeared in the area during the 15th century. Other early groups included the Tlokoa, Koena, and the Taung. North of this area were the Pedi in Leolu Mountains in the northeastern Transvaal region. South of the Tugela River the Southeastern Nguni also lived under loose confederations and shared common cattle practices with the Sotho. Over time many of these families mixed with the Sotho and formed into new chiefdoms, combining mixed farming with small herds to support their families. During times of drought, poor crops, or disputes, some chiefdoms or families moved away.

While the early Sotho and southeastern Nguni shared much in common, the northeastern Nguni by the 1700s developed 3 centralized kingdoms. Of these 3 northeastern Nguni kingdoms, the Mthethwa would rise up under the leadership of Shaka during the Mfecane period (1816–1840). Through the 1700s Sotho-Tswana and Nguni groups lived in comparable peace. At the end of the 17th century drought conditions resulted in a struggle across these groups for land and water resources. This struggle would come to be called by two different names: the Mfecane (the Crushing) and the Difaqane (the Scattering) as identified by the Nguni and Sotho, respectively.

Several theories regarding the causes for the Difaqane period in Sotho history have been considered, including overpopulation, the charismatic military leadership of Shaka over the Zulu (Nguni) Kingdom, the “white inspiration” theory, and conflict over trade. It is possible that all these causes played some role in this major historical period. One certain cause was the rise of Shaka of the Zulu chiefdom, a minor group within the Mthethwa Nguni Kingdom during this period. Shaka Zulu reorganized the Mthethwa army creating a military society that became known as the Zulu. He ruled from 1819 to 1828 and was seen as the leader of the Mfecane as he wreaked havoc on weaker kingdoms during his reign. While many groups were taken over by Shaka, some resisted and moved out, setting up new kingdoms. This resistance was referred to by the Sotho-Tswana as the Lifaqane.

Largely due to the Lifaqane, Lesotho was established as a Sotho Kingdom under Moshoeshoe of the Mokoteli clan at Thaba Bosiu (large mesa/flat-top mountain) by 1821. There his kingdom sought refuge from the Zulu nation and from the incoming Voortrekkers (Boers), descendents of the Dutch who settled originally at Cape Coast. Moshoeshoe’s kingdom was situated in the hills on the west side of the Drakensburg Mountains along the eastern highveld. During the 1830s he invited French missionaries to settle within the kingdom. He used this French alliance to access trade for guns and horses. This political alliance effectively blocked Kora and Grigua (Khoisan) raids on his southern border. Initially Moshoeshoe was not as successful in keeping Boer settlers out of Sotho territory as they increasingly infringed on cattle herding and land-use rights. In 1837 the Boers initiated a military raid on the area that targeted the Zulu. In 1838 the Boers defeated the Zulu and pushed them out of the territory. The Basotho people continued to resist Boer settlement using guns and their well-trained Basotho ponies until 1868 when Britain annexed Sotho as a protectorate, renaming it “Basutoland.”

Throughout the development of Sotho, Moshoeshoe’s kingdom merged with several groups for protection. Some married into the kingdom while others, mostly young men looking to establish families in safe settings, became patrons of his kingdom. This meant working his land or raising his cattle in return for mutual protection. Over time all these people either through marriage or customary law under extended family systems became Basotho people. In 1966 when Basutoland gained its independence, becoming the kingdom of Lesotho, its population was made up almost exclusively of Basotho people.

Languages

Lesotho has four prominent languages. Sesotho (Southern Sotho) and English serve as official and institutional languages. Three other languages are significant in Lesotho: Phuthi, Xhosa, and Zulu. All three are Southern African ethnonational languages that are used inside Lesotho and for regional communication in Southern Africa. According to Lewis, Simons, and Fennig (2014) Sesotho and English are statutory national languages as defined in the Lesotho constitution (2003), Articles 3(1) and 7(2), respectively. As such Sesotho and English are required courses and used as languages of instruction in the schools. They are also used in all government documents.

Sesotho is a Niger-Congo, Narrow Bantu language and is closely associated with the Northern Sotho and Tswana languages. These languages are mutually understandable as they share common origins. The Tswana and Sotho people as described above intermarried over the centuries and by the 18th century developed into several distinct ethnolinguistic groups. A few groups, like the Ndzundza located in the eastern Transvaal, speak a Sesotho dialect that contains Nguni words. Of the approximately 5.6 million Sesotho speakers in the world, 1.77 million reside in Lesotho. In addition to being one of Lesotho’s two official languages, it is also one of the formally recognized languages of South Africa. Significant numbers of Sesotho speakers also reside in Botswana, Namibia, and Zambia.

English was introduced as a colonial language in Lesotho, then Basutoland, as early as 1868 when the Basotho and British declared it a British protectorate. However, English did not become a mandatory language until Basutoland gained independence in 1966. Still in practice throughout its history as a British protectorate and later colony, English became widespread through British churches and schools. This also increased its use in government and trade as English speakers under British rule became increasingly necessary.

The other three languages Phuthi, Xhosa, and Zulu, are regional languages with a significant number of speakers living in Lesotho. Phuthi is an Nguni language that has blended many Sesotho words and features into its lexicon. It is most closely associated with the Swazi language. Spoken by approximately 43,000 in Lesotho based on Ethnologue’s 2002 estimate; there are also many Phuthi speakers in the northern Transkei area of South Africa. Phuthi people are dispersed along the Lesotho’s southeastern border that runs along the Eastern Cape of South Africa. Simon Donnelly summarizes that they originally migrated from the Tugela River Valley in the 1500s and intermingled with Sotho people as they migrated northwest over the Drakensberg Mountains to settle at Korokoro during the 1600s. There is evidence that by the late 1700s through interaction with Khoisan people, many San words and clicks became a normal part of Phuthi vocabulary. From Korokoro they spread to other locations where small chiefdoms were established. Historical accounts indicate that due to a conflict with then colonial officers over a charge of cattle theft, the Phuthi people were further scattered as the British colonials and Basotu soldiers attacked the Phuthi Moorosi chiefdom’s stronghold at the present-day Mount Moorosi in 1879 killing their leader and many other Phuthi people. Today most Phuthi speakers continue to live in isolated rural communities.

Xhosa is spoken by an estimated 23,000 people on Lesotho and by more than 7 million people in South Africa. They are the southernmost Nguni people who originally expanded as far west as the Gamtoos River by the 1600s. They mixed with Khoisan people over the centuries developing the distinctive clicks of the Xhosa language. During the last quarter of the 1700 the Boers expanded into Xhosa territory and drove them east of the Sundays River. As the British took over the Cape they also expanded into Xhosa territory, setting up forts and burning Xhosa land. By 1836 the Xhosa people were pushed further east to the Kei River, with many of them moving north into the Lesotho area. The Xhosa people have maintained a presence in Lesotho.

Zulu (Isizulu, Zunda or Ngoni) is spoken by at least 250,000 people in Lesotho and is also a major language in South Africa with more than 11 million speakers based on their 2011 census. Zulu includes several dialects including Cele, Lala, Qwabe, and Transvaal Zulu. Zulu speakers in Lesotho are most concentrated in the Butha-Buthe District and at the Caledonspoort border post. Zulu is also a significant language in Swaziland and Mozambique. Zulu people originate from the Mthethwa Nguni Kingdom, which was one of three major Nguni kingdoms in the late 17th century located from Delagoa Bay south to the Tugela River. The Mthethwa took over the smaller Zulu chiefdom just north of the Tugela River, and by the early 1800s, Shaka Zulu made his name known through his military prowess. He went on to lead the Nguni Mfecane or “Crushing,” which combined the Mthethwa and Ndwandwe Kingdoms while pushing the Ngwane (Swazi) kingdom north. During the 1800s Moshoeshoe successfully protected Lesotho from Zulu advances. The Zulu speakers are primarily located in Lesotho’s northwestern region.


Moshoeshoe I (1786–1870)

Moshoeshoe I was born Lepoqo in 1786 at Menkhoaneng in the northern part Lesotho. His father Mokhachane was a minor Basotho chief of the Mokoteli, a Koena clan. His name was changed to Moshoeshoe (Moshesh, Mosheshwe, or Mshweshwe) after a successful raid where he sheared the beards of the defeated men. The name represents the sound of shears. In 1820 Moshoeshoe succeeded his father as chief of the Mokoteli. Initially he settled at Butha Buthe, but eventually established the Sotho Kingdom at Thaba Bosiu (Mountain of the Night). There on the top of this high plateau he built up his kingdom by unifying refugee groups during the Difaqane (1813–1830). He also successfully protected them from Zulu attacks. During the 1830s he allowed the Paris Evangelical Missionary Society to settle in his kingdom. By the late 1830s he protected the majority of Basotho territory from Boer expansion and successfully defended its borders in 1851–1852 against British invasion. By 1854 Basotho was once again under attack by the new Boer republic of the Orange Free State. This time Moshoeshoe brokered a deal with the British to come under their protection. From 1868 until 1884 Basotholand was a British colony, but under British indirect rule was able to maintain its own leadership and indigenous institutions. Moshoeshoe died on March 11, 1870. In 1966, his kingdom Basotholand became the independent country of Lesotho and his great-great-grandson Moshoeshoe II became King of Lesotho. In 2000 Moshoeshoe’s original village at Thaba-Bosiu was nominated for designation as a UN World Heritage Site.



Religion

Lesotho’s population identifies predominantly as Christian at 80 percent and the other 20 percent as Traditional (indigenous religion). Prior to establishing the Basotho Kingdom under Moshoeshoe I in the early 1800s, almost all Basotho people practiced the Traditional religion. According to Shillington, the Sotho-Tswana Traditional religious practices can be traced back to the Later Iron Age appearing between 1000 and 1400 CE as small chiefdoms began to emerge on the Southern African highveld. The Sotho-Tswana were further delineated into three subgroups. The Western Sotho (modern Tswana) chiefdoms were located northeast of the Vaal River. The Northern Sotho (modern Pedi) were located directly east of the Tswana, south of the Limpopo River, west of the Drakensberg Mountains, and directly northeast of the Southern Sotho people. The Southern Sotho (modern Sotho) people, located directly south of the Tswana and southwest of the Northern Sotho with the Drakensberg Mountains as their southeastern border, were Moshoeshoe’s ancestors. The Southern Sotho practiced similar religious traditions shared within this larger Sotho-Tswana ethnolinguistic group (Bertelsmann 2012: 159–61). In addition to Sotho-Tswana religious practices, the Khoisan people were also residents of this area and practiced their Traditional religion. Christianity was formally introduced to the Southern Sotho people when Moshoeshoe I allowed the Paris Evangelical Missionary Society to settle on Basotho land in 1833. The Catholic Church also established a mission and church at Roma by 1862.

In Traditional Sotho religion the chief is the head spiritual leader, influencing most important aspects of Sotho life. As the spiritual leader a chief’s rainmaking powers and spiritual connection to his ancestors protect the Basotho, guiding their spiritual and physical lives. Modimo is their Supreme Being or God, and people pray to their balimo or ancestors’ spirits for favor from Modimo and other deities or smaller gods. Families honor their ancestors’ spirits through ritual feasts, which also serve to appease them. It is believed that sickness and misfortune are caused by disrespecting the ancestors. In addition evil like drought or war may be caused by sorcerers or witches. Common Traditional ceremonies include age-set (groups of boys or girls close in age) ceremonies, initiation rites, marriages, and funerals.

Paramount and clan chiefs hold spiritual leadership roles as representatives of the ancestors and leaders of their people. They maintain “medicine horns” that may be used to both help and hurt people in order to keep the spiritual world and Sotho world in alignment. Often this help or hurt was proportional to the subject’s demonstrated loyalty or lack of loyalty to the chief. Every Sotho clan has an animal totem or nature spirit to represent it. Some clan totem names include Taung (Lion), Tlhaping (Fish), Tloung (Elephant), and Kwean (Crocodile). These totems are seen as protectors, and their spiritual relationship to the group is maintained through special taboos and prohibitions. In addition to the chief’s medicine horn, every Sotho community has Traditional healers called “ngaka” who use spiritual guidance and herbal remedies to treat and protect people from spiritual, psychological, and physical ailments. These healers can be male or female.

Christianity is today the dominant religion in Lesotho with at least 80 percent adherence. Catholics make up about 45 percent of Lesotho’s Christian population. Although the majority of Lesotho Christians are Catholic, the first mission in Basotho was the Protestant Paris Evangelical Missionary Society who represented the Reformed Church of France, also known as Calvinists, in 1833. Their missionaries, Thomas Arbousset, Eugene Casalis, and Constant Gosselin, established a mission at Morija close by Thaba Bosiu and took in Khoisan interpreters to help their work with the Basotho people. Moshoeshoe I approved of their work and used it to strengthen European trade relations to bring in guns and horses. In the 1860s Rev. Adolphe Mabille, who married Eugene Casalis’s daughter, came to the Morija mission site and acted as Moshoeshoe I’s and later King Letsie I’s trusted adviser. According to the Dictionary of African Christian Biography (1995) Mabille was an advocate for Basotho sovereignty, worked to develop a school, and in 1863 established the longest surviving South African newspaper, Leselinyana la Basotho (The Small Light of the Basotho). He produced the first standard Sesotho-English dictionary and set up a press that produced school textbooks, and religious and government publications. There is some disagreement as to whether Moshoeshoe I ever converted to Christianity. Even after Moshoeshoe I allowed the introduction of Christianity and many people converted, he maintained his Traditional religion and, as such, his religious leadership of the Basotho people. Some say he accepted Christianity near his death in 1870, but his life practice was Traditional.

The first Catholic mission was established at Roma in Basotho in 1862 by Bishop Allard of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate. Father Joseph Gerard was assigned to this church in that same year. By 1867 he set up a second mission St. Michael approximately six miles away. Basutoland became an independent prefecture on May 8, 1894. Father Gerard served the Catholic Church in Basotho until his death in 1914. By that time the Catholic Church had established a congregation of nuns and built several schools. On September 15, 1988, Father Gerard was beatified (confirmed as very holy) by Pope John Paul II, making him the Blessed Father Gerard of Basotho. In 1961, Emmanuel Gregory Mabathoana, great grandson of Moshoeshoe I, became the first Archbishop of the new archdiocese of Maseru and Metropolitan of Basutoland. In addition to the Catholic and Reformed Churches, there are many Independent African Churches (IAC) in Lesotho. The IACs blend more Traditional religion elements into their practice and often promote healing through spiritual means with a focus on the Holy Spirit. One IAC, the Zion Apostolic Church, was established by two Pedi (Northern Sotho) brothers, Elias and Joseph Mahlangu, in 1917. The largest Zion church was started by Ignatius (Engenas) Lekganyane from Motaung, who formed the Zion Christian Church in 1925. This church holds an Easter “Passover” meeting annually at Mount Moria in Northern Province, South Africa, that brings together thousands of Zionist followers each year. Christian churches like the IACs represent a synthesis of African Traditional and Christian belief elements.

Social Customs

Basotho culture is based on cattle as early Basotho people established a cattle economy. The paramount chief (leader over all clans) is considered the “owner of the cattle” and of the land. While cattle raiding from neighboring villages and chiefdoms occurred on a fairly regular basis, the society’s structure helped to minimize the effect of any retaliation. Before Lesotho established a modern military, Sotho’s cattle culture was protected through the use of gender-based age-grade regiments to support and protect the kingdom. As boys and girls became of age they were initiated into these regiments. Shillington explains:

Counterbalancing this disruptive tendency [cattle raiding], however, were the initiation ceremonies and the regimental system which followed them. Initiates for the ceremonies, by which adolescents passed into adulthood, were summoned by the kgosi (chiefdom leader) every few years, usually when his own son or daughter was of the appropriate age. On conclusion of the ceremonies, which included indoctrination in customary duties and social behavior and male circumcision, initiates were formed into age-regiments. The female regiments were an important source of communal agricultural labour at the disposal of the kgosi, while the primary function of the male regiments was as a reserve army that could be called up to defend the morafe [the chief’s people] or go on cattle-raids against neighbours (2012: 227).
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Children with a cattle cart near the village of Ha Lesoiti. Cattle have long held central importance in Basotho culture. In addition to their use as transport, cattle are exploited for milk and meat and they are among the most important signifiers of wealth and status. Their exchange is an important element of many traditional ceremonies. (Ihsaan Haffejee/Anadolu Agency/Getty Images)

Cattle remain a major economic commodity, but most families have other work in addition to cattle as a means of support. For rural Basotho people cattle are an important status symbol as both a sign of wealth and as a way to provide community security. Cattle owners often loan out cows for milk. Also the offering of a cow for major ceremonies like marriages and funerals is a family obligation and can be quite expensive, so owning even a few head of cattle provides some family and community security. Youth still participate in initiation rites, but their age-grade responsibilities are not as clearly defined as in earlier times. Boys tend to have longer initiation periods than girls, and only boys are circumcised. Fewer urban youth participate in initiation rites than rural youth. For girls and boys, initiation rites are still a sign of their transition into adulthood and a period of learning adult duties and responsibilities. Only Basotho people can hold land titles, and the king of Lesotho controls all land distribution through his offices.

Communication in Lesotho, as within most African societies, is not only a practical function but also an art form. Like most formerly nonliterate societies, oral traditions were paramount to maintaining the history and culture of the people. Among the Basotho people one way of establishing clan identity within the wider society is through clan praises. According to William Tsiu (2006), diboko “clan praise recital” is an oral tradition created by the clan as a group. They are short, poetic descriptions that are developed to represent individual members of the clan. Although they should be recited verbatim, they may change over time or a performer may decide to make a change based on context or intent. The following is an example of a Basotho diboko:

Motho wa Makadi a Tsholo,

Maila-ho-ngwathelwa,

Ha a tlaja ho thehe meriti,

E menyane ya diotlwana,

Ke motho wa Nkopane le Mohlomi!

A descendant of Kadi, son of Tsholo,

Abstainers-from-being-given-food,

When one is about to eat, the shadows fall,

The small ones of the courtyards,

I am a descendant of Nkopane and Mohlomi! (80–81)

While this diboko describes the individual and his role in providing food; it also links him to other clan members. It simultaneously reflects the Sotho cultural expectation of the individual to contribute to the group and the importance of ancestry within the Sotho identity and belief system.

In a more modern aspect of Sotho communication, text messaging also serves individual and community needs for Basotho people. Text messaging is viewed as a sociolect of sorts; that is, a dialect or mode of communication dependent on the communicators’ shared understanding of their cultural and social contexts. At the National University of Lesotho (NUL), academic staff members are largely dependent on mobile or cell phones to maintain routine communications throughout their day. Texting is a quick and effective means of making connections with other staff and keeping abreast of family and friends throughout the workday. It was demonstrated in a study by Beatrice Ekanjume that Basotho English speakers have a common text spelling and grammar structure for effective text messaging. This was achieved through a group understanding of their social and linguistic environment and was not developed through any formal process. Rather it emerged through common application of certain pronunciation and grammar patterns. For example, some Sotho text phrases include

Grtns 2 ur fmly [Greetings to your family.]

hw’s d strike goin?any clses.wil visit u dis evnin [How is the strike going? Were there any classes? Will visit you this evening.]

you cn cllct d bk @ noon. [You can collect the book at noon.] (Jeneen and Gall 2009: 17–19)

For Basotho texters at NUL, there are several common attributes in their text messages. The first is that “ur” is used for “your”; whereas in U.S. English text messages “yr” is used for your. In the second text “d” is used for “the” and “dis” is used for “this”; the substitution of “d” for the “th” sound interestingly is also often used in many other Bantu English dialects, including American Southern English dialects, where historically Bantu speakers were prevalent. Finally, the omission of most vowels in the last text indicates that there is fluidity in vowel sounds within Sotho English and that they are not as necessary as the consonant sounds. While these observations are based only on NUL text usage, as these academic staff members come from a cross section of the country, they provide some insight into how text messaging in Sotho English is normalized to ease texters’ communication.

Basotho social customs are layered with traditional and modern aspects. Within its economy cattle remain a central symbol of wealth and security; while many people work either as migrant miners, farmers, or in more modern fields in education, banking, and commerce. Gender continues to define the roles of many Basotho people, especially in the rural areas. This gendered age-grade system continues alongside Western education and a modern economy that move many Basotho people into roles that are not readily definable along gender lines. Finally, society in Lesotho continues to incorporate oral traditions at the same time it develops modern communication styles to serve such functions as text messaging and other mass media and communication modes.
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Prince Seeiso, younger brother of King Letsie III of Lesotho, assists volunteers from the Starkley Foundation in fitting a young girl with her first hearing aid. The Starkley Foundation, in cooperation with the charitable organization Sentebale, has launched a campaign to provide medical resources to the hearing impaired in Lesotho. (Chris Jackson/Getty Images)

Lifestyle and Leisure

Lesotho’s population was 1.94 million in 2013. According to UNdata 2013 statistics, its population grew at an annual average of 1 percent from 2010 through 2015. In 2012 Basotho people lived primarily in rural areas at 71.7 percent of the population, while the urban population stood at 28.3 percent. Its urban population growth during 2010 through 2015 was 3.6 percent, while its rural population decreased during the same period at less than a 1 percent annual rate. More than a third of Lesotho’s population at 36.6 percent was under the age of 15 years in 2012 with only 12.6 percent 60 years of age or older. There are almost as many men as women with 97.4 males per 100 females, and both males and females live to about the same age, with females living on average to 48.1 and males to 49.7. This low life expectancy is contributed largely to the high HIV/AIDS incidence in the country. Infant mortality was 62.1 per 1,000 live births in 2012 with an overall fertility rate of 3.1 live births per woman. Contraceptive practices are prevalent within 47 percent of the population ages 15–49 years. Education and health care are two primary areas that shape Basotho lifestyles. Leisure time is largely shared with family and friends to celebrate life’s special events.

Education accounted for approximately 13 percent of Lesotho’s government expenditures from 2006 to 2012. Most Basotho people receive Western-style formal education that follows a British education structure. The Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) oversees the Lesotho education system. Lesotho schools include early childhood education and development, basic (primary and junior secondary) education, secondary education, vocational and technical education, and tertiary or university education. In addition special education and teacher education are also overseen by MOET to meet needs across education programs. Public and private primary and secondary schools follow a national curriculum. Lesotho and English are the languages of instruction. Universities in Lesotho follow closely the South African university system, which is in general modeled after British tertiary education curricula.

According to UNESCO (2014) data on Lesotho school enrollments for 2012, there is disparity between female and male enrollments. For primary education there is 100 percent participation for females and males. Lesotho secondary schools show a disparity in enrollments with 62.3 percent of females compared to 44.5 percent of males enrolled in 2012. The disparity is also apparent at the tertiary level with females enrolled at 13.1 percent and males enrolled at 8.7 percent in Lesotho universities. In part this disparity may be explained by increased economic demands on adolescent males due to a high rate of adult AIDS deaths that have left as much as one-quarter of all children orphaned (the loss of one or both parents) and comparatively more economic opportunities available to adolescent males without significant levels of education compared to those for females (Goldberg and Short 2012). MOET and other Lesotho ministries partner with international and national agencies to decrease these disparities in education enrollments and to improve long-range economic opportunities.











	Lesotho Education Enrollment Rates




	Education Level

	Female Enrollment (2012) Gross*

	Male Enrollment (2012) Gross*

	Total Enrollment Percentage (2012)




	Primary

	109.6%

	112.4%

	111%




	Secondary

	62.3%

	44.5%

	53.3%




	Tertiary (Higher)

	13.1%

	8.7%

	10.8%






*Number of pupils enrolled in a given level of education, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the official school-age population corresponding to the same level of education. For tertiary level, the population used is the 5-year age group starting from the official secondary school age.

Source: UNESCO. 2014. “Country Profile: Lesotho Education, Literacy.” Montreal, Canada: UNESCO Institute for Statistics.



Lesotho spent 11.6 percent of its total GDP on health care in 2012. The country suffers from an extreme shortage of health care givers with 2.6 physicians and 12 nurses and midwifes per 10,000 people based on World Health Organization (WHO) statistics. Their health system includes public and private medical centers. HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis are common illnesses in Lesotho. UNICEF recorded Lesotho’s adult HIV prevalence in 2012 at 23.1 percent with an estimated 38,000 children living with HIV. This ranked Lesotho as having the third highest incidence of adult HIV/AIDS. UNICEF statistics indicated that HIV/AIDS contributed to Lesotho having an increased rate of mortality (10.4 percent in 1990 compared to 15.2 percent in 2012), a lower life expectancy (59.4 years in 1990 compared to 48.9 years in 2012), lower population growth rate (1.1 percent for 1990–2012 compared to 0.9 percent for 2012–2030), and a more than doubled rate of orphaned children (children orphaned by AIDS deaths in 2012 at 150,000 compared to 220,000 all causes). In 2012 Lesotho had a tuberculosis rate of 630 per 100,000. This high rate is connected to lack of health care access in the rural, especially mountainous, areas where one case can easily and quickly spread through small villages. It is often carried by migrant miners from South Africa and Lesotho mining areas to these remote areas. The demand for medical services in many parts of the country remains high. Fortunately, comprehension of HIV/AIDS prevention and active preventive measures have increased among young people. UNICEF statistics for 2012 indicated that comprehensive knowledge of HIV among males, ages 15–24, was at 28.7 percent and females in the same age range was at 38.6 percent. In addition, 60.3 percent of males and 44.9 percent of females in this same age category used condoms as a primary preventive measure. Many people report going to indigenous and Western medical professionals in order to meet their health needs. Many Lesotho people choose ngaka, indigenous healers or herbalists, as a personal preference, but there is no proven indigenous treatment for HIV/AIDS or tuberculosis. Many seek indigenous health services due to the higher costs and scarcity of Western medical services, while most combine the two medical systems to meet their health care needs.

Life in Lesotho is not all education and health concerns; there is also much to see and do for Basotho people and tourists. Many Basotho people enjoy fishing in the country’s pristine rivers high in the mountains or down through the valleys. Most Basotho people enjoy church and social events. As families and friends gather for initiation ceremonies or coming-of-age celebrations, christenings and naming ceremonies, school graduations, and marriages, special dances are often performed at these events with special food and drink for each occasion.

Tourists also enjoy Lesotho. The tourist trade is healthy with approximately 397,000 visiting in 2011. People come for an array of activities like hiking and mountain climbing. They also fish, especially angling for trout at the many mountain area river locations. Bird watching is also popular, with rare birds like the Bald Ibis, which Mokhotlong district is named for as the “place of the bald ibis.” Lesotho education, health care, and leisure are now more nationally oriented, although local resources and traditional practices and events remain important in the day-to-day lives of Lesotho’s people.

Employment

Historically, cattle ownership reflected social status and moral authority. The chief or clan head, spiritually and politically, was “owner of the cattle.” While men built their fortunes and status on acquiring cattle through lineage, bride-wealth, and mafias or cattle loaning, it was the chief who controlled what happened with the cattle. He controlled where each family set up their homes, and he controlled grazing land. Since colonization in 1868 with the introduction of a cash economy, cash-based taxation, and reduced land rights, cattle herding slowly declined in the area. Today it is no longer the backbone of Lesotho’s economy, but remains part of the rural economy.

Socioeconomic 2013 indicators for Lesotho, according to the World Bank (2014) included a gross domestic product (GDP) at US$2.23 million with an annual GDP growth rate of 5.9 percent. The GDP per capita in 2013 stood at PPP$3,320.00. The poverty rate in 2013 was at 43.4 percent based on UNICEF’s international definition of persons living on PPP$1.25 a day or less. In Basotho culture, historically cattle herding and agriculture were strong primary economic contributors. In the late 1800s cattle herding began to change over to migrant mining and farming as the mainstay of the domestic economy, up until the past two decades. Cattle herding and trade with regional neighbors was the cornerstone of Basutoland’s economy under Moshoeshoe I. After British colonization of Basutoland, British taxation policies and the claiming of fertile land by British and Boers forced most male adults into migrant mining and farmwork in South Africa. Agriculture remained strong throughout this period up until the late 1990s when periodic droughts and floods reduced crop output. This history inhibited Lesotho’s potential domestic economy as it significantly reduced domestic production. In addition to reduced agricultural outputs, beginning in the 1990s many of Lesotho’s migrant miners and farmers lost their positions or were “retrenched” due to declines in South African mining. This decline shifted South African miners onto the farms and sent Lesotho miners and farmers back to Lesotho, resulting in an increasing unemployment rate. According to UNdata in 2011 only 73.4 percent of adult men and 58.9 percent of adult women were employed. UNICEF reported the unemployment rate at 26.5 percent in 2012. Interestingly, possibly due to the retrenchment of migrant miners, Lesotho increased its mining production in recent years. While subsistence farming is common practice in rural areas, an increasing urban population has put a major strain on Lesotho agriculture.

According to the African Development Bank Group, Southern Africa Resource Center (SARC) 2013 report, agriculture production steadily declined from 20 percent in 1983 to 13.6 percent in 1999 to a mere 7.1 percent in 2012. Two promising economic areas were manufacturing and mining. SARC reported increases in both areas. Manufacturing, mostly textiles and apparel industry, increased from 10.4 percent in 1999 to 15.7 percent of the GDP in 2011. Lesotho mining increased from a mere 0.1 percent in 1999 to 4.5 percent of GDP in 2011. In addition to Lesotho’s production areas, the Lesotho Highlands Water Project (LHWP), initiated in 1986, was a partnership between Lesotho and South Africa that sold water to South Africa since 1998, while producing electricity for Lesotho (Mirumachi and Van Wyk 2010). Overall Lesotho’s economy reflects a stable economy with plans to improve over the coming years.

Lesotho’s 2009 trade profile, according to the United Nations (2013), included three major export partners, South Africa, the United States, and Canada, who accounted for 80 percent of export trade. Their major import partner is South Africa, which supplies almost half of Lesotho’s electricity. The most common products exported in 2009 included textiles and apparel (several categories, including footwear—textile uppers); parts for electrical switches, protectors, and connecters; television receivers, video monitors, and projectors; and unsweetened beverage waters, ice, and snow. Their textile and apparel industry was their primary export, totaling more than US$320 million in 2009 and over US$527 million in 2011 with total exports in 2009 valued at US$628.1 million. Their imports in 2009 were valued at US$1,356.1 million. Their main imports include food, live animals, beverages, and tobacco at 25.5 percent, machinery and transport equipment at 20.3 percent, and manufactured goods at 16.8 percent. Lesotho had a trade deficit in 2009 of more than US$727.9 million. Their trade deficit continued to increase through 2013 with the International Monetary Fund’s International Financial Statistics Public Data reporting Lesotho’s trade deficit at US$1,360 million.

Primary income-generating areas were in the service industry, manufacturing, agriculture, and mining. This reflects the fact that Basotho people’s once strong cattle culture is now a national symbol of their heritage rather than an important economic factor. Men still maintain cattle in the rural areas, while women are the primary farmers, but they rarely control cash crops on parity with men. Men are miners and contribute to the service sector through high-level management positions, construction, and manual labor, while women make up the bulk of lower-level administrators, teachers, nurses, and clerks. Women are also the majority in manufacturing as factory workers, while more men hold top management positions. Wages in Lesotho were not keeping up with the cost of living; as the IMF reported steady increases in the Consumer Price Index from a rate of 100 percent in 2010 increasing over time to 116.9 percent in 2013. There is disparity in the percentage of men compared to women in management jobs across fields, and women proportionately make less than men. Even though women have more education than men, they are still disproportionately hired into lower-wage jobs.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

While some views and roles on gender and marriage are changing within Lesotho, the core perspectives and roles still resemble those of the 1800s. Men are viewed as heads of families and have significantly more legal and customary rights and privileges than women. This is the case even though for almost a century much of the adult male population worked as migrant miners and farmers in South Africa, so were away from home most of the year. There are gendered patterns in work and family roles, although many of these have blurred in recent years. Many variables impact current gender roles in Lesotho society.

Modern Lesotho gender roles vary from traditional, rural, cattle herding and farming areas to metropolitan, globally connected urban centers. In rural areas, men traditionally are the only owners of cattle, although women traditionally raise small livestock, including pigs, referred to as likhomo tsa basali or “the cattle of women.” This tradition continues as men see it as a way to protect their wealth and status within the society. Men may also marry more than one woman under national law, although polygamy is rare among the working classes. Polygamy is fairly limited to the wealthy since it involves extensive payment of bohadi or bride-wealth. Cattle herding and mining by men and farming and raising small livestock by women are still primary rural occupations. Women maintain subsistence farms and are also laborers for cash crops although men usually receive the money for cash crops.

Migration from rural to urban areas is common, and some of it is due to the high incidence of parent deaths related to HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis. For many adolescent males this means finding employment in labor-intense fields like mining, cattle herding, and construction; while for adolescent females it may mean working at poorly paid domestic jobs or low-paying manufacturing jobs in the textile and apparel industry. For males, more often such manual labor jobs meet minimal living costs, but in the long term do not compare favorably with employment requiring secondary or better education levels. For females, these manual labor jobs rarely meet minimal living costs. Due to the narrow employment options and customary prohibitions on females owning their own property or legally representing themselves, females are more likely to stay in school longer than their male counterparts. Ironically, even under a very male-dominated system, Basotho females have made significant gains in white collar employment as clerks, teachers, nurses, government officers, and in middle management positions. Still, men disproportionately occupy most top-level political leadership and corporate management positions, and women rarely own land or cattle.

Traditional customs contain gender roles for various life events. These roles are evident in marriage and family life. Through the practice of bohadi that is given from the groom’s family to the bride’s family, each person has her or his role to play. Women are highly valued for their labor, and marriage is seen as a contract between families. Since the bride will go to live with the groom and his family, the bride’s family must be compensated for the loss of their family member. Family position within the community, the bride’s level of education, and whether she is a first wife are some of the things that help to decide the bohadi. The families will negotiate the bohadi (bride-wealth) and the bride and groom should be in agreement that they wish to marry. Most families end the negotiation with a celebration, commonly referred to as the “traditional wedding” and then, if they are Christian, have a “church” or “white” wedding after it. Divorce is rare, as elder family members act as counsel to keep the married couple together. The woman’s family is normally hesitant to support divorce, except in the case of extreme violence, as they may be required to pay back some or all of the bohadi. Traditionally, a woman marries into the man’s family and is for all legal purposes considered his dependent. Even with recent gender equity laws, this belief is deeply entrenched in Lesotho society.

Parents and other adults are to be respected within the family. The terms Ntate or father and mme or mother are commonly used to address elders as a sign of respect, regardless of whether the person is one’s legal parent or guardian. South Africa Online sums up the general Basotho attitude toward childhood with the Sotho proverb Lefura la ngwana ke ho rungwa (Children benefit from serving their elders). Children are cherished and a sign of wealth.
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A young boy tends a herd of cattle in the mountains of Lesotho. Traditionally, children are socialized into gender roles from a very early age. While girls are taught small-livestock handling, child rearing, and the maintenance of the household, boys are trained in hunting and herding. (Friedrich Stark/Alamy)

Women are normally assisted by female birth attendants or traditionally trained midwives. More women in the urban areas use Western medical facilities and may have a Western medically trained midwife, but these are still very uncommon. Jeneen Hobby and Timothy Gall describe Basotho traditional birth rites:

Traditionally, relatives and friends soaked the father with water when his firstborn child was a girl. If the firstborn was a boy, the father was beaten with a stick…. For two or three months after the birth, the child was kept secluded with the mother in a specially marked hut. The seclusion could be temporarily broken when the baby was brought outside to be introduced to the first rain. (2009: 508)

Each child is born into an age-set or age-grade that serves as a vehicle for indigenous education, as well as a lifelong support system.

Age-grades are delineated by gender and age and normally range in three- to five-year groups. These age-grades serve as a major source of education, as girls and boys learn social and economic skills in these groups from elders. Young boys learn the basics of cattle herding and hunting, while young girls learn farming, small livestock handling, and child rearing. They gradually take on more responsibilities as their age-grade matures. To mark their transition from childhood to adulthood, girls and boys go through initiation rites. Most adolescents in rural areas still participate in initiation rites, even though most of their education is now experienced at the local schools. Some urban families also have their children participate to include them in communal and cultural training. Originally both girl initiates or bale and boy initiates or bashemane would be quartered off to isolated areas in the country or bush during winter in order to receive training and counseling by the elders of their community. Boys are circumcised during this period; girls are not circumcised. Today the training time is shorter, but initiation rites remain a cultural marker into Basotho adulthood. They celebrate with praise songs, and the community joins in a large ceremony and festival at the end of the initiation period. While participation is more common in rural areas and among Traditional Basotho believers than Christians, it remains a time-honored passage into adulthood.

Lesotho is steeped in a culture of male dominance, which makes it difficult for women to fully realize their political, civil, and economic rights. Unfortunately, even a 2012 survey by UNICEF indicated that justification for wife beating (in support of its use) was at 48.4 percent for adult males and 37.1 percent for adult females. For adolescents these percentages actually increased with males at 54.2 percent and females at 47.6 percent. This trend represented deeply acculturated beliefs that women are second-class citizens within Lesotho society. The gendered paradox is that while women steam ahead in education attainment, they only recently received legal equal rights with men. Until 2006, women were officially considered dependents of their families; first of their father and then of their husband. Until 2006 women were not able to own their own property or sign a legal contract without male representation. In 2006 the Legal Capacity of Married Persons Act of 2006 gave women, especially married women, the same rights as men. In practice this act has a long way to go before it is fully implemented. In the latest “Kingdom of Lesotho: Country Strategy Paper,” authored by the African Development Bank Group, they report women’s status as, “their earned income is much less than that of men, and they continue to have low access to property ownership, financial credit and political power” (2013: 9). The African Development Bank Group is partnering with Lesotho’s government ministries to assist in improving women’s status in Lesotho as part of their larger goal to improve the economic well-being of the country.

Cuisine

The majority of Lesotho’s population lives in rural areas and depends largely on small livestock, goats and chickens, and subsistence farming for their food. Urban residents have a somewhat wider range of food coming in from South Africa, but on average pay more than rural people for food. Large stock, like cattle and sheep, also augment the Lesotho diet in small amounts. The main crop is maize, and it is their main food staple. Wheat, sorghum, and some imported rice are also used as primary staples. Rice is mostly consumed in urban, middle-income areas, where it is imported to local markets. Rice is comparatively more expensive, so not as readily available to most people. These staples are served with potatoes or other tubers or roots and other garden vegetables and fruits. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nation estimates that three-quarters of the average Lesotho dietary energy is from grains or cereals. Protein is somewhat scarce as most people are dependent on local livestock with limited access to eggs, chicken, goat meat, and milk. Cattle and sheep are major sources of protein, but most people can only afford beef and mutton in small quantities. If they are fortunate enough to own a few head of cattle, they are reluctant to use them for everyday consumption, as beef is a requisite food for initiation celebrations, weddings, and funerals.

Even in the face of food scarcity Lesotho’s food culture represents a tasty blend of simple foods consisting primarily of stews and sauces. Grains, mostly maize, wheat, pearl millet, and sorghum, are cooked into a firm mash and served with stews or sauces. These stews may contain peas, vegetables, chopped greens, or beans. Small amounts of chicken, beef, goat, mutton, or cooked egg may be served with these dishes. Lesotho’s common vegetables include tubers like cassava, roots like beets, potatoes. Most rural families keep gardens with tomatoes, peppers, cabbage, peas, pumpkins, and sugar beans. Green vegetables may include cleome (African cabbage), amaranths, blackjack, and wild spinach. Local fruits, like kei apples, inkanyi, plums, and quinces are available in the warmer months.

Lesotho’s daily staple is pap-pap or papa, a cornmeal mush or mash. The term “pap” originates from Middle English and also Old French meaning a bland, soft food. It is also a common word in Afrikaans meaning “porridge” probably borrowed from French Huguenots who settled in South Africa from the late 1600s to the end of the 1700s. As much of sub-Saharan Africa, including South Africa, was either colonized by the British or the French, this word is used in many sub-Saharan African languages. Many Lesotho dishes include pap. The Celtnet Lesotho Recipes and Cookery Web site notes that it may also be referred to “as smooth maize meal (mealie meal) porridge (also called slap pap) and crumbly ‘phutu’ pap.” The basic recipe for Lesotho pap-pap or papa is ground corn, fine for smooth pap or course for crumbly, boiling water, and salt to taste. Once the water boils and the ground corn is added, it is cooked and stirred over a fire until thick and firm, about 20 to 25 minutes depending on the desired consistency.

Wheat is ground and used for making bread, also a daily staple. According to Lori Lapierre (2014), bread is “made in large pans greased with mutton lard or made into makoenya, a home-made fried cake similar to a doughnut and often sold by street vendors.” Makoenya is made with warm water, a little salt, some sugar, a little yeast, and flour. Once the dough rises twice, then it is shaped into small flat balls, and deep fried in oil. It is a favorite Lesotho snack, often served with atchar, a South African Indian condiment made from mango, spices, honey, and balsamic vinegar.

Meat is a supplement to meals, so chicken may be added to vegetable stews and served with pap-pap. Since goats and sheep are raised for wool as well as food, their meat is not consumed at a high rate. Beef is the most important meat, as cattle represent wealth and social status within Basotho culture. So while many families own a few head of cattle, they are always reserved for negotiating bride-wealth and for providing meat for major ceremonies. Fish is available along the rivers and is part of the local diet. Like most sub-Saharan cuisines, meat is used to augment a meal and is not normally the main entree.

Basotho women make joale, a local beer that is consumed at social gatherings, informal and formal, as well as sold to supplement household incomes. Joale is made in large vats and is low in alcohol content. Men traditionally drink beer and imported alcoholic drinks, but it is increasingly more common for women to drink alcoholic beverages. Tea drinking is a borrowed British custom and is prevalent in most Lesotho towns and cities. Milk is another common beverage, but is served in a soured form. In urban areas, soft drinks, ice cream, and other Western drinks and treats are readily available; so many middle- and upper-class families consume them on a regular basis.


Lesotho Chakalaka Recipe

This is a traditional recipe for a classic vegetarian stew of carrot and red bell pepper cooked in a tomato-based sauce.

Ingredients:

1 red bell pepper, finely chopped

2 tomatoes, finely chopped

1 onion, finely chopped

2 hot red chilies, finely chopped

1 carrot, finely chopped

2 Tbsp cooking oil

Preparation:

Method: Heat the cooking oil in a pan. Fry the carrots in the oil for a few minutes, then add the onion, chilies, and bell pepper. Fry for five minutes more, then add the tomatoes. Cook until the tomatoes break down and form a mush. Season and serve with rice or pap.



The main city Maseru and some of the larger towns support modern restaurants with a range of cuisines. Most towns have small eateries that offer local cuisine and beverages. Lesotho food varies from traditional found throughout the country to Western and Indian-influenced dishes. Lesotho cuisine is simple and flavorful, based on a healthy blend of indigenous grains, vegetables, and fruits served with meats from local livestock and locally produced beverages.

Dress

Lesotho dress is a mix of tradition and Western styles and components. Their traditional hat, the mokorotlo, is the most visible dress icon of the Basotho people. It is a national symbol as it is the centerpiece of the Lesotho flag. These conical shaped hats are woven and can have several colors and designs with a woven ornamental design at the top. The second most common dress tradition is the use of brightly colored blankets instead of coats. These are imported blankets and are worn by people throughout the country, but are especially popular with herders. This custom is probably a transition from wearing tanned animal skin blankets, which are still worn by healers and other elders. Male herders almost uniformly wear Western-style shirts and jeans or work slacks with rubber boots and a brightly colored blanket. A few may wear leatherwork shoes or boots, but they are the exception. Even in the city such attire for men is common. Although for educated men, Western office or work attire of slacks, button-up shirts, and jackets are the norm in urban areas and government offices throughout Lesotho.

Women also wear brightly colored blankets for warmth and dresses that are slightly longer than knee length. Their dresses vary from Lesotho and other African styles to Western styles. Lesotho styles range from local traditional wear using multilayered colored cloth and ribbon accents to border each layer to boutique or wax tie cloth with a range of brightly colored patterns. These boutique or wax tie dresses are fashioned into styles similar to West and East African dress. Another common women’s dress detail, which may be seen in other parts of Africa, is the custom of wrapping a long print cloth or light blanket around the waist either as a skirt or as a second garment over the skirt or slacks. This is commonly known as a “wrap.” This practice of wearing a wrap is more common in Lesotho’s rural areas and urban market areas. Many women also use a wrap to carry their baby on their back. In urban areas, more women wear Western dresses and to a lesser extent slacks. They are also more likely to wear tailored coats, suits, and sweaters for work and office attire instead of a blanket.

Uniforms are also an important part of dress for Lesotho’s people. For youth the school uniform is their main attire for much of the year, with shirts and shorts or slacks for boys and shirts and skirts or dresses for girls. For adults many professions, like police, nurses, doctors, and the military, require uniforms. Uniforms are also common attire for many community and church groups, for example, Red Cross volunteers, women’s and men’s associations and church groups, as well as church ushers, parking lot attendants, and the like to identify their specific roles in the church or community.

There are also some special clothing items for special events, like initiation rites. For girls, they will wear a beaded titana, a headdress or masklike head covering, gray blankets, and goatskin or cowhide skirts. Boys will wear a tsea, beaded headdress, and colorful blankets that may be pinned together with ornamental pins. In modern times boys also wear sunglasses as part of a coming-of-age statement. Both girls and boys may wear several strands of beaded necklaces, especially at the final initiation ceremony. Healers also wear special attire. One such item is the bandolier. Pieter Jolly describes the bandolier as “strips or strings of what are probably leather, sinew or beads which criss-cross the chest” (2005: 86). The bandolier often has pouches of magic potions or amulets attached to it either for specific rituals or for spiritual and/or physical protection. Interestingly, while Basotho healers, men and women, as well as some initiation groups, commonly wore bandoliers, the local San people also adopted this attire for their healers. Jolly suggested that this clothing adaptation by the San happened through close association with the Basotho where they developed ties through “trade, patronage, marriage and friendship” (2005: 86). The wearing of bandoliers by San is evident in their rock paintings as far back at the 1700s. Bandoliers are still worn throughout Lesotho by healers and also some initiation groups as part of their special attire.

Lesotho dress varies from Basotho to Western and from rural to urban. The mokorotlo hat remains a national symbol and dress icon. Brightly colored blankets, especially in the rural areas, stand out as a national traditional dress for women and men. While men’s everyday dress is not as bright and colorful as women’s everyday wear, traditional initiation attire for men is ornate by design. The variety of dress, whether for work or special events, adds to the culture and beauty of Basotho people.

Sports and Games

As with most sub-Saharan African countries soccer or football is the most popular national sport in Lesotho. Children play football in neighborhood lots and on every school’s sports field. Professional football is big in Lesotho. The Lesotho Football Association (LEFA) is a registered member of the Confederation of African Football (CAF) and the Council of Southern Africa Football Associations (COSAFA). LEFA’s headquarters are located in Maseru. The Lesotho National Football Team was officially established in 1932. Their nickname is Likuena (Crocodiles). They joined the CAF and the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) in 1964. Their uniforms are green shorts, blue jerseys, and white socks. In addition to the Likuena, LEFA supports men’s and women’s district, local, and youth divisions and teams. Lesotho’s national Setsoto Stadium is located in Maseru and holds 20,000 spectators.

The Lesotho’s Women’s National Football Team’s nickname is Beautiful Flowers. They are also members of FIFA, CAF, and COSAFA. FIFA has tracked their numbers and rankings since 2000. Their uniforms are blue, white, and green shirts and white shorts with blue and white socks. The number of women’s and girls’ teams has grown significantly in Lesotho since 2000 with Under-17 and Under-15 teams active in each district. Football is the main national sport, and football match viewing is the largest spectator sport with local shops advertising and hosting the upcoming matches. Locals gather to watch the match and have a beer and snack with friends. Those not able to pay the admission fee or for drinks are apt to listen to the match on their radios as televisions are still a rare commodity for the average Masotho household.

While women’s football is growing in popularity, netball remained Lesotho’s most popular women’s sport in 2014. Other sports enjoyed by Basotho men and women are track and field, cricket, and handball. A popular indigenous sport or competition in rural Lesotho is stick fighting or stick dancing. Young boys are taught how to stick fight during their initiation rites and as young herders often carry a mulamu or fighting stick. The mulamu is a short, thick stick that is decorated with brightly colored wire. Christian and Philip Grant (2011) explain that “it is a sign of being a ‘young man’ to carry one. Young boys learn traditional stick fighting as they grow up, as a ‘marital art.’” Hunting is also a common part of Basotho culture and young men often use hunting dogs and a “knobkerrie,” a stick with a lump on one end. Elizabeth Eldredge describes various types of Basotho hunting techniques, using bows and arrows with “medicine” or poisonous tips, spears, guns, and traps. Since most large game was wiped out by the early 1900s, hunting now is primarily for small game and birds and the occasional antelope.

Board games are also popular and go back more than 1,000 years as evidence in San art rock shows the mancala or “count and capture” game of moruba. This game is popular across the continent and has an array of versions. Most often the board is made from wood with carved rows of cups; some games with one row on each side and others with two rows of cups on each side. The playing pieces can be seeds, smooth pebbles, or marblesm and the end goal is to capture as many of the pieces as possible. Other names for this game in West Africa are ayo or owari, while in East Africa it may be called mankala or mweso. Even if there is no game board available, children will dig out holes in the ground and use small stones or seeds to play moruba. This board game remains universally popular in Lesotho and across Africa, so much so that the boards are popular tourist items. Many of the boards have intricate carvings and customarily are designed with a hinge and clasps to fold the board closed, storing the pieces securely inside the cups. Another similar game that is played on a flat board is mororova, which is similar to the British game of twelve men’s morris. Its name and moruba are derived from the SeSotho word moraba-rabe translated as “to mill” or “go round in a circle.” These games are enjoyed by young and old across Basotho society.

Festivals and Holidays

There are many festival occasions and national holidays in Lesotho. Festivals are most common for the end of initiation rites for boys and girls and for weddings. Although funerals are not celebrated occasions, they are also honored with a large community gathering to denote the deceased passing to the ancestral world. It is important to initiate these cultural rites, whether the end of the initiation period, a wedding, or a funeral, with the sponsoring family or families sacrificing of a cow. While this may drain a family’s assets, it secures their status and place in the wider community as the family’s honor is closely tied to their ability to provide well in quantity and quality for the occasion.

In addition to several Christian holidays, two major national holidays are Moshoeshoe Day in honor of Moshoeshoe I and Independence Day in honor of Lesotho’s independence from Britain. Moshoeshoe Day is a symbol of national unity and a reminder of the nation’s long history of independence in the face of many adversaries. Originally, it was celebrated on March 12, but in recent years was changed to March 11 in remembrance of Moshoeshoe I’s death on March 11, 1870. According to the historical record, as reprinted in Scott Rosenberg’s article (1999), Moshoeshoe day was initially proposed by the Basotho Progressive Association on March 13, 1913, to the Basutoland National Council, as their written petition stated,

Is a request that there may be a sign of respect made to the chief Moshesh, who sought peace for this nation. This association requests that the day on which the chief Moshesh began to join hands with the [British] government of the queen may be honoured by being appointed as a day of rest in Basutoland … let it be known as “Moshesh day.” (Proceedings 1913: 61)

This petition represented the agreement with Britian made on March 12, 1868, to protect Basutoland from Boer attacks and make it a protectorate of Britain. The holiday was to honor Moshoeshoe I for his leadership in protecting Basotho people. Beginning in 1996, Moshoeshoe Day was officially celebrated on March 11. This change served to commemorate Moshoeshoe I’s death in keeping with Traditional practices for Basotho ancestors and officially celebrated Moshoeshoe I as the founder of the Basotho nation instead of serving as a reminder of British colonial history.

Several events mark Moshoeshoe Day celebrations each year. One highlight is talks given at the founding village at Thaba-Bosiu that is also the location of his burial site. Many consider visiting this mountain top village as a sacred ceremony to pray to and honor Moshoeshoe I as an ancestral spirit. For others, especially young people, it is a full day of school events, with speeches and presentations on Moshoeshoe I that emphasize national unity followed by afternoon school sporting events.

Independence Day is the other holiday that celebrates national sovereignty for the Basotho people. There are several state ceremonies highlighted by speeches and traditional dance performances. While historically Lesotho’s people originate from a range of distinct ethnolinguistic societies, they have come together over the past century to create a national identity. The roots of this national identity were planted by Moshoeshoe I’s willingness to allow divergent groups of people to settle in the area under an agreement of mutual protection. At first Moshoeshoe I’s kingdom protected these diverse groups from invading African societies, like the Zulu, and then later from the incursions by Boers or Afrikaners, white Southern African settlers of Dutch descent. For a time the British administered the Lesotho area, called Basutoland, but the original political and social structures that bound Basotho people together were not dismantled. So in when independence from Britain was declared on October 4, 1966, this solidified the Lesotho national identity that superseded ethnic or religious identifications.









	Lesotho Public Holidays 2014




	New Year’s Day

	January 1




	Moshoeshoe’s Day

	March 1




	Good Friday

	April 18




	Easter Monday

	April 21




	Worker’s Day

	May 1




	Ascension Day

	June 29




	Africa/Heroes’ Day

	May 25




	King Letsie III Birthday

	July 17




	Independence Day

	October 4




	Christmas

	December 25




	Boxing Day

	December 26








Other nationally celebrated holidays include New Year’s Day, Good Friday, Easter, Worker’s Day or May Day, Ascension Day, Africa or Heroes’ Day, King Letsie III’s birthday, Christmas, and Boxing Day. The majority of these holidays are Christian based and reflect that the majority of Lesotho’s citizenry are Christian. Other holidays like Africa or Heroes’ Day and King Letsie III’s birthday serve to reinforce Lesotho’s identity as an independent African nation. Workers Day or May Day is an international holiday that connects Lesotho’s people to the celebration of workers and the protection of workers’ rights around the globe.

Music and Dance

Lesotho music and dances range from traditional, ethnolinguistic-specific genres to Western popular music and dance. The purpose of their music and dance varies from religious or cultural events to general entertainment. Basotho culturally based music and dance also includes storytellers as a form of oral tradition stemming from earlier nonliterate oral practices that served to preserve their history and maintain cultural customs and taboos of the society. The retelling of ancient folktales remains a popular oral tradition, often accompanied by musical performances. One of the most common examples of traditional music and dance performance is at the end of initiation rites as the newly initiated men and women return to their families. Also during the initiation period, while the initiates are in seclusion, they use singing of traditional songs as part of their vigils and drumming to ward off evil intruders. One example how music is used in the female initiation rites is described by Matobo, Makatsa, and Obioha as follows:

A night vigil was held (lelingoana). An all night singing took place and no one was expected to fall asleep … in the biggest night vigil. … There should be a moleta-thojane (like a disk jockey) depending on one’s clan…. There used to be very terrible sounds, which we were told that they were made by motanyane. We were never allowed to open our eyes when this was happening until they had stopped. We therefore never really knew what motanyane was. During this cries, we would be beating drums till morning for fear that if we did not, he would take us. Every now and then, we would be told that he is complaining that we were not beating the drums to his satisfaction. We would then beat them even more. (2009: 109–10)

These initiation rites demonstrate some of the oldest uses of Sesotho music. Other traditional genres have developed over time.

A more recent use of traditional music and dance was developed by migrant workers, especially migrant miners and migrant women workers who regularly traveled to South African locations as early as the 1820s first as farm and general labor and later to work in the diamond and gold mines. Men would work in the mines, while some women would live and work in shantytowns near the mines providing food, home-brewed beer, and companionship, and many other women worked as domestic help in South African towns. This migrant performance genre is identified by Coplan (2006) as “auriture” or verbal musical genres that include poetic songs to express life experiences. More specifically this type of migrant Sesotho auriture is called difela tsa ditsamaya-naha meaning “songs of the inveterate travelers”; it combines sung poetry from migrant workers’ and women’s traditionally sung poetry. Sefela (singular for difela) uses narrative and lyrical poetry to depict the hardships and other experiences of migrant life. Sometime during the 1800s Basotho men learned to play the concertina, an Italian or German handheld accordion-style box now known as a Basotho accordion that stretches or squeezes to release music. They used this instrument to accompany their difela performances. Coplan provides one such sefela that reflects the hardships of migrant travel and the mines:

The day I decided to go to the mines,

I spoke to my heart and we compromised,

And my soul, we understood each other:

My eyes are crying, though nothing has got into them,

I feel like vomiting, but nothing bad have I eaten. (Makeka Likhojane) (2006: 234)

The term sefela originally referred to religious Christian hymns; over time this term expanded to include other times of songs. While the male migrant difela are accompanied by the concertina, female migrant difela may include drums and dancing. As these are often performed in migrant shantytown bars known as shebeens, they are a more public performance genre. These songs reflect the conflict of being a single or divorced woman in Lesotho, where male dominance is a cultural norm, and the estrangement of living in South African shantytowns. This excerpt expresses that conflict:

Heee! the cruelty to my mother,

To my mother, an unfortunate woman, she cries daily,

Always my heart never forgets.

I am going away.

I am a person living in difficulties:

I live by cheating workers [taking advantage of migrants],

I am not working;

I am a wanderer, a divorced one;

Divorcer [philanderer], a little girl of Lesotho

Give me a ticket, gentlemen, a ticket and my stick

When I leave, I wander about _/

I am going home, home to Lesotho. (2006: 235–36)

Other types of difela are created and performed for weddings, naming ceremonies, and funerals. These are the mainstay of traditional Sesotho music and dance performance. In addition to the Basotho accordion, some other traditional instruments include the lekolulo, a flute used by herders; setolo-tolo, another wind instrument; and thomo, a stringed instrument used most often by women. Djola or get-together music, especially in urban areas, often includes traditional music and more modern genres like Afropop, jazz, and reggae.

Western music and African syncretic forms of popular music and dance are also prevalent in Basotho society. Many traditional dances survive, including the litolobonya that all girls learn, the mokorotlo that all boys learn, and the women’s mokhibo dance where women sing and dance on their knees. More popular music and dance genres include Afropop, kwaito, jazz, and reggae. From the Uhuru band started in Mesaru in the mid-1970s to today’s modern groups Afro-rock or pop has increased in popularity in Lesotho as it has across the African continent. Songwriter and performer Frank “Moki” Leepa (1953–2003) was one of Lesotho’s more famous Afro-rock artists, who reached his height of popularity in the 1980s. Mahlomola Frank Leepa was a founding member of the band Sankomota. He was their lead guitarist, composer, arranger, and musical director. He was a member of the Anti-antics in the early 1970s and then joined Uhuru as a founding member by the mid-1970s. Two of his most enduring songs are “Now or Never” and “House on Fire.” His credits include seven full-length albums, Sankomota, The Writing Is on the Wall, Exploration: A New Phase, Dreams Do Come True, After the Storm, The Best of Sankomota, and Frankly Speaking. Frank “Moki” Leepa is considered a musical national treasure whose work continues to inspire Lesotho Afro-rock, pop, and jazz musicians. Lesotho music and dance combines traditional and modern instruments, music genres, and the Sesotho and English languages that reflect Basotho people’s enduring heritage and vibrant social and cultural landscape.

Visual Art

Lesotho traditional folk art includes mohair weaving, intricate beadwork, grass weaving, and pottery. Mohair is sourced from Lesotho’s angora goats and sold to artisans who use handlooms to fashion finely crafted purses, bags, sweaters and jackets, rugs, tablemats, and wall hangings. In 2000 the Lesotho Women Mohair Exporters Association was formed uniting six of Lesotho’s women’s weaving groups, Elelloang Basali Weavers, Helang Basali Craft, Hatooa Mose Mosali, Leribe Craft Center, Maseru Tapestries and Mats, and Seithati Weavers. Some of these weaver companies have expanded further by partnering with such groups as Africancraft.com to market their products in the international market. These women weavers, faced with Lesotho’s high unemployment rates, worked to carve out an economically viable niche that also serves to preserve traditional arts and crafts. Grass weavers are more home based as they meet the local household needs of their clientele. Their wares in household goods, like hats, sleeping mats, baskets, brooms, and joala or beer strainers, can be found throughout Lesotho households. They also make traditional grass skirts, part of girls’ initiation attire. While porcelain and plastic containers have significantly decreased the demand for baskets, other items like hats that include the national hat mokorotlo remain widely popular.

In addition to weaving, pottery, and beadwork are also Sesotho traditional arts. Potters in the lowlands of Lesotho produce hand-coiled, pit-fired pottery. In the past their large pitchers, bowls, and serving plates were used in every household, but again plastics and porcelains have cut into their market. Much of today’s pottery is found in tourist shops with a few pieces still going to local households. These potters also expanded their market by producing artwork, such as small sculptures to decorate homes. They commonly use enamel-based paints to create Litema patterns that match those painted on traditional houses. Brightly colored clay beads are also handmade by women and are very popular among Basotho people. They vary in size, color, and pattern and are worn for celebrations, like birthdays, naming ceremonies, weddings, and other special occasions. In addition to clay beads, women string glass and plastic beads into intricate designs for initiation masks, and other traditional chest and waist adornments.

Another female-dominated visual art is litema house painting that consists of brightly colored geometric patterns found on the inside and outside of Lesotho traditional mud-brick homes. Historically the insides were painted in this way, but since the 19th century it became commonplace for women to decorate the outside walls with these patterns to announce weddings, funerals, or holidays such as Easter and Christmas. They use their fingers, sticks, and forks to make the patterns, which are often raised reliefs. They use an array of organic and commercial pigments for color and on occasion use small pebbles or stones to accent parts of their designs. Litema is an organic art form that is renewed seasonally as the sun and rain cracks and washes away the designs and women create new designs each season to adorn their households.

A major national arts festival is the Morija Arts and Cultural Festival held every year in Morija. It is quite popular and brings artists and musicians from across the country together. Basotho people often wear traditional dress to this festival, including their national mokorotlo hat and the traditional Basotho blanket with its bright colors and intricate designs. The hats are woven by traditional grass weavers and the tops of these hats have detailed, complex woven designs. While the blankets are imported and have largely replaced the traditional use of animal hide blankets, they are now viewed as Basotho traditional attire. This festival is held annually toward the end of September and runs through early October. It promotes Lesotho music and dance, theater, film, poetry, and art and crafts through performances, exhibits, lectures, and competitions that run the duration of the festival. They also use this festival to promote the Morija Museum and Archives.

Lesotho’s Maloti Drakensberg Park is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and contains San cave paintings that document San inhabitants in the area for thousands of years. The Maloti-Drakensberg Park includes Lesotho’s Sehlabathebe National Park and the uKhahlamba Drakensberg Park in South Africa. In 2013 the UNESCO World Heritage Committee announced these joined parks as the Maloti Drakensberg Tranboundary World Heritage Site. The addition of Lesotho’s 6,550-hectare Sehlabathebe National Park provided a watershed area that houses many rare and significant flora and fauna, as well as some of the oldest San paintings in the area. There are at least 22,000 authenticated San paintings in the park that detail the daily lives and spiritual practices of the San people, their neighbors, and their environment. The Lesotho and South African governments are committed to the preservation of these historical paintings in support of their UNESCO World Heritage designation.

Architecture and Housing

Lesotho architecture and housing has a long history that dates to at least the 15th century. It is commonly held that the Sesotho people adopted their traditional architecture from the Fokeng people. The Fokeng were in the Lesotho area by the 1400s, where sometime during the 1600s the Western Sotho-Tswana people moved into the area as a result of conflict with Nguni people in the Waterberg area. Over time the Fokeng became part of the larger Sotho culture. Their architecture survives as a statement of their cultural contribution to Sotho heritage. According to Shillington (2012), in the 1700s Sesotho people following Fokeng tradition began building stonewalled settlements with the cattle kraal at the center of each settlement. Settlements were generally small, and clan heads built stone housing near the kraal, with other families building homes of stone or mud a little further distance away but around the kraal. Land was and continues to be shared by the families, with the local head overseeing shared distribution for home building, farming, and grazing. Homes, rondovals or round houses, were set inside the village and farm and grazing land on the circumference of each village to act as a buffer zone against invaders and thieves. Each settlement also has a khotla or meeting house in the village center for political and social events. This basic architectural pattern is maintained across the rural areas of Lesotho. In addition shepherds or herders, mostly young adolescent boys, travel with their sheep, goats, and cattle, so they often live in small temporary rondovals called motibo. These are basic mud-walled and thatch-roofed round huts with a kraal built near them to keep their livestock secure at night.

Maseru is the only large city in Lesotho with a significant concentration of modern, Western-style concrete and steel buildings. There are also many “camptowns” or semiurban areas. A couple of these camptowns are Teyateyaneng and Leribe that are made up primarily of more permanent rondovals or wood and thatch housing with many concrete and steel buildings in their commercial and government town centers. Electricity is most common in the urban areas. In 2013 Scaling Up Renewable Energy Power (SREP) reported that 65 percent of urban households have access to electricity and only 6 percent in the rural areas. On average in 2013 only 30 percent of Lesotho homes nationwide had regular access to electricity with most households at 66 percent dependent on biomass energy sources. The majority of Lesotho’s population continues to live in traditional villages of about 250 people. The architecture in Lesotho has surprisingly maintained much its original Fokeng style from the 1600s through to the present with minimal introduction of concrete housing outside urban areas. In the rural areas these concrete buildings are mostly commercial, government, and school buildings.

An important historical architecture in the sense of natural housing or archeological site in Lesotho is the Clarens Formation on the lowland escarpment that houses many sandstone rock or cave shelters where San people lived from thousands of centuries ago to the last century. Their rock paintings, as mentioned previously, grace many of these cave shelters and their tools were derived from near dolerite intrusions containing hornfels from which they made their stone tools. According to archeologist P. J. Mitchell (1992), many of these early San shelter sites extend back to the Middle Stone Age.

One such shelter, the Sehonghong Shelter, Mitchell describes as “a site of considerable importance to Southern African archaeology by reason of its rock paintings, a few of which were interpreted by a Bushman informant with knowledge of the art in 1873, and because of its long sequence of Later and Middle Stone Age assemblages with good organic preservation reaching back to 57 000 years ago” (2010: 149). These archeological sites connect tens of thousands of years of human settlements located in Lesotho, documenting ancient San civilizations to modern 18th-century San, Sesotho, and Nguni settlements.

The Lesotho Highlands Water Project (LHWP) is a modern architectural feat as one of the largest civil engineering projects as of 2014 in the world. It is the result of years of study and collaboration between the Lesotho and South African governments. According to Water-Technology.Net (2014), as early as the 1950s the Lesotho area was identified as a key water source for the South African region. The first phase of this four-phase project was finally initiated in October of 1986 when Lesotho and South Africa signed a treaty agreeing upon the project design with South Africa agreeing to pay the water transfer costs and Lesotho agreeing to finance the hydroelectric power projects. Completion of the first phase was accomplished in 2004 with the construction of the concrete arch Katse Dame in the Maluti Mountains, the Muela hydropower plant with transfer and delivery tunnels, and the completion of the Mohale Dam, a concrete-faced rock-filled structure on the Senqunyane River. The LHWP collects, stores, and transfers water from the Orange River and sends it to Free State and greater Johannesburg areas in South Africa. In 2010 Lesotho and South Africa signed a treaty to initiate the second phase of LHWP.

The second phase will result in the construction of the 165-meter-high Polihali Dam in Mokhotlong district with a transfer tunnel running from it to the Katse Reservoir that will include a fully operational pump station. The second phase is due for completion by 2020. In total the four-phase LHWP project will cost approximately US$8 billion. By its completion five dams and approximately 200 kilometers of tunnel to transfer water will be constructed between Lesotho and South Africa. Lesotho will have enough hydroelectric power to be energy self-sufficient and will transfer on average 2,000 million cubic meters of water to South Africa every year.

Literature and Oral Traditions

As with most civilizations, oral tradition produced and carried origin stories of their people from generation to generation. In Lesotho, the Sesotho origin story for what would become Lesotho begins before Moshoeshoe I established his kingdom with his mentor Chief Mohlomi of Bamonaheng of the Bakoena Sesotho people. The story follows that Moshoeshoe I was an aggressive young man who was ambitious but prone to violence. To curb these tendencies and mentor him properly, his grandfather, Peete, brought him to the great Chief Mohlomi who was known for his compassion and fairness. In their encounters, as recorded by the Lesotho Embassy citing Casalis (1861), Chief Mohlomi cautioned the young Moshoeshoe that he must “deal justly with all, especially the poor; to love peace more than war and never kill anyone accused of witchcraft.” Tradition has it that Chief Mohlomi gave Moshoeshoe an earring, shield, and spear to signify Moshoeshoe as his heir to lead the Sesotho people. In his declining years, Chief Mohlomi predicted the Lifaqane or scattering as a red cloud coming from the east where brother would eat brother. This was direct reference to Shaka Zulu’s invasion from the east into Sotho territories. As a result of Chief Mohlomi’s insights Moshoeshoe I adopted a peace policy approach. He met Shaka’s threat by sending gifts and provided cattle to cannibals who killed and ate his grandfather. His understanding of the desperation of the people during the Lifaqane, which was a time of drought and warfare, was extensive. This origin story of the Lesotho nation is symbolically commemorated in its national slogan “Khotso Pula Nala” or “Peace, Rain and Plenty or Prosperity.”

Oral tradition is the most common way that history and culture were transferred from one generation to the next within most African societies. Lesotho’s early oral history is no exception, as its ethnolinguistic societies were nonliterate before the introduction of written language by early missionary settlers. Nonliterate societies are not illiterate as they had no fully developed orthography (writing system), so they retained their histories, scientific knowledge, and religions and cultures through oral tradition. This was primarily accomplished through age-grade systems, where each generation learned from elders at family gatherings, cooperative work settings, or religious and social events. In Lesotho society initiation rites are a reminder of this oral tradition as elders continue to teach young women and men the social and cultural practices and taboos through oral practices. However, today most girls and boys go to formal school and are taught Sesotho and English in oral and written forms. In Lesotho’s society oral and written traditions are maintained side by side in a way that preserves Basotho culture while allowing for integration of knowledge from other sources.

One type of Sesotho oral literature is praise poetry, which is used to honor and record the events of great leaders and groups throughout Lesotho history. Coplan (2006) provides an example of praise poetry that commemorates Lerotholi I’s (1836–1905) victory over Cape Coast colonial forces in the Gun War of 1880–1888:

Deep in the pool the Crocodile opened his eyes.

He stared with eyes that were red,

And the sons of the white man fell in.

The boys have fallen in the mouth of the snake!

Black snake, deep pool monster of the king;

He belched forth lightning …

… This year he draws them in, deep-pool monster;

Deep-pool monster, Python of the house of Seeiso;

He swallowed a Boer, contained him in his stomach.

Vainly his comrades searched for him,

Up and down among the hosts, they failed to find him. (229)

Lerotholi I is the “crocodile” in this poem who swallowed “a Boer” white South African who fought against Lesotho. Praise poetry remains a popular way to honor current local and national leaders and to preserve and transfer historical knowledge of past leaders for future generations.

Written literature is almost as old as the Lesotho nation as the early French missionaries, Eugene Casalis and Thomas Arbousset, who settled at Thaba Bosiu developed orthography for Sesotho by the 1830s in order to teach literacy and Bible studies in their mission church and school. Mission groups outside Moshoeshoe’s kingdom also developed a written Sesotho during this period. As a result today written Sesotho based on Casalis and Arbousset’s orthography is taught in Lesotho, while another written form of Sesotho is taught in South Africa. For example, one Lesotho greeting is written, “Khotso, le phela joang?” or “Peace, how are you?” while in South Africa, the same greeting is written “Kgotso, le phela jwang?”

The father of Lesotho modern literature is Azariele Sekese, whose first literary piece, Pilgrim’s Progress, was translated into English in 1864. In a tribute to his work, the History Department at the University of Botswana published a collection of his articles as A. M. Sekese’s 29 Articles on the History of the Battokoa, Serially Published in the Leselinyana la Losotho During 1892–1921, translated by Andreas Tebelo Elias in 1987. One of the earliest popular Sesotho novels, Chaka, was written by Thomas Mofolo in the early 1900s. It tells a fictional account of Chaka or Shaka Zulu’s rise and fall within the Zulu nation. By 1925 his novel was translated into English and had reached an international audience. It is still read in Lesotho schools and is part of the canon of African classical literature. Both Sekese and Mofolo were educated at the Paris Evangelical Missionary Society where Casalis and Arbousett were stationed. Some other famous Lesotho writers include Moroesi Akhionbare, Mpho Matsepo Nthunya, Mzamane Nhlapo, and Halejoetse Tsehlana. Sesotho oral and written literature is rich in its use of proverbs, idioms, and special forms of address, especially when referencing leaders and elders of its society. Lesotho has benefitted by the preservation of its culture and history through the use of oral and written literature.

Media

Lesotho’s media is primarily state-based communications systems, but it is expanding through radio, cable television, and Internet. Newspapers and radio are the most widely used media across all groups in Lesotho. The earliest newspaper, Leselinyana la Basotho (The Small Light of the Basotho), was established in 1863. Adolphe Mabille carried on Eugene Casalis’s early work in Sesotho literacy by establishing this newspaper and producing the first standardized Sesotho-English dictionary. While there are paper newspapers available in Lesotho; there are only a handful of news sources that are Lesotho based and available online. These paper and online news sources include two daily newspapers, the Lesotho Times and Public Eye; LENA or Lesotho News Agency, the Lesotho government newspaper; Sunday Express, a weekly newspaper; and Informative News, a weekly free newspaper in Lesotho. Also Finite Magazine is published monthly and is a popular magazine that highlights stories about celebrities and other personalities of Lesotho and South Africa, as well as social and business news. Radio is comparatively inexpensive and portable. With electricity not readily available to most of the population, battery-operated or rechargeable radios are a popular form of media. News, music, and talk shows make up most radio station’s venues.

The CIA World Factbook (2013) reported that Lesotho supports only one TV station and two radio stations that are all state-owned and managed. The Lesotho government controls most private broadcast media. However, it is increasingly difficult for the Lesotho government to control public media as satellite TV subscription service and radio broadcasts from South Africa are available with transmissions from multiple international broadcasters. Many middle-class and upper-middle-class homes take advantage of cable and other international broadcast services, especially mobile phone and Internet broadcast services. These services are still primarily only accessible in urban areas.

Lesotho’s Internet country code is “.ls” and as of 2012 serviced 11,030 Internet hosts with a world Internet rank of 131. In 2009, Lesotho reported approximately 76,800 users and by 2011, according to UN Data, this number increased to 86,184 users. In 2012 approximately 43,100 mainline or landline telephones were in use with mobile cell phone use at approximately 1.312 million subscribers that same year. The government Telecom Lesotho phone privatized in 2001 with a goal to provide an additional 50,000 landline telephones; to date that goal was not met. While mobile cellular phone use has skyrocketed in recent years, rural services remain unreliable resulting in inconsistent access to cellular airways.

The most recent Bertelsmann Stiftung Transformative Index Report for Lesotho described the Media Institute for Southern Africa Lesotho Chapter’s decade-long struggle to advocate for open media policies in Lesotho. They worked with the Ministry of Communication, Science and Technology to break down a culture of hard-line political opposition to an open and free press and media. Their work for open media in Lesotho was also hampered by the government’s refusal “to relinquish control of the Lesotho National Broadcasting Corporation (LNBS)” (2012: 12).

In 2014, government instability continued to negatively impact media and communication access and provided no indication for improvement in the country’s immediate future. As recent as September 2014 the military took over several operations of the Lesotho government and as a result LENA or Lesotho News Agency was not accessible during this time. The military coup attempt was reported in the Sunday Express (September 1, 2014). South Africa is working with Lesotho to stabilize government operations, so Lesotho may continue to work toward a fully realized constitutional, democratic government.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Monrovia

Major Cities: Buchanan, Gbarnga, Greenville, Harbel, Harper, Robertsport, Tubmanburg, Voinjama, Yekepa, Zwedru

Population: 4,092,310 (2014 estimate, CIA, The World Factbook)

Languages: English (official), roughly 20 indigenous languages

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Kpelle (20.3 percent); Bassa (13.4 percent); Grebo (10 percent); Gio (8 percent); Mano (7.9 percent); Kru (6 percent); Lorma (5.1 percent); Kissi (4.8 percent); Gola (4.4 percent); other (20.1 percent)

Religions: Christianity (85.6 percent); Islam (12.2 percent); African Traditional Religions (0.6 percent); other (0.2 percent)



Introduction

Geography

The Republic of Liberia is located on the coast of West Africa. Liberia has a landmass totalling 111, 370 square kilometers. It shares borders with Sierra Leone to the west (totalling 306 kilometers), with Guinea to the north (totalling 716 kilometers), and with Côte d’Ivoire to the east (totalling 563 kilometers). Liberia is bounded to the south by the Atlantic Ocean, where it has a coastline of 579 kilometers. The topography ranges from low mountain ranges and an undultating plateau in the northeast to the coastal plains in the west. At 1,380 meters above sea level, Mount Wuteve has the highest elevation in the country. The country contains a rich assortment of vegetation ranging from the grasslands and tropical forest of the hinterland to the mangrove belt along the coast. The tropical hot and humid weather is characterized by hot days and cold nights, especially toward the end of the year. As elsewhere in the tropics, the dry season runs from November to April and the wet season from May to October. The seasons are differentiated by no rainfall in one and tropical rainfall in the other. The bulk of the annual rain, ranging between 4,600 milliliters (180 inches) at the coast and 1,800 milliliters (70 inches) in the hinterland, arrives between April and November.

People and Ethnicity

The population of Liberia is composed of two broad categories—indigenous peoples, who compose 95 percent of the total, and the so-called Congo or Americo-Liberians, who account for about 2 percent of the total population of 3,288,198 (2002 estimates). The indigenous ethnic groups are the Bassa, Gio, Kpelle, Vai, Loma, Kissi, Gola, Gbandi, Dei, Krahn, Bella, Mende, Mandingo, Grebo, Mano, and Kru. The Americo-Liberians were freed slaves or descendants of former slaves from the Americas (the Caribbean and the United States) while the Congo people were recaptives aboard slave ships, presumably from the Congo Basin, who were resettled in Liberia in the early 19th century by the American Colonization Society. Oral traditions and historical evidence support the view that the Gola, Kumba, Kpelle, Loma, Gbandi, Mende, and Mano are the oldest inhabitants of the Liberian hinterland. They had settled in the area by about 6,000 BCE. A second wave of migrants from the direction of modern-day Côte D’Ivoire to the east—the Kru, Bassa, Dei, Mamba, and Grebo—settled in the area during the 16th century. The Vai and Mandingo also migrated into the area from the north during the 17th century. The arrival of the Congo or Americo-Liberians marked the fourth phase in the peopling of Liberia. While the Congo were Africans from a different locality who had not been shipped out of the continent, the Americo-Liberians had been exposed to transatlantic slavery. Perhaps the most famous Liberian ethnic group is the Kru, who are famous for their service aboard European ships from the 19th to mid-20th century.

Languages

Located at the intersection of four major West African language groups, Liberia has as many as 20 discrete indigenous languages in use. Many of these also have dialectal variations. For example, there are two variations of the Krahn language: Eastern and Western Krahn. Western Krahn is spoken in parts of Côte d’Ivoire and Liberia. From 1991 and 1993 research, there were an estimated 47,800 speakers in Liberia and 12,200 in Côte d’Ivoire. Eastern Krahn appears to be indigenous in Liberia, where, according to a 1991 estimate, it is spoken by only about 47,000. Many of the indigenous spoken languages of Liberia have been transcribed using various scripts. A notable example is the Vai script, which is also well renowned as an indigenous African invention. While the Vai, Bassa, Kpelle, and Loma languages developed local scripts, Vai also evolved its own literature.


Americo-Liberians

Liberia has the distinction of being the only state in Africa never to have been occupied by a colonial power. However, this fact can be deceiving. The United States has had considerable influence over the country’saffairs since its establishment by repatriated former slaves during the 19th century. Further, 95 percent of the population is composed of ethnic groups native to the region. To many of these Liberians, the ascendency of “Americo-Liberians” is a form of colonialism, in itself. Indeed, much of the violence and civil strife that has plagued the country in recent decades derives from such sentiments. Though unconquered in the formal sense, Liberia has still had to contend with many of the challenges other African nations have faced.



The official language of Liberia is English, and its use is widespread in business, media, and education. This is hardly surprising, given the nature of the founding of Liberia. However, only an estimated 20 percent of the population employ the language in their day-to-day affairs. When English was introduced into the country, a pidgin was produced as English speakers sought to communicate with speakers of native tongues. This pidgin evolved, over time, into a full-fledged creole, known as Liberian English. This language, far more widely spoken than English, serves as an unofficial lingua franca in the country.

Religion

Cultural diversity in Liberia, as in other West African countries, is reflected in the multiplicity of languages, beliefs, and thought systems. A detailed accounting of all of the belief systems of Liberia would be a daunting task, as—even under the umbrella of broader religious categorizations—local, and even individual, variations can be significant. However, broadly speaking, three dominant religions are represented in Liberia—Christianity, Indigenous Religion, and Islam.

Indigenous Religion

Secrecy and a belief in the impact of supernatural forces on society are hallmarks of Liberian religious culture. There is also a widespread belief in various kinds of spirits—ancestral spirits, water and bush spirits, genii, spirits of the snake and leopard societies, and specific Poro spirits, including the “bush devil.” This is rampant in northern and northwestern Liberia, where Poro thrives. Belief in ancestral spirits underpins the worldview that departed forebears continue to protect and mediate in the affairs of their living descendants. Liberians of all religious inclinations also rely upon divination to unravel the unknown.

Spirit possession is also central to indigenous religious practice. Bush and water spirits, and genii possess and communicate through humans in whom they had invested esoteric knowledge or power. Hence, diviners, priests, traditional physicians, and fortune-tellers emerged as intermediaries between the spirit world and human votaries. The Poro “bush devil,” for example, transmits the will of the god and acts as its physical representation in the form of masked dancers under the control of the Poro.

Poro and Sande (the female counterpart of Poro) embody the religious worldviews of indigenous Liberian peoples, especially the Gola, Vai and most Madingo, Mende, Loma, Gbandi, Gissi, Belle, Kpelle, Mano, and Bassa. Poro is closely tied to the earth and forest, hence its association by noninitiates with the “bush devil.” The Kruan peoples of southeastern Liberia are exceptional in not having had the Poro and Sande. But they too have similar religious “secret societies.” Poro and similar societies are controlled by local councils of elders, and membership is open to all adult males and females in the community. Their teachings and beliefs are open only to initiates, who are nurtured in esoteric knowledge and specialized skills, such as medical skills, for the benefit of the wider society.

Totemism, the veneration of particular animals believed to possess spiritual powers, is a strong element of indigenous Liberian religious belief systems. The most common totem animals are crocodiles and leopards. Totemism aligns with the traditional belief in spirit possession, that is, the practice of spirit animals, the forest, and dead ancestors to possess human beings and even animals. The traditional Liberian religious worldview holds that humans can enter the spirit world and spirits can likewise enter the human world by possessing humans.

In summary, indigenous religion in Liberia accommodates a multiplicity of deities and the worship of spirits under the umbrella of a supreme being. This case resembles, after a fashion, Catholic worship but stands in stark contrast to the stricter monotheism of Islam and certain other forms of Christianity. Second, the dichotomy between a good God and an evil Satan did not exist, though this has been affected in modern times by the teachings of Christianity and Islam. Third, ancestral and other spirits are propitiated after a personal or communal misfortune or to atone for the victim’s presumed infractions. Fourth, indigenous religions have no founders, prophets, or holy books, but their practices have been preserved in rituals, myths, songs, parables, and various traditions transmitted across generations. Indigenous religions are not formally propagated, though Poro and Sande spread across Liberia through conquest and assimilation.

Christianity

Christianity was introduced into Liberia with the settlement of the Americo-Liberians from the 1820s. Various Christian missions including the Baptists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, and Congregationalists accordingly established their stations in the coastal regions. The dominant Christian denomination in Liberia has been the Liberian Methodist Church, which arrived with the first set of Americo-Liberians in 1822.

Pioneer Christian missions were initially confined to the coast but they gradually expanded their activities to the indigenous communities in the hinterland from the mid-19th century. Newer denominations joined in the 20th century. Among these were the Roman Catholic, Seventh-day Adventist, Pentecostal (Assemblies of God, the Pentecostal Assembly of the World, and the Pentecostal Assembly of Canada), and “African” Churches, such as the Aladura (meaning, “those who pray”) churches from the West African country of Nigeria. The Sudan Interior Mission operated Radio ELWA (Eternal Love Winning Africa), which had an impact far beyond the borders of Liberia. These churches have all embraced aspects of indigenous beliefs, often bordering on syncretism. Since the 1930s, the Christian Americo-Liberian political and business elite have combined Christianity with freemasonry and indigenous beliefs. However, Pentecostal Christians reject mainstream Christianity’s accommodation of non-Christian beliefs and practices. The Pentecostal phenomenon has been accelerated by the trauma of the Liberian civil war. Pentecostals emphasize healing, miracles, and prosperity in their teachings. However, mainstream Christians are generally critical of the Pentecostal healing or prosperity teachings, which are often considered fake and deceptive.

Christianity has contributed to the development of Western education and literacy, leading to the rise of the pioneer Western-educated elite in the indigenous societies of the Liberian hinterland. Christian missions also pioneered the application of Western medicine to diseases and plagues. Aggressive evangelization of indigenous communities undermined many indigenous practices and exacerbated the loss of cultural artifacts. However, aspects of indigenous culture and tradition have crept into the beliefs and liturgy of the Christian churches. Drums, and other indigenous aspects such as rituals and indigenous music, have been adopted in Christian worship.

Islam

The introduction of Islam to Liberia is attributed to the Mandingo, a Mande-speaking people. Mandingo traders were complemented by Muslim clerics (karamokos, marabouts, mori, etc.). They established Koranic schools and mosques, purveyed charms and amulets, and offered spiritual guidance to some local rulers. The spread of Islam was facilitated by commerce, Islamic educational institutions, and intermarriage with non-Muslim peoples. Liberian Muslims are orthodox Sunni though there are Shia Muslims among the Lebanese settlers in the country. In addition, from the mid-1950s, the Ahmadiyya, a sect that is considered heretical by other Muslims, has been established in Liberia but its impact has been minimal.

Mandingo and other Muslim elements ingratiated themselves with host communities. The Vai and Loma were the earliest indigenous people to convert to Islam. Sons of local notables passed through the Koranic schools where they learned Arabic and were inducted into the Islamic faith. The Kpelle and Vai, two of Liberia’s indigenous peoples, soon acquired a reputation for writing their own languages in the Islamic script. Islamic literacy facilitated trade and the writing of commercial contracts. Islam also spread through the activities of Muslim diviners, who made charms or amulets. Muslim diviners made powerful charms to ward off malevolent spirits or offer prayers or sacrifice for chiefs going to war or communities seeking divine favor. The practice of marrying non-Muslim women also aided the spread of Islam as non-Muslim wives tended to convert in due course. Islam, unlike Christianity, was more tolerant of indigenous cultural practices, such as polygyny. It also did not condemn the practice of slavery, the ancient practice of divination, veneration of ancestors, or propitiation through sacrifice.

By the mid-20th century, Vai society had become heavily saturated with Islamic influence. The Vai could identify with the Muslim supreme being (Allah) given their conception of kangmba as the supreme being. They generally abandoned many traditional practices and withdrew their patronage of Poro, which became unimportant. Residence in Poro bush schools was reduced from four years to a couple of days. Yet, many of the converts to Islam in the Liberian hinterland still retained much of their traditional religious beliefs and practices.

In spite of its minority status, Islam has influenced Liberian culture and customs. Literacy in Arabic has aided the development of indigenous scripts. Islam has also affected traditional marriage, child-naming, burial, and business practices. Islamic or Arabic names have been adopted by individuals and families. Business transactions have been guided by the Islamic tenets. Islamic religious practices and observances like the mandatory fast, annual calendar of feasts, and the call to prayers have permeated the social life of many Liberian communities. Islam has integrated Mandingo settlers into indigenous society such that Mandingo words and personal names have crept into the languages of the Gola, Kpelle, and Vai.

Social Customs

The process of socialization in Liberian communities varies from one community to another. Initiation into Poro (male) and Sande (female) societies, a major avenue of socialization, was compulsory for indigenous Liberian communities. Pressure was exerted to ensure conformity. A male noninitiate was subject to indignity at every turn, including running undignified errands, such as carrying loads for his peers and chasing birds from the rice fields. He could not marry, own property, or hold public office. A lady who had not been initiated into Sande would get no suitors.

Young boys and girls underwent initiation in the so-called bush schools, a principal instrument for integrating adolescents into the community of adults. They were taught farming, basketry, weaving, fishing, cooking, the mysteries of herbal medicine, hunting, rules of etiquette, homemaking, and sex education. Confinement inculcated discipline, obedience, endurance, patience, and the ability to work with others.

Today, the Poro and Sande are no longer important agencies of socialization. It is no longer possible to enforce initiation, and the influence of Islam, Christianity, and Western education has eroded their influence further. However, they are still practised in rural communities where traditional values still persist. Secular, formal education has made it impracticable to keep initiates for three to four years. Hence, seclusion in the bush schools has been shortened to two or three weeks. The exercise is now symbolic and perfunctory.

The monopoly of Poro and Sande in the education of youth in most parts of Liberia was broken by the schools established by the Muslim and Christian missions and the Liberian national government. These have played a major role in the socialization process. Formal, secular education, the television, the Internet, and the cinema are modern agents of socialization, especially in the urban setting. Students of tertiary institutions are the avant-garde of the global culture. In dress style, music, diet, and aspirations, the Liberian youth have become highly Westernized. They prefer Western family structures (monogamy and the nuclear family) and many are widely traveled.

Traditional etiquette is preserved in the cultures of various Liberian peoples. Among the Belle of Lofa County, for example, it was customary to acknowledge a friend’s assistance or act of kindness by formally visiting him or her early in the morning (at 5:30 AM) on the day after the act was done. Failure to do so was considered an act of ingratitude.

Liberians are very gregarious and enjoy social gatherings like parties. They have a peculiar handshake that entails snapping the middle finger of a friend’s right hand with your own thumb and third finger. This peculiar “snap” handshake is attributed to Americo-Liberian influence, and its origin has been traced to the days of the slave trade when slave owners often broke their slaves’ fingers as a sign of their subjugation. On getting to Liberia, the Americo-Liberians adopted it to celebrate their freedom.

A related aspect of social life in Liberia is the wider definition given to the concept of brother/sisterhood beyond that of biological relationship. In the religious context, members of Masonic lodges, Christian churches, and the Muslim community (ummah) commonly refer to one another as “brothers” and “sisters.” This contrived relationship involves mutual help and unfettered access to one another’s home on social visits or for assistance. Muslims, for example, often break their fast at the homes of their “brothers.” Among Christians, the concept of godfather/-mother/-child also creates a nonbiological bond that helps to mentor a younger person in the religious community and the wider society. As in the case of strategic marriages, such relationships linked less-privileged families with powerful patrons, and rural landless families with urban-based landowning ones. All such relationships provide emotional, political, or economic security.

Liberians love to get involved in the lives of their neighbors, friends, and close kin. It is the norm to ask after the welfare of a neighbor or friend during a casual encounter on the road. In that case, it is also expected that one would freely divulge one’s personal problems and implicitly solicit advice on solutions to practical issues, such as a nagging ailment. The afflicted is thus availed of free counsel on the most efficacious treatment or the latest information on a particular subject. What is also implied in the pattern of social relations is the tendency for people to engage in self-diagnosis with or without the aid of friends and relations. People tend to share experiences of the potency of particular herbs, medications, or physicians.

Lifestyle and Leisure

The cinema, television, and festivals constitute avenues for relaxation for Liberians. While there is some local content, most cinema and television programs reflect the impact of Westernization on the country. Moviegoers are the young while the television is a source of education, information, and relaxation for the family. Religious ceremonies and public holidays provide occasions for festivities. The most notable public holiday, Independence Day, is July 26 and commemorates the country’s independence in 1847. Religious festivals such as the Christian Easter and Christmas, and Muslim festivals, especially Eid al-Fitr (which follows the Ramadan fast), are marked with great festivities—music, dancing, and feasting.

Soccer is the most popular sport in Liberia, in spite of the magnitude of American influence on the country. An intercounty football competition as well as school sports competitions are organized to develop sports and foster sportsmanship. Organized soccer has been played in Liberia since the early 20th century. This is indicated by the celebrated match of August 1927 in which a Liberian team, the Young Lions, reportedly beat a European team, then an unprecedented feat. The national soccer team, called the Probables, was constituted only in 1954, the forerunners of the current national team, the Lone Star. The latter name was adopted in 1964 from the single star in the Liberian flag, which symbolized the country’s status as the only black African republic for a long time. The Lone Star achieved a major feat by leading the dreaded Black Stars of Ghana by three goals to one at halftime in a game played in Monrovia on January 8, 1964. Though the Liberians lost the game 5–4 and also suffered a lone goal defeat in the return leg in Accra, they had won respect as a respectable team.

In recent years, Liberia has emerged as a major force in African soccer in spite of the devastating seven-year war and the political instability of the post–1980 coup era. Much of the credit for this goes to George Oppong Weah, voted World Footballer of the Year in 1995, European Footballer of the Year in 1995, and African Footballer of the Year in 1989 and 1995. He was subsequently voted the African Player of the Century. After playing for local Liberian and African teams such as Barolle, Invincible Eleven, and Tonnerre, he was engaged by leading European clubs—Monaco, Paris Saint Germain, and Olympic Marseille of France; AC Milan of Italy; Chelsea and Manchester City of the United Kingdom—between 1988 and 2001. During his active playing days, Weah inspired his Liberian compatriots, at a time that the country’s future was in question, to fly its flag. He supplied kits to the national team and funded its activities with the result that war-torn Liberia almost upstaged Nigeria, a leading football-playing nation, on the road to the 2002 World Cup competition in Japan/South Korea. Weah has accordingly won recognition as the country’s goodwill ambassador and continues to be a role model for the youth of Liberia and the African continent.

It is significant that Weah and Mohammed Kallon, who constituted the core of the giant-killing Liberian team (it was the first in Liberian history to defeat the Nigerian Super Eagles in a competitive match), played in the Italian Serie A, arguably the world’s toughest soccer league. Their rare achievement has inspired Liberian and other African youth and also explains why soccer is the leading game in Liberia, unlike in the United States (where basketball and baseball are far more popular), with which Liberia is intimately tied in the course of its emergence as a modern nation-state. It is significant that Weah’s exploits on the soccer pitch have earned him wealth, respect, and confidence such that he ran for the presidency of a country that he had done so much to uplift.

Employment

Western education is highly regarded in Liberia for the access it gives to public-sector jobs and political appointments. The relatively low literacy rates mean that the relatively few Western-educated elite are privileged in a society where they have a monopoly on the means of public enlightenment and policy formulation. Teaching as a profession still enjoys some prestige, particularly at the tertiary level, where university lecturers are a high-level human resource and are in line for the highest public offices in the land. They also mold opinion through the newspapers and their commentary on radio and television. Yet, professional qualifications, especially in law and medicine, are highly coveted and respected. Naturally, many parents want their children to acquire the title of doctor and practice medicine. As an extension of this popular perception of the medical profession, patients place great premium on injections as opposed to prescription drugs that are administered orally. Hence, rural folks in particular complain if they are not given an injection by a physician even for the commonest of ailments.

Whatever the students’ areas of specialization, the educational system inculcates status consciousness in the graduates of tertiary institutions. They are given the impression of being prepared to ultimately take over from the current set of privileged people. Hence, the system implicitly leads students to focus less on skills acquisition than on expectations of enhanced status. Dress, bearing, and social hierarchy in academia all tend to demonstrate that white-collar jobs, especially in the bureaucracy, are highly valued in Liberia.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family Life

Liberian male suitors were expected to pay bride-wealth in cash or in kind (supply of labor and sundry service to the wife’s family) in return for which the wife discharged certain obligations. After the marriage had been fully consummated, the wife was expected to bear and rear children for her husband; work on the farm to produce (and prepare) food for the household; assist her husband in maintaining his parents; respect or defer to her in-laws; and earn income for the family through various commercial activities, such as the marketing of palm oil, rice, and vegetables.

Traditional marriage practice and family structure in Liberia permitted polygyny and its variants. Levirate marriage, the wedding of a widow to the brother of her late husband, was practiced among several Liberian groups. The Gbandi practised both levirate and sororate (the wedding of a husband to his wife’s sister in the event of her death or infertility) marriages. Among several Liberian peoples, some marriage practices were forbidden. The Grebo forbade sororate marriage while the Krahn prohibited marriage between members of the same clan. The Belle prohibited marriage to the wives of the maternal uncle. This contrasted with the Gola practice that permitted first-cousin and sororate marriages. Beyond formal marriage, less formal relationships were also recognized by the society. However, men had no legal rights to the products of cohabitation in an informal relationship. Women were strictly forbidden from keeping multiple partners at the same time. Defaulters were liable to a severe retribution.

Among the Bassa, traditional marriage involved the payment of bride-price, known locally as dowry, or bride service of 7 to 10 years. Men could not lay claim to their children until they had fully discharged all their obligations to their spouse’s family. Widows also determined whether to stay with their late husband’s kin or go elsewhere, such as to their natal family. Kpelle marriage was regarded as a process or a series of stages beginning from a girl’s initiation into Sande and proceeding through betrothal, coresidence, the payment of the bride-wealth to seal the union, and, finally, to the arrival of the first one or two issues in the relationship.

Polygyny was central to indigenous marriage systems given the prevailing cultural norms by which men measured or advanced their political and economic fortunes by the number of their wives. Paradoxically, the first wife played a role in the acquisition of other wives, by recruiting them for her husband as “junior” wives, who were in practical terms their house help. If a husband needed another wife, the senior wife would look for a woman with whom she maintained cordial relations. Conversely, if her husband expressed interest in a girl she did not like, she turned it to her own advantage by exploiting the situation to get a divorce. A woman could contrive a divorce by picking a quarrel over her husband’s choice of a junior wife by accusing him of neglect or favoritism or of physical assault. She could provoke him to beat her, which amounted to maltreatment, a ground for divorce, by refusing to do her domestic or conjugal duties. The husband too could file for divorce on the grounds of the wife’s infidelity.

Traditional marriage in Liberia served more than the purpose of procreation or raising families; it was also an economic venture. Wives supported their husband directly by generating income or supplying labor at home and on the farms. Marriage also enabled a “big man” (a wealthy and influential man) to increase his following as people gave him their daughters, whom he would marry as junior or lower-status wives but whom he might permit to engage in liaisons with young men and male clients so that the latter could be made to pay for their cohabitation with wives of a “big man” by working on his farms. Marriage likewise served the purpose of integrating “stranger” elements into a host community. The Mandingo employed this strategy to integrate themselves into the societies of the Kpelle and Vai. Marriage alliances were also employed to forge mythical relationships between autochthonous communities and later arrivals.

Indigenous marriage took various forms but most parents preferred an endogamous arrangement that allowed their children, especially the daughters, to remain in the locality with their spouses and family. This would enable them to continue to harness the labor of their children and their families.

Bride-wealth paid in cash, cloth, kolanuts, and goats was generally beyond the means of the average young suitor. But he could struggle to pay it himself, draw on the resources of his family (as a loan), or become the client of a “big man” for that reason. If he could pay the bride-wealth, he was ordinarily spared from the demands of his parents-in-law for bride service. Yet, bride-wealth was not seen as a one-off payment; no matter what the husband had given, he was still expected to make payments in cash or kind as long as the marriage subsisted.

Statutory marriage, the product of the influence of Western culture, is based on monogamy, which subsists till death or divorce terminates the relationship. Such marriages follow prescribed standards, such as the procurement of statutory health and marriage certification. Liberian marriage laws do not permit a concurrent marriage to a third party by any party to a statutory marriage. In practice, however, this law is observed in the breach by leading political figures and other members of the ruling class. In marriage relationships, men were almost always rated above women, except those believed to have great spiritual influence.

Liberian elites who had contracted elaborate “civilized” marriages have resorted to keeping mistresses or concubines, with whom they had children. The less-privileged men maintain a façade of monogamy while practicing polygyny. They would keep the “civilized” wife in the city and even live in the same house with her and their children while maintaining another wife, often a “country” woman in the village.

Many indigenous Liberian patrilineal societies maintained a gender-based division of labor. Men undertook the harder tasks such as bush clearing while the women planted the seed. Ancillary activities, such as hunting, harvesting of kolanuts and palm nuts, and the tapping of the oil palm tree for wine, were male preserves. Men plaited mats, made furniture, and wove indigenous cloth. Women were dominant in other activities, such as fishing and gathering, and net and basket making. Male dominance was hinged on men’s monopoly of strategic occupations, such as blacksmithing, which had mystical attributes, and on the accumulation of wealth in money, material, and people. Leading members of Poro (for men) and Sande (for women), and traditional medicine men and women enjoyed great prestige, as did the wealthy and influential “big men.”

In the exceptional case of the Grebo (Glebo) of southeastern Liberia, men undertook the cutting down and burning of big trees and erection of protective fences around rice fields from infestation by pests for a comparatively short section of the cycle. For the rest of the period, the women labored in the fields, turning the cleared ground with the hoe, planting the seed, weeding the field, and harvesting and processing the crops. Grebo women supplied the bulk of the agricultural labor that ensured the success of the region’s agricultural economy. They were the breadwinners who controlled rice production and fed their husbands, whose role it was to secure land for the family through their patrilineages, provide a house for their households, and earn income from wage employment or cash cropping.

Getting married is seen as a symbol of social status. In the urban centers, marriage is a sign of “responsibility” and a person with a stable home is considered to be “highly responsible.” Such persons are believed to be capable of holding public office or of being saddled with leadership in the society. Strategic marriage into wealthy or influential families could assist one’s social mobility.

Procreation and widowhood represent the intersection of gender, marriage, and family in Liberia. As a general rule, procreation remains central to marriage. While the birth of children is celebrated, prolonged childlessness generally strains relationships to the point of separation or divorce. The wife is generally held responsible for this and her in-laws encourage their kinsman to take another wife to produce children for him. The plight of childless women is further aggravated by widowhood, which leaves them at the mercy of unsympathetic in-laws.

Cuisine

Liberian cuisine is diverse and rich, drawing from the diversity of the country’s ethnic composition and historical experiences. Most dishes contain one or more of several key ingredients—palm oil and other vegetable oils, fish, cassava, and pepper. Liberians like their meals with a generous portion of hot pepper in them. The Liberian food repertoire is characterized by the versatility of the people in making several kinds of dishes from a single item. Cassava, for example, is processed into food by grating or pounding into pulp or by boiling, baking, or grilling it before consumption.

Liberians generally cook their meals at home, but public eating houses exist to cater to the needs of bachelors or wage employees who might not have the time or desire to prepare their own meals. “Cook shops,” low-cost restaurants, offer popular dishes, such as jollof rice, goat soup, and check rice. Public eating houses and fast-food outlets are sited where the concentration of people is expected to ensure heavy patronage.

Though urban and Westernized Liberians eat with cutlery, many meals are eaten with the fingers, which are washed before the food is eaten. The most scrupulous standards of cleanliness are required of women who cook and serve meals. The best plates are used to serve meals to visitors, who are accorded the highest regard according to indigenous standards of hospitality. Provision is made for unexpected guests and no family ordinarily cooks just enough for its immediate requirement. Muslims do not eat pork or drink alcoholic beverages. Totem animals or ritually prohibited animals are forbidden to certain categories of persons for religious or ritual purposes.

However, imported food has become more important in the diet. Indigenous rice (called bogaa in Kru and Bassa languages) has been largely displaced by imported brands, especially as urban Liberians have taken to the parboiled rice from the United States (Uncle Ben’s) and Asia. Processed vegetable oil, sardines, Irish potatoes, and frozen chicken from foreign countries have relegated indigenous staples, such as coconut, peanut, corn, and palm oil.

Liberian soups contain a blend of vegetables, okra, string beans, fish, and meat. Ingredients for beef soup, served with rice and foofoo, include fresh tomatoes, onions, salt, tomato paste, beef, dried cod fish, smoked fish, and black and coarse red pepper. Cassava leaf soup is produced from cassava leaves, palm oil, chicken bouillon cubes, fresh meat, soda, onion, dry meat, dried fish, country pepper, and palm oil. These ingredients combine to produce a tasty soup that goes with rice and other dishes. Eggplant stew is made of eggplant, oil, onion, ham or bacon, white fish fillets, and pepper. Chicken peanut soup is made from chicken pieces, water, salt, butter, tomato concentrate, black pepper, sliced potato, chopped parsley, and peanut butter. Beans gravy soup is another Liberian culinary delight.

Goat soup is a national delicacy that is served even at state functions. This, however, is a culinary practice that is shared with other West African peoples. It is a mark of good taste and the height of hospitality in Liberia to slaughter a goat for one’s guests. Goat soup is taken with foofoo, a special type of meal derived from processed cassava. Such a meal is taken with palm wine or ginger beer.

Cakes of various descriptions feature in the diet. The Liberian sweet potato pone is made from grated raw sweet potatoes, molasses or dark cane syrup, pulverized ginger, salt, baking powder, and vegetable oil. Liberian cake is made of a rich assortment of ingredients: plain flour, baking powder, butter, eggs, sugar, cinnamon, ground mace, milk, lemon peel, raisin (minus the seed), golden syrup, ground allspice, caster sugar, pulverized coconut, and powdered cloves. Cassava cake is produced from an amalgam of cassava, eggs, butter, nutmeg, cinnamon, flour, canned milk, baking powder, cloves, and sugar.

Liberians also eat a variety of bread, including pineapple nut bread and rice bread. The former is made of flour, baking soda, salt, baking powder, eggs, wheat bran, chopped wasted peanuts or walnuts, and crushed and drained pineapple. Ingredients for making rice bread include vegetable oil, nutmeg, mashed bananas, salt, baking oil, and water. Rice bread could last for a week if well made.

Liberian cuisine comprises a variety of main dishes, desserts or appetizers, and soup. Rice remains the main staple of the vast majority of Liberians. The dish is prepared in various ways. One of the most popular is jollof rice, a popular dish across the subregion. The Liberian jollof rice is a rich amalgam of white rice, pork, bacon, pieces of chicken, veal, turkey, ham, and other condiments. It is commonly served at social functions and ceremonies where a large number of guests have to be entertained.

Cassava is the staple of indigenous Liberians, such as the Kpelle, and it is next in importance to rice. Its leaves are eaten as vegetables while the starchy roots or tubers substitute for rice when the latter becomes scarce. Rice is often scarce during the rainy season. Cassava is not eaten raw but is processed, fried, or boiled before being eaten.

The Liberian diet is enriched by an assortment of vegetables, peppers, pumpkins, eggplants, okra, beans, tomatoes, onions, mangoes, bananas, pineapples, corn, avocados, cucumbers, and papayas. Palm oil is a major staple of the traditional diet, which is, however, complemented by imported vegetable oils. Peanuts feature in many Liberian desserts and cookies. Fried plantains accompany Liberian rice dishes or could be eaten on their own. Ginger beer is a major beverage in Liberia. “Cane juice” extracted from sugar cane, often with an alcoholic content of over 80 percent, is a potent beverage drunk by Liberians, especially in rural areas. However, nonalcoholic beverages, such as Coca-Cola, are retailed all over the country.

Snacks are an important feature of the Liberian diet. Kanyah or kanya is a delicious snack produced from rice, sugar, and peanuts. Plantain chips—slices of plantain deep-fried in oil to a deep brown color, sprinkled with salt—also belong in this category. Nontraditional snacks produced by frying a mixture of baking flour, sugar, and butter in vegetable oil are retailed to meet the requirements of a more sophisticated urban clientele.

Dress

Liberian dress reflects the diversity of the country, and the interaction of indigenous and foreign influences. Religion also affects or dictates dress styles as may be seen in the differences between the attires of the Muslim Mandingo and the Christian Americo-Liberians. The latter adopted Western dress styles, notably three-piece suits, ties, and collars. They wore top hats and coattails to formal occasions up to the era of President Tubman (1944–1971). The Americo-Liberians were proud of the sartorial style that identified them as “civilized” as contrasted with the “tribal people” or “country people” of the Liberian hinterland. Until the violent change of government in 1980, it was considered “uncivilized” to appear in public or government functions in indigenous attire.

Liberians are now less formally dressed than in the days of Tubman. William Tolbert, Tubman’s successor, set the pace for the informal dress code when he was sworn in as president in the safari suit that he wore while racing in from the countryside to fill a constitutional vacuum created by his predecessor’s death. He unconsciously began a dress fad that privileged the safari suit with its short sleeves. Still, the Western suit is worn by men to formal occasions even as the safari suit is decidedly popular.

Liberian men also wear indigenous flowing gowns like their counterparts in neighboring West African countries. The gowns are a by-product of the indigenous weaving industry that produces “country cloth” of various types. The dominant color of the cloth is white, but this is changed to a darker hue by dyeing the material in indigo. The Mandingo, Vai, Kissi, Bandi, and Gola are especially adept at producing such “country cloth.” The flowing gowns are richly embroidered with different designs, akin to designs across West Africa. The embroidery is concentrated on the chest area, which is not covered by the folds, and, then, on the middle of the back just below the neck. Different motifs are represented in the designs. Though worn by non-Muslims, the flowing gown is closely associated with Islam, especially if the handwoven cap is donned on top of it.

Liberian women are attired in Western and African dresses. The more traditional women dress in indigenous blouse and wrappers (lappa) while younger women and ladies wear long skirts and wrap the scarf or bandanna around their heads. The more sophisticated ladies or girls prefer Western dresses. Tie-dyed clothes, which are common in West Africa are worn by the women and sewn into various types of casual dresses, such as the boubou, a loose dress shaped like a lady’s nightgown. While there are Liberian designs, some of these dresses originated from the West or from neighboring West African countries.

The demand for locally designed clothing has generated a local garment-making industry, consisting of tailoring and embroidery. Each of these has its complement of master artisans and seamstresses, and their apprentices. Skillful and successful weavers also engage in sewing and embroidery, the men being commissioned to decorate gowns, pillows, bedspreads, tablecloths, and window blinds. Among the Gola, tailors (yun yai ene, the one who sews things) specialize in working European textiles into local wear. Apart from taking up orders from their customers, tailors make custom-made attire for sale to men and women. Embroiderers are significant for “finishing up” the work of tailors, whose sewn garments are incomplete without the embellishment provided by embroiderers.

Globalization has affected the dress styles of Liberians, especially the urban youth. Liberian youth have evolved a distinctive dress style, patterned after the Western mold. Students of tertiary institutions, in particular, and urban youth in general, are casually dressed in caps, jeans, and T-shirts. They wear formal dress only on special occasions, such as college graduation, job interviews, weddings, or funerals. The prolonged civil war and the consequent economic crisis have combined to impoverish the country. Hence, urban dwellers opt for secondhand clothing, especially denim trousers, skirts, and shirts because of their lower cost, informality, and durability.

In addition to textile attire, Liberians adorn themselves with complementary items, such as necklaces of various types and materials, rings, and bracelets. Liberian men and women wear ornaments of brass, gold, and silver, depending on their economic or social status. For both traditional and modern women, a formal dress is incomplete without them. Foreign-made shoes complement the ornate sandals made by the Mandingo.

Sports and Games

Many games were developed to promote recreation and socialization in the various indigenous communities. The game of the Leopard’s Rocks among the Gola taught the skills of counting. It was based on the folklore of the counting test devised by the leopard to entrap and kill those who failed it. Where everyone else failed the test, the royal antelope (gbalia) passed it by counting lyrically and systematically. Another Gola game, of pests and the rice farm, played by boys and girls, involved attempts by most of the participants (“birds”) to steal from the rice farm. However, any “bird” that got “hit” in the course of the foray was transformed to “rice.” The Vai game of “Mother, give me a canoe” engaged a group of boys, one of whom attempts to break out of a circle formed by the linked hands of his compatriots, an exercise that taxes the energy of the participants.

The most popular Western sport in Liberia is soccer (football). An intercounty competition allows for an annual national championship game. In addition, the University of Liberia and Cuttington University College hold yearly sports competitions. However, Liberia’s performance in the international soccer arena has been lackluster, with no significant international accolades to speak of.

The exception to this trend is George Weah. Arguably the most famous man in Liberia, George Weah enjoyed an incredibly successful career as a footballer, playing for a number of leading clubs. In fact, in 1995, he was recognized as the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) World Player of the Year. Weah’s stellar career has enshrined him forever as one of the greatest soccer players of Africa.

He has also immortalized himself as a patron of sport and promoter of peace in his homeland, though he lived abroad during the bloody years of the civil war. Through his personal financial support, Liberia’s national team, the Lone Stars, continued to compete on the international stage throughout a decade and a half of brutal violence, qualifying for the African Nations Cup in 1996 and 2002. Upon leaving the sport, Weah returned to his homeland, where he established an elaborate homestead—taking roughly 100 Liberians into his employ. In 2005, he made an unsuccessful bid for the presidency, but in 2014 he rebounded to take a seat in the Liberian Senate.

In recent years, the potential for sports, in particular soccer, to aid in reconciliation and peacemaking has begun to be explored. It is worth noting that, during the civil war, spontaneous ceasefires often prevailed during Lone Star matches. In the first two decades of the 21st century, efforts have been made to capitalize on this sort of phenomenon. NGOs have established small-scale tournaments to bring together inhabitants of various regions. Larger-scale operations have also been initiated, such as “Unity through Sports”—a tournament held at the national stadium and jointly organized by the Ministry of Youth and Sports, the U.S. Embassy, the United Nations, various NGOs, and for-profit companies like Nike. It is important also to recognize the efforts of grassroots organizations in this endeavor. For example, the Salesians of Don Bosco (a Catholic order) have established the Bosco United Sports Association, a network of soccer clubs aimed at diverting at-risk youth from crime and violence.

Festivals and Holidays

From the beginning of the calendar year, Liberians enjoy a dozen holidays, mainly commemorating landmarks in their country’s history. The number has increased with developments since the overthrow of the Americo-Liberian oligarchy in 1980. Although Christian and Muslim religious festivals are celebrated, only the major Christian festivals are declared as public holidays. Dates of Christian festivals are somewhat fixed unlike Muslim holidays that are regulated by the movement of the moon. Sande and Poro festivals take place toward the end of the year (in the fall), when there is a lull in the annual farming cycle after the harvest. As there are no sharp religious cleavages in the country, festivals are celebrated without discrimination. Hence both Christmas and Eid al-Fitr are celebrated by all Liberians irrespective of their ethnic and religious identification. Everyone is invited to the feasts and merriments that accompany the celebrations, which are characterized by feasting and the donning of new attire.

January 1 is New Year’s Day, a public holiday that marks the beginning of a new year and is welcomed with great expectations of better fortunes in the new year. Expectedly, it is widely celebrated with outdoor and private parties, merriment, music, dance, eating, drinking, fireworks, and conviviality even from December 31 of the previous year—New Year’s Eve. February 11 is marked as Armed Forces Day. This is a reflection of the role of the army in the country’s history since the coup of 1980. A similar holiday is Decoration Day, held on the second Wednesday of March. March 15 is J. J. Roberts Day, which commemorates the birthday of one of the country’s presidents.

For a majority Christian country, Easter is a major holiday, usually celebrated in March/April. It is marked by church services, parties, picnics, and family reunions. Fast and Prayer Day is marked as a public holiday on the second Friday in April. May 14 is Unification Day, a national holiday to commemorate the cessation of hostilities that dogged the country in the 1980s and 1990s. Independence Day on July 26 is a national holiday. It commemorates the country’s independence from the rule of the American Colonization Society in 1847. The capital, Monrovia, wears a fresh look as it hosts foreign dignitaries to various official events, especially parades by military and paramilitary forces. August 24 is a national holiday, Flag Day.

The completion of the Muslim holy month of Ramadan is commemorated by the Eid al-Fitr festival during the months of July or August depending on sighting of the moon according to the Islamic calendar. The end of the annual fasting is celebrated by the exchange of gifts, including traditional food, and family gatherings throughout Liberia. Thanksgiving is celebrated in Liberia on November 4 since freed slaves from United States of America’s southern slave-holding states were represented in the Americo-Liberian population that birthed the country. This national holiday is a relic of the link between Liberia and the United States.

The Children’s Festival is held in Monrovia every November. The city’s sports stadium hosts thousands of young people from across the country to take part in games, sports, and live music. The national holiday celebrates Liberia’s achievements. December 25 is Christmas, the most popular national holiday. Liberians of all religious, social, and religious affiliations celebrate what is the peak in the Christian annual cycle of events. Muslims celebrate festivities and feasting as do Christians, who also hold special church services.

Music and Dance

Each ethnic group in Liberia has its own repertoire of indigenous music including songs for different occasions that serve various functions. The songs capture significant moments or events in the personal lives of the composers or performers, or of their communities; they celebrate life or lament death; they are associated with pleasure and work, with politics and ritual. In short, indigenous songs relate to the phases in the lifecycle of the individual and the vicissitudes of the larger entities, such as the family and ethnic group. Birth, death, sports, secular and religious education, and the transmission of folktales have special songs associated with them.

Among the Gio (Dan), music making is a respectable profession that runs in families. Traditionally, musicians were attached to chiefs, warriors, wrestlers, secret societies, and professional associations, and they plied their trade from place to place. Their instruments comprised gourd rattles, mortar and slit drums, and bells. The Gio combine drums and ivory trumpets to produce music, which often accompanies mask dancing. Their music may be classified into three groups: zloo (praise song), tan (dance song), and gbo (funeral dirges). Dance song (tan) is the most prevalent type of music, but while its text is fairly fixed, that of zloo is open to improvisation, given the nature of its subject and audience.

The Kpelle too have professional musicians, who also double as subsistence farmers or laborers. These ngulei-siyge-nuu (the song-raising persons) perform at receptions, funerals, and festivals. Women perform as soloists while men function as storytellers, singers, and instrumentalists. Kpelle instruments are similar to those of the Gio; they consist of the xylophone (bala); the flute (boo); the sideblown horn (turu) made of ivory, wood, or animal horn; rattles; and various types of the slit drum. Kpelle music is played on various occasions: initiation into Poro and Sande, harvest, games, work, holidays, and masked dancing.

Liberian peoples developed different genres of music for different daily or seasonal activities. The songs originated from different ethnic groups, reflecting their occupational specialization, and diffused across ethnic frontiers. Thus, the Dei, Gola, Vai and Mende have a large repertoire of songs for work, recreation, and entertainment. Rice songs are composed in Mende and Vai because those groups are associated with the early development of agriculture, while hunting songs are mainly rendered in Gola as hunting was the primary occupation of that group. However, each ethnic group has a collection of songs devoted to specific topics dealing with their respective lore and folktales.

The Kru of southeast Liberia are a famous seafaring people whose apparent homogeneity has been forged in the course of their maritime migrations and service on European and American ships. Their traditional music is predominantly vocal with the accompaniment of a wooden drum (tuku) and other instruments of percussion. It consists of warrior songs and a collection of songs known as si-o-lele. The latter are songs rendered by women’s associations at social gatherings and funerals in a chorus-refrain format. This genre of songs was to achieve popularity among other Liberian groups and even across West Africa from the mid-20th century.

Music and dance depict various daily and seasonal activities from the cradle to the grave in indigenous Liberian societies. The birth of a child—regardless of gender—was celebrated by the infant’s parents, and their kin, and acquaintances. Songs heralded the birth of a child as the mother was perceived to have fought a battle with death to bring the child to life. Joyous shouts (of hoyoo! hoyoo!) usually greeted the delivery of the baby inside a zo house or an enclosure made by a fence. Such songs were often improvisations, but others were quite common and associated with particular ethnic groups. The Gola, Bandi, Grebo, Gio, and Vai have indigenous lullabies that are rendered to pacify babies or to lull them to sleep. Lyrics of the various songs contain information about the mothers’ activities and give the impression that the babies would understand why they are not receiving due attention.

Songs are also an accompaniment of children’s games, an essential element of indigenous education and socialization. The games and the attendant songs reflect the challenges of daily life, such as protecting the rice crop from birds, or reinforcing some qualities of character, such as wisdom. Liberian communities also composed and rendered worksongs that accompanied farm tasks including the clearing of the farm site, tree felling, burning of residue, weeding, planting, and harvesting. Such tasks required cooperative effort, which was made more efficient by musical accompaniment.

Matters of everyday life are captured in secular songs known variously as yombo, dendia, kolako or baa, waya, and lemgbe by the Gio, Dei, Bassa, Palipo, and Gola, respectively. Such songs conveyed counsel, ridicule, gossip, and praise, and concerned mundane matters like love affairs, emotions, and marriage. Love was a dominant theme in many indigenous songs of this type, which commented on disappointments in love and counseled against infatuation.

Songs are also composed to commemorate significant historical events or to praise celebrated personalities such as the Liberian president and paramount chiefs, or to salute great accomplishments. The invention of the Vai script in 1814 and its formal presentation to the sovereign of the Gawula Kingdom elicited the composition of a song in honor of the inventor, Dualu Bukele. The song, which became the Vai anthem, was revised after Liberia’s independence in 1847. Death as a universal human experience is also featured in indigenous funeral songs. Every ethnic group has its own repertoire of funeral dirges.

Indigenous music both secular and religious has generally been accompanied by dance. The arts of music and dance were taught as part of the initiation of youngsters into Poro and Sande. Their outing ceremony was characterized by a public dance performance. Music and dance also enjoyed political or royal patronage in communities that had the chieftaincy institution. Such communities had court musicians who were clients of paramount and clan chiefs.

Secular and religious music was accompanied by the use of instruments, such as the talking drum and the indigenous hand piano (kongoma). The Belle invented the tandegi or fanga, a musical instrument deployed in wartime to challenge warriors to fight valiantly. Various drums and other instruments known as the samgba, sassaa, and konigi (which belonged originally to the Loma) were employed to produce music by the Belle and other Liberian peoples. New instruments were added as Liberian peoples encountered external influences. The widely travelled Kru mariners incorporated the acoustic guitar into the repertoire of their musical instruments. This was an addition to their own plucked lute made of a calabash, a carved stick, and strings. Other instruments added to this ensemble were banjos, accordions, harmonicas, and concertinas. The Kru and the Grebo also introduced brass bands that became popular along the Liberian coast from the late 1930s. The bands played a medley of African and European tunes.

The chanting that accompanied Islamic call to prayers constituted a new musical element among the Vai. In addition, the early Muslim missionaries in the area introduced suku (from shukran, the Arabic for “to give thanks”), a musical genre in which the text was a combination of Arabic, Vai, and Koniaka languages. This brand of Islamic music had West African features: complex rhythmic structures and a call-response mode of delivery. Still, it contained typical Islamic chants and melodies and changing postures and behavior during performance. But with the greater Islamization of Vai society in the late 20th century, Islamic music displaced traditional songs in Vai funerary rites. Vai lyrics gave way to Islamic songs in Arabic or a combination of Arabic and indigenous languages. Where no indigenous songs had been rendered in the procession to the graveside, Islamic songs were rendered praising Allah or Muhammad, rather than eulogizing the dead or the ancestors. Generally funeral dirges in Vai were displaced by chanted prayers and Koranic recitation.

Modern music and dance exist side by side with their indigenous counterparts in Liberia. Often, as in the case of Kru music, the indigenous genre is modernized with very satisfactory results. The Kru achieved fame for their palm wine guitar style of music, which also became popular across West Africa. This was an authentically African and innovative style based on a unique two-finger style of picking on the guitar, which was known in Nigeria as krubass. Palm wine music, also called sea breeze music in Monrovia, was later developed by Americo-Liberians by replacing picking with strumming on the guitar. The Kru also exported their innovative music styles to Nigeria and Ghana. In the latter country, their dagomba acoustic guitar style exerted a great influence on its highlife music. Kru highlife music was a dominant influence in Nigeria in the 1940s and 1950s. It was based on experimentation with wind instruments, such as flutes and pennywhistles, and the organ and mandolin. Although the influence of Kru music declined steadily from the late 1950s, the palm wine guitar brand of music left an enduring impact on Nigerian and Ghanaian music.

Nontraditional music and dance have derived from Christian and Islamic traditions, as typified by the Americo-Liberians and the Vai, respectively. However, the former came to Liberia with Western traditions of sacred and secular music, while Islamic influence has percolated Vai traditional songs. Modern popular music, as distinct from the indigenous and religious types, had been prevalent since the middle of the 20th century. During World War II (1939–1945), an album was released by a popular Liberian folk musician, Baby Hayes. The Greenwood Sisters, a group of Liberian musicians, also released an album during the same period. In the 1950s, indigenous songs of various ethnic groups were released as musical albums. Toni Saletan, a visiting American folk singer, collected and performed Liberian folk songs.

The recording of Liberian indigenous songs during the 1960s was boosted by the availability of imported battery tape recorders. The electronic gadget became a prized possession in the Liberian hinterland as it facilitated singing and dancing during feasts and festivals. Recordings by the Liberian cultural icon, Bai T. Moore, created a rich collection of indigenous music that soon filled the airwaves on the national radio station when it commenced broadcasting in indigenous languages in 1962. A religious broadcasting station, Radio ELWA, pioneered the broadcast of indigenous music by airing religious songs in the indigenous languages. It later included the broadcast of indigenous popular music.

The decades since the 1960s witnessed the increasing influence of foreign music, notably, Ghanaian highlife, American jazz, and Afro-Cuban music. None of these foreign brands succeeded in suppressing indigenous music and attendant dance forms, though the latter suffered some relegation. However, a new form of indigenous music emerged from an amalgam of the purely indigenous and the foreign. This was produced by talented musicians who became Liberia’s cultural ambassadors. From the 1970s, Liberia has produced a crop of outstanding musicians and cultural ambassadors, notably, Woyee, Jake D, Naser Sokay, Calvin Ward, Hawa Moore, Dehconte, and Miatta Fahnbulleh.

Visual Art

Traditional art consisted of various secular and religious pieces, notably, masks of diverse sizes and cultural significance. Carving, painting, and weaving have been practiced by the peoples of Liberia from deep antiquity. Items produced by practitioners of these arts included metal ornaments, such as bracelets, rings, medallions, and chain necklaces; figurines for ritual and prestige purposes; decorated utensils—knives, bowls, spoons, and cups; and weapons. The Gola and Dan (Gio) are renowned for their carving skills that have produced religious artifacts (such as Poro and Sande masks) and other objects of secular utility. Mask carving was also practiced by the Vai of western Liberia, among whom the sowei mask was made, as in the territory of the Mende. The sowei masks were distinguished by their high-ridged hairstyle, a fashion that is no longer in vogue among Liberian communities, though the style was still represented on masks made in the 1980s.

Spiritual explanations are generally offered for the unique gifts or talent of outstanding artists, especially carvers. The Dan believe that God (Zlan) was the first sculptor since he molded human beings and animals out of the earth. Understandably, as we shall see in this chapter, people commonly attribute the talent of Dan and Gola carvers to a spiritual origin or inspiration. Among the Gola, the carver’s genius is ascribed to an intense relationship between him and a powerful tutelary spirit of the opposite sex, known as the neme. The love affair or relationship is said to be regulated by certain taboos or conventions, known as negba, which must not be violated. Woodcarvers and other artists who are reputed to be inspired by their neme are also assumed to be liable to pay a high price for their excellence, since they are believed to spend half of their time in the spirit world. Such a relationship sets them apart from other human beings and is said to explain their unusual talent and unconventional lifestyle. In the making of masks for Poro and Sande, the Gola carver was secluded for the duration of his task. Even the women serving him food were not allowed to catch a glimpse of his carving while it was done. Hence, the carver was bound to be a loner who was engrossed in his art and thoughts.

The Loma of northern Liberia are also renowned for their wooden masks. They made long wooden masks that contain human and animal features. Worn by men, the masks were associated with the Poro. The largest Loma mask known was 1.82 meters high, with a frightening visage accentuated by an exaggerated nose and forehead and a huge bunch of feathers attached to it. The Loma and their Bandi neighbors believe that masks represented the major forest spirit behind the Poro, called Dandai or Landa/Landai. Apart from this massive mask, numerous smaller ones have been produced by Loma carvers. They often have the horns of an antelope or cow above a flat face with a protruding nose.

Artists in Liberian communities give higher premium to reputation than wealth, and that accounts for why they are not among the richest in the community. A second common trend among artists, especially carvers, is the reliance on dreams as the source of inspiration for their work. As noted above, they are believed to receive such gifts from a spirit helper called neme by the Vai and Gola, and du by the Dan. Given this close association of artists with the spirit world, they tend to be viewed by the society with a mixture of fear and suspicion, though their works are nonetheless admired. The indigenous Liberian artist is thus caught in a dilemma of nurturing his creativity to earn the respect of society or seeking to satisfy his own desire for individuality. Generally, carving is a product of natural talent, which, however, still has to be honed. Hence, though the artist might claim some supernatural source for his talent, he still has to undergo tutelage under a master carver. Carving is a tasking pastime and is commonly associated with male members of the society. Women are known to have engaged in carving among the Dan, but not on a large scale. Still, that trend coupled with the stylistic changes in art forms over time demonstrates the dynamism of the vocation. The changes in style have been caused by external forces like warfare, Islam, Christianity and Western education, and trade, as well as the innovativeness of the artists themselves.

However, the pull of modernity, specifically, the demand for tourist art, has affected the quality of Liberian art. The need for “quick service” means that carvers have bent their skills to suit the customers’ tastes, thus losing the initiative to some extent. At least since the 1980s, artists began to make bigger and grotesque copies of previous artwork, a trend that has been called giganticism in African art. The more this trend persists the further away that Liberian artists have been drawn away from their original sources of inspiration in the indigenous society. In effect, unlike in traditional society, many Liberian artists have now yielded unconsciously to the lure of money, though this is not readily admitted. The autonomy that such artists used to enjoy, in dictating to society what was art, is now being lost as clients now dictate what the artist produces.

The Dan or Gio of northeastern Liberia are outstanding carvers and sculptors: they are the counterparts of the Gola in the making of masks. Masks are acknowledged as the most important art form of the Dan/Gio, from which other forms of sculpture have emerged. They are important for their sheer number, being the most numerous single form of sculpture. Second, they have a spiritual significance that is universally acknowledged by most Liberian peoples. As in Dan society, the woodcarver among the Gola is largely engaged in making masks for the Poro and Sande, a task that has great spiritual implications. Their training involves intensive apprenticeship, and commitment of time and energy. Yet, traditionally, the mask was a communal property to which the carver could not lay claim as a work of personal achievement; it was rather generally regarded as the product of a supernatural maker. Most artists are also unable to amass much wealth or to earn the economic status that their talent ought to have bestowed on them. Even when Gola carvers are commissioned to produce a work of art, the credit for its excellence is given to the person who had the good taste to patronize it. Consequently, whether in the execution of sacred or secular commissions, the Gola carver tends to be anonymous.

Brass casting was a significant art of the Dan until the 1930s, when the Liberian government prohibited it. It has been suggested that the Dan learned the art from their eastern neighbors, the We, but they had mastered the art by the 19th century. Brass casting and blacksmithing developed as related arts of the Dan since the brass caster was often originally a blacksmith. Both professionals were highly respected in Dan society, given the association of their art with ritual and spiritual power. Blacksmiths captured in war were spared and pressed into the service of the community, which depended on their art for success in agriculture and warfare. Blacksmiths were often woodcarvers in their own right, as they had to carve wooden handles for their metal implements.

Brass casting is a specialized field, and its practitioners guard their skills jealously. Hence, they operate at night when they can make their brass objects without letting out the secrets of their operations. Still, they take spiritual precautions against spiritual attack by keeping themselves spiritually pure—through abstinence from sexual intercourse, purging the heart of evil thoughts or malice, and keeping women away from their shop to avoid bewitchment as women are generally associated with witchcraft—for the duration of time needed to produce a brass figure. Dan brass casters employ the cire perdu or lost wax method of casting brass figures.

Architecture and Housing

In rural communities, houses are built with two common features: a circular structure and a conical roof. The roof is made of palm fronds and a special grass that grows on hilltops. The making of the roof is an art in itself as the product keeps out water during the torrential rains that fall during the rainy season. The roof is slanting so that it could drain the rainwater no matter the intensity of the rain. Although the material used in roofing is easily combustible, it creates a cool ambience inside the house. The indigenous house often stands on wooden pillars, but more generally on mud walls. From at least the middle of the 20th century, grass roofs have given way to iron roofing sheets, even in places outside of the major urban centers. Many mud houses have assumed the square rather than the circular shape.

Houses in the urban centers of Liberia, especially the capital, Monrovia, are of a different style. From the settlement of the Americo-Liberians in the 1820s, Western-style architecture has been introduced to Liberia. The settlers simply transplanted Southern U.S. architecture to their new homeland. The affluent ones constructed two-story houses that consisted of a stone basement and a wood-framed body with front and rear portico. Joseph Jenkins Roberts (1809–1876), Liberia’s two-term president (1848–1856, 1872–1876) and a wealthy merchant in his own right, built an impressive private residence in Monrovia. The official residence of the Liberian president was a stone mansion modeled on the American South plantation house. Other Americo-Liberian houses of the 19th century were likewise patterned after the plantation manor houses of the pre–Civil War era in the American South, complete with their tall-columned entrances. The interior of the houses was furnished in the style of the typical Southern household, with paintings of pets and displayed china and cups. More elaborate furnishing was done by the elite Americo-Liberians in Monrovia.

Since the mid-20th century, the modern style of architecture common to the surrounding former European colonies has become prevalent in Liberia. Single-story and multi-story residential and office complexes of various designs made of ferroconcrete and mortar can be seen in Monrovia and in other urban centers. Prewar Monrovia contained public buildings and private residences of high architectural and aesthetic quality, including the capitol, the executive mansion, city hall, John F. Kennedy Hospital, the Fendall campus of the University of Liberia, the E. J. Roye Building, and the temple of justice. Winston Richards (1932–2002), a renowned Liberian architect, was involved in the design and construction of many of the public buildings in Liberia between 1958 and 1980, when he held key posts in the Ministry of Public Works.

Worth noting is that places of worship are among the most impressive architectural pieces in the country. Magnificent church buildings and mosques, such as the Providence Baptist Church in Monrovia (built in 1839) and the central mosque in Gbarnga, abound across the country. They reflect the people’s attitude to religious congregations and their commitment to building befitting edifices as places of worship. However, many of these buildings were vandalized during the political crisis and the civil war of the 1980s and 1990s—indeed, an infamous massacre took place in a Monrovia Church—though postwar rehabilitation has achieved appreciable progress.

Urban houses in Liberia range from the apartments and townhomes to private mansions, depending on the financial circumstances of their owners. Mortar has become the dominant element in constructing or plastering the walls of houses while the roof is made of a foundation of wood (planks) and a cover of metal or asbestos roofing materials. The modern real estate industry is relatively small and urban focused; it provides employment for masons, house painters, interior decorators, and carpenters. Houses are painted in diverse colors according to the taste of their owners. Yet, it must be noted that in cities such as Monrovia, there are shantytowns, unplanned and densely populated neighborhoods, where people live in crowded tenements without the conveniences such as toilet facilities and potable water. The situation has been compounded by the protracted civil war in Liberia that ruined much of the existing urban and rural housing and other infrastructure.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Indigenous Scripts and Literature

A significant aspect of Liberian history is the invention of indigenous scripts by several of its indigenous peoples. The Vai, Bassa, Kpelle, Gola, Loma, Grebo, and Kissi all invented their respective scripts at various times in their history. The Vai script was widely acknowledged as a work of creative genius. Although the accounts of its invention and development are often enmeshed in mythology, it is generally accepted that it was a young man known as Momolu Duwalu Bukele who invented the script. Its institutionalization was accentuated by Momolu Massaquoi. A Western-educated Vai, Massaquoi exploited his position as a superintendent of a school in the area to introduce Vai literature to his students in the 1920s. Another Vai, Jangaba Johnson, reintroduced the study of the Vai script in the local schools. The University of Liberia undertook the preservation of the Vai script in 1963. By the 1980s, the Vai script had acquired a stable and generally accepted alphabetic system and become so versatile that it permitted the translation of large sections of the Koran into Vai. A newspaper published by the Young Men’s Christian Association contains a newsletter in the Vai script.

The Vai script has contributed to a literary diversity of a unique kind not only in Liberia but in the whole of Africa. It serves much more than a supportive, sentimental purpose. By the 1980s, the script had been used in business and personal correspondence, including the keeping of accounts in business ledgers, and in drawing of technical plans.

Farmers, craftsmen, and traders employ the script for business purposes, while others have utilized it in recording family or clan histories, maxims, or folktales. Even the constitution and bylaws of religious associations have been documented in the Vai script. In a survey conducted about 1980, it was revealed that the Vai script was being employed principally in private correspondence and recordkeeping. It was also used to record minutes of meetings, house tax payments, details of public works, and death feast contributions. The Vai script has also been used to record customers’ statistics for garment making, the number of cloth patches required for a dress, the number of bricks needed by masons for constructing a building, and dimensions of a carpenter’s structural designs.

The Kpelle script was developed in the 1930s by Gbili, a paramount chief of Sanoyea in Bong County. But, only chiefs and selected persons, including one of Gbili’s wives, Neni-tee, came to study and acquire mastery of the script. However, the script was popularized in the 1930s and 1940s as more persons passing through the strategic commercial center of Sanoyea acquired knowledge of the script. Until his death in the late 1960s, Chief Gbili and Lee-polu–mala-yale, a former clerk to Chief Gbili, encouraged its dissemination. The Kpelle script, like its Vai counterpart, was employed in recordkeeping, especially in relation to the inventory of stores and tax returns. Again, like the Vai script, it is a syllabary, whereby a symbol represents a syllable rather than a letter, and it is read from left to right.

The Loma script was also invented in the 1930s by one Wido Zobo, with the assistance of a few other persons. Like Vai, Bassa, and Kpelle scripts, it was used in personal correspondence, and its spread was facilitated by the prerequisite that learners of the script must swear to their teachers to teach it to others. However, it consists almost entirely of primary characters and hardly contains diacritics to derive secondary characters.

Literature in English

With the growth of Western literacy, Liberian literature in English flourished right from the 19th century. Possibly the most outstanding Liberian intellectual and writer of that age was Edward W. Blyden, a notable Pan-Africanist in his own right. As editor of a Liberian newspaper, the Liberian Herald, he published it more as a literary journal than as the disseminator of news.

As the real Father of Pan-Africanism, he still found time to study Africa’s religious, cultural, and political ideas, which made him appreciate indigenous African religions and traditions and also Islam, in opposition to Western-sponsored Christianity. His book Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race (1887) was a refutation of the orthodoxy of the age that Africa’s salvation was contingent upon dependence on the West and its dominant culture. Blyden made a powerful case for an autonomous, Afrocentric path to African development. He invented the idea, later popularized by the Senegalese Cheikh Anta Diop, that Africa (specifically, Egypt) was the cradle of Western Civilization, with Greece and Rome as the links between the ancient African civilization of the Nile Valley and modern Europe.

Bai Tamia Johnson Moore (1916–1988) was an outstanding poet, novelist, essayist, and folklorist, who was originally trained in the United States as an agriculturist and served in the Liberian bureaucracy on his return to the country. Moore coedited and contributed to several volumes of Liberian poetry and folktales and to life in rural and urban settings. Bai T. Moore has rightly been described as the father of contemporary Liberian literature in English and was the embodiment of the county’s cultural heritage. Written in both pidgin and standard Liberian English, his works address varying audiences in a generally accessible language without obscuring the meaning of his poetry and prose.

Liberia has produced other notable writers. Wilton Sankawulo, chair of the Council of State of the Government of Liberia in 1995/96, is a novelist and professor of English Literature at the University of Liberia. His publications include Tolbert of Liberia (1979) and two novels, The Rain and the Night (2001) and Sundown at Dawn: A Liberian Odyssey (2005). K. Moses Nagbe, also a professor of English Language and Literature at the University of Liberia, captured the grim realities and the trauma of the Liberian civil war in his writings. Patricia Jabbeh Wesley, a professor of Literature at an American university, is a rising Liberian female literary star who has made a mark as a poet of note. Her major works include Before the Palm Could Bloom: Poems of Africa (1998), Becoming Ebony (2003), and several scholarly essays.

In all, Liberian literature has been expressed in the indigenous, Arabic, and Western (Roman) scripts. Both indigenous (Vai, for example) and Arabic script are better grounded in the village or rural setting, while English, being the official language of business, is better entrenched in public life (the formal economy, government, and public schools) and is therefore more of an urban phenomenon. The Vai script lacks the institutional framework for dissemination that English and Arabic enjoy. Writers of all manner of religious affiliations and academic attainments have captured aspects of Liberian life and culture in their poetry, prose, and historical writings.

Media

The Liberian press is the oldest of its type in West Africa. The pioneer of the press was Charles L. Force, an African American printer and journalist. On February 16, 1826, he published the maiden issue of the Liberian Herald, which subsequently appeared as a fortnightly newspaper. However, his death only a few months after the Herald made its debut signaled the death of the pioneer newspaper. The Liberian Herald was, however, revived in 1830 by John B. Russwurm, an émigré from Maine, who had been a coeditor of Freedom’s Journal in the United States. Russwurm relinquished the editorship of the newspaper to Hilary Teage, who managed it till 1847, when the renowned scholar and thinker Edward W. Blyden took over and ran the Herald till 1862. From inception to the editorship of Blyden, the newspaper gave extensive coverage to news and events, but under Blyden it shifted focus from news to literary essays. This affected the fortunes of the newspaper, which gradually declined and died under Blyden’s editorship.

Other newspapers were also established with mixed fortunes. The Amulet, Liberian Star, and Africa’s Luminary debuted in 1839 but, while the others folded up, the Luminary continued to appear twice a month for the next seven years. Between the demise of the Luminary and the turn of the 20th century, 20 newspapers and magazines rose and fell. Of significance was the Monrovia Observer, established in 1878 with the motto “Christian Liberia, open the door to heathen Africa.” It was a vibrant paper that played effective watchdog and advocacy roles in late-19th-century Liberia. Its editorials expressed critical views of the emergent Liberian society and politics.

Most of the 19th-century newspapers did not survive into the 20th century. The most successful newspaper of the period was the Liberian Recorder, founded in 1897. It was from 1899 a standard newspaper with a clear focus and an appeal to a diversity of interests. The Recorder distinguished itself by recording events in the evolution of Liberia and became a flourishing enterprise as it carried numerous advertisements.

From the first decade of the 20th century, the Liberian newspaper scene was dominated by Liberia and West Africa, and the Africa League. Liberia and West Africa survived until 1932. During the the Great Depression (1929–1933) new newspapers flourished and perished. They were victims of the political and economic adversity of the times, poor management, and low subscription.

The newspaper industry in Liberia finally came into its own in the immediate aftermath of World War II. The postwar primary produce boom, the watershed elections of 1943, and the resilience of opposition parties facilitated the rise of newspapers with political affiliations. The Liberian Age, founded in May 1946, began as a weekly but later became a biweekly newspaper that appeared on Tuesdays and Fridays. It soon became the mouthpiece of the ruling National True Whig Party. Opposition parties too established their own newspapers, the Daily Listener, The Independent Weekly, and The Friend. The Listener made its debut on May 22, 1950, as Liberia’s first daily newspaper. But none could survive the hostile climate created by, and strong-arm tactics of, the ruling party and its supporters. Between 1950 and 1970, other newspapers—Liberian Herald, Liberian Star, Palm Magazine, and the Journal of Commerce and Industry—were established and they experienced mixed fortunes.

Liberian newspapers have often struggled since the 19th century. They had to contend with attempts to censor or intimidate them. But some of the 19th-century papers criticized government officials, championed independent causes on national policy, and carried public opinion pieces, an indication that the Liberian press enjoyed some latitude of freedom during certain periods. But the norm was intimidation of the press, censorship, closure of newspapers, and the conviction of journalists. The high-handed treatment of the press was based on an Act of the Liberian government that imposed heavy punishment on anyone who libeled the president of Liberia and representatives of foreign governments in the country. A 1925 False Publication Act also stipulated heavy penalties for “harmful” and “false” statements against a person’s fitness for office. This cowed journalists and fostered a culture of sycophancy.

The long tenure of President William V. S. Tubman (1944–1971) set the tone for media practice in Liberia for the rest of the period of Americo-Liberian rule. Tubman actively discouraged journalism practice. As he faced imminent defeat in the presidential election of 1955, he resorted to sheer gangsterism to cow the opposition and to muzzle the press. Independent newspapers were physically attacked by agents of the government, especially after a phantom “Plot That Failed” was contrived to incriminate and jail the leading opposition figures. Such was the heavy-handed treatment of the press that Liberian nationals feared to practice journalism. Though Tubman’s successor Tolbert was more tolerant than his predecessor, he too cracked down on the press and the opposition in the final year of his rule (1979–1980), and this contributed to his downfall.

The situation after the April 1980 coup was hardly different. There was an initial euphoria engendered by the change and by promises of redress. Over 30 newspapers, mostly privately owned, emerged and flourished within the decade of Doe’s rule and demise (1980–1990). Eight of these specialized in sports coverage, and most were short-lived. Of the large number of newspapers in circulation, only a handful—the Daily Observer, SunTimes, and Footprints Today—were truly independent. A few others appeared to have been set up to support the Doe government.

However, by September 1981, the Doe regime had begun to unfold its agenda of press censorship and soon clamped down on real and imaginary opposition. Its arbitrary and corrupt rule, and increasing insecurity owing to lack of legitimacy, predisposed it to clamping down on the press and other elements of civil society. The emergence of the Daily Observer (published by the veteran journalist Kenneth Y. Best and edited by Rufus M. Darpoh) in February 1981 set the stage for the open confrontation between the Doe government and the press. In a series of news reports and editorials, the newspaper tested the limits of the government’s proclamation of press freedom by highlighting some of the excesses of government officials. The Doe government harassed the Observer: it ridiculed and intimidated the publisher and editor of the newspaper, fined it for publishing a hostile article, deported its three expatriate staff, and shut it down five times. Its agents were presumably responsible for the arson that destroyed the premises of the newspaper in March 1990.

While the Doe government was having a running battle with the Observer, another newspaper emerged to check the government’s excesses. This was Footprints Today, published by a lawyer, Momolu Sirleaf, and edited at first by C. William Allen, which made its debut in March 1984. Like the Observer, Footprints too became a thorn in the flesh of the government, and its publisher and sports editor were accordingly detained without trial within six months of the newspaper’s operation for publishing an “offensive” article. But the government invoked the notorious anti press law, Decree 88A, to shut down the newspaper for publishing a story and an editorial on the presumed assassination attempt on the life of Baccus Matthew, a presidential candidate and an opponent of Doe’s in the controversial 1985 elections.

The Doe government did not stop at arrests and detention of journalists; it carried out other forms of intimidation, including public flogging. Such human rights violations were, however, backed by military decrees, especially Decree 88A of July 21, 1984, which empowered security agencies to arrest and detain anyone engaged in “spreading rumours, lies, and misinformation against any government official or individual either by word of mouth, writing or by public broadcast.” Though the decree was slightly amended in 1986 in response to pressure from the press and the public, it was not repealed till 1990 after the fall of Doe’s regime.

The experience of the Liberian press under the Doe regime (1980–1990) was a litany of censorship, intimidation, arrest and detention without trial, and murder. The mysterious death of a broadcast journalist, Charles Gbeyon, was the apogee of the excesses of the Doe regime against the press.

The conclusion of the Liberian civil war and the election of Charles Taylor as president represented another phase in the history of the Liberian media. The restoration of peace permitted the publication of as many as 10 newspapers in Monrovia, the capital, by 1999. There were also seven radio stations in the country. However, both the print and electronic media faced great challenges in the postwar years. First, the newspapers, except the one owned by the government, faced daunting financial, technical, and material handicaps. Bad roads increased the cost of distribution; the high cost of printing and the resultant high prices limited circulation and subscription; and the low literacy rate in the country further limited newspaper readership. Second, given the repressive nature of the Taylor regime, the press came under state siege on several occasions, resulting in the closure of media houses and the harassment of journalists. Journalists faced subtle pressure, denial of access to information, and other forms of official hostility. The government in 1998 introduced stringent measures that had the effect of stifling the press. It stipulated that a newspaper house or radio station must have a minimum deposit of $10,000 in its bank account before it could operate, and newspapers must achieve a minimum circulation figure of 4,000. As expected, the regulations were enforced selectively and vindictively.

The electronic media in Liberia comprise radio and television stations, owned by a variety of interests. Among these were Radio Veritas, owned by the Roman Catholic Church; Radio Star, funded by the Swiss; Liberia Communications Network, owned by the president; and the government-owned Liberian Broadcasting System, all of which, except those owned by the government or the president, encountered peculiar problems. The station owned by the president was the only one with the facility (short-wave frequency) to cover the entire country. Other stations had limited broadcasting hours or otherwise operated sporadically owing to the cost of operations, especially the burden of providing electric power from fuel-powered generators.

The government of President Charles Taylor closed Radio Veritas and Radio Star and disconnected the Internet service of the latter in May 2000, having declared them threats to public security. They had apparently angered the government by their phone-in programs that permitted the citizens to vent their opinions on its policies and performance. Two newspapers, the Inquirer and the News, suspended publication in solidarity with the beleaguered radio stations. The ban on Radio Veritas was lifted after its management was made to sign an agreement to limit its broadcasts to religious matters.

In summary, the Liberian press has been under pressure from its early days. It has faced constant hostility from successive governments whose propensity for corruption, injustice, and oppressive rule has set them at odds with the press. Given the coercive power of the government—to make and enforce laws, both just and unjust—print and broadcast journalists have paid a high price for the practice of their profession. Those in the service of the government have had to engage in sycophancy or the dissemination of utter falsehood either to earn their keep or to escape the wrath of their paymasters. Where they attempted to be independent or fair, they incurred the wrath of agents of the state. In effect, the obsession with “state security”—which means the keeping secret of the sordid deeds of government officials—has shackled professional journalism in Liberia. As we have seen, those who dared to be independent risked physical assault, harassment, detention without trial, closure of newspaper houses, and death.

Moreover, the Liberian press has faced operational problems. First, the size of the economy or of the private sector has been too small to generate sufficient revenue for the press from advertisement. As much of the advertisement comes from government corporations, the manipulation of this source of revenue makes the independent press susceptible to economic reprisals by the government. The latter could exert pressure on or eventually cripple the critical press, by withdrawing its advertisements from “hostile” media houses. Worse still, private enterprises have also found it expedient to withdraw their advertisement from such media organizations to curry favor with the government. Second, the rate of literacy (as low as 25 percent of the population) has also limited readership, a fact that combines with the weak revenue base of the press to limit its capacity. The average daily circulation rate of newspapers (1,000 to 10,000 by 1990) does not appear to make journalism a sustainable enterprise, even with substantial advertisement revenue. It will take a higher circulation figure for the independent press to survive the onslaught of a hostile government’s economic reprisals. Third, the media has been afflicted by poor working conditions, relatively poor pay, inadequate working and training facilities for news reporting and production, a fair proportion of poorly trained journalists, predisposition of media workers to inducement and intimidation, and erosion of professionalism through journalists’ deep involvement in politics.


Bridging the Digital Divide

In November 2011, Liberia took a major step toward providing affordable, high-speed Internet to its citizens. That month, a two-inch submarine cable was pulled ashore, making Liberia 1 of 23 African countries to participate in the Africa Coast to Europe (ACE) system. The 10,000-mile-long cable stretches along the coasts of Africa and Western Europe, from South Africa to France. Currently, Internet usage costs in the country canrange as high as $2.00 per hour, a day’s wages for many Liberians. The ACE system has the potential to vastly increase access.



Nevertheless, the Liberian press has fared well in the course of its long and chequered history. It has survived successive tyrants before and after 1980 and continues to be a credible source of news reports and analysis for Liberians at home and abroad, as well as foreigners who are interested in the affairs of the country. Better training facilities have been provided with the establishment in 1983 of a Department of Mass Communication at the University of Liberia. In spite of funding and recurring national crises, the department has produced a number of graduates in broadcast and print journalism. The media in Liberia have generally discharged their “watchdog” role.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Tripoli

Major Cities: Tobruk, Benghazi

Population: 6,244,174

Languages: Arabic

Government Type: Transitional

Ethnic Groups: Berber and Arab

Religions: Islam, Christianity



Introduction

Geography

Libya is bordered on the north by the Mediterranean Sea, on the east by Egypt, and to the southeast by Sudan. Algeria and Tunisia lie to the west and Chad and Niger are to the South. Libya totals 679,358 square miles, which is slightly larger than the state of Alaska. With the exception of the Mediterranean coast, most of Libya lies within the Sahara Desert. Roughly 93 percent of Libya is semidesert or desert, and Libya lacks any permanent rivers. Libya has two climate zones: the Mediterranean climate in the north along the Mediterranean Sea and a tropical climate in the southern regions. Along the sea Libyans experience warm, dry summers, cold winters, and rainfall between October and March of roughly 24 inches. The southern portion of the country is hot and dry year-round with intermittent rainfall. Because of the harsh climate in the southern portion of the country, most Libyans reside along the Mediterranean coast. Libya is traditionally divided into three regions: Cyrenaica in the east, Tripolitania in the northwest, and Fezzan in the southwest. Cyrenaica and Tripolitania are very Mediterranean in their outlook and culture, while Fezzan, located deep in the Sahara, is more dependent on and looks toward sub-Saharan Africa.

People and Ethnicity

According to 2010 census estimates, Libya’s population rose from its 2006 estimate of 5,670,688 million to 6,420,000 million. About 89 percent of the population is of mixed Arab-Berber background. Other ethnic minorities include Berbers, Tuaregs, Harratins, and Black Africans or Tebous. Thousands of immigrants from Egypt, Italy, Greece, Croatia, Malta, Tunisia, and Armenia also make Libya their home. Libya’s dominant ethnic group is the Arabs. The Arabs, who arrived in North Africa by the beginning of the seventh century, established an Arabic system of government, Islam, and the Arabic language in Libya. By 1300, the indigenous Berber, Tebou, and Tuareg populations had been converted to Islam, and the Arabic language replaced the indigenous Berber dialects. The Arabs live primarily in the coastal regions of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica.

The second largest ethnic group in Libya is the Berbers. They were a part of the formerly dominant ethnic group in North Africa. To escape invasion and successive waves of Arab migration, the Berbers live principally in remote areas, primarily in the mountainous or desert locales. Roughly 5 percent of Libya’s total population are either Berbers or native speakers of Berber dialects.


Land at a Crossroads

Because of its central position at the center of the North African coast, Libya has played a role in the history of diverse Eastern and Western cultures. In the days of Ancient Egypt, Libyans were a perennial threat, even establishing their own dynasty over the kingdom of the Nile at one point. During antiquity, Libya’s Berbers were joined by Greek and Phoenician colonists. When Rome rose to prominence, Libya was included within its borders—the first of many imperial conquerors that would bring new settlers and introduce Libya intobroader political and cultural networks.



In the southwest desert, about 10,000 Tuaregs are nomads, living in scattered communities and wandering in the general vicinity of the oasis towns of Ghat and Ghadamis. These Tuaregs claimed close relationships with other, much larger Tuareg populations in Algeria and elsewhere in the Sahara. The Tuaregs, like other desert nomads, earned their livelihood by engaging in long-distance trading, extracting protection fees from travelers and caravans, and raiding neighboring sedentary settlements. In southern Libya, about 2,600 Tebou live near the well-populated borders of northern Chad, Niger, and Sudan.

Languages

Libyans generally consider themselves Arabs. Arabic is the mother tongue of most people in North Africa and the Middle East. Arabic is the official language of Libya, though a small minority of Libyans speak other languages. Arabic is a member of the Semitic language family, which includes Amharic, Tigrinya, and Hebrew. Over 470 million people worldwide speak Semetic languages, primarily in the Middle East, North Africa, and the Horn of Africa. Arabic is the religious language of all Muslims, but not every Muslim speaks Arabic in their daily lives. Since the Koran was related to Muhammad in Arabic and is written in Arabic, religious services are spoken in Arabic throughout the Muslim world. There are two types of Arabic: modern and classical. Classical Arabic is the written form of Arabic and is more formal than modern Arabic. Most educated people in Libya speak and write in classical Arabic in formal settings, while those who lack formal education speak versions of modern Arabic.

Arabic script is read from right to left and is written horizontally, rather than left to right as in Indo-European languages. There are 28 letters in Arabic. Letters in Arabic script change shape and pattern depending on whether they fall in the beginning, middle, or end of the word. Arabic uses the same punctuation as English, but will often invert punctuation marks such as the question mark and comma.

However, in Fezzan, especially the southern regions, some remnants of the Berber languages are still spoken. In the southwestern deserts, the Tuareg language Tamasheq, a Berber dialect, is widely spoken. In the southernmost part of Libya, Tebou is spoken among the small group of indigenous people of the same name. English and Italian are also understood in the major cities.

When Qaddafi came to power in 1969, he tried to prevent Libyans from speaking any language except Arabic. He banned English language classes and books written in English in Libyan schools. His attempts to unify the nation under a common language also led him to limit foreign language programs in Libyan schools and cultural centers. This changed in 2006, and many young Libyans are beginning to speak English and other foreign languages.

Religion

Roughly 97 percent of Libya’s total population is Muslim, and Islam is the official religion of Libya. Islam, which means “submission to God,” permeates all aspects of secular and nonsecular life. The Prophet Muhammad established Islam as a monotheistic religion. Muslims believe the Koran, Islam’s holy book, was revealed to Muhammad by Allah himself. Muhammad was said to have retired into the mountains to meditate and, under the guidance of Archangel Gabriel, was asked to write down the word of Allah. Because he could neither read nor write, he memorized these words and recounted them to his followers, who copiously wrote them down and compiled the scripts later into the Holy Koran. The principal holy books of Islam are the Koran and the hadith, a book detailing the life and deeds of Prophet Muhammad. These books set out how Muslim societies are to be run and how individual Muslims should live their lives.

Muslims regard Muhammad as the last and, therefore, the final prophet of God in a long line of prophets and messengers. The prophets and messengers include Abraham, Moses, and Jesus Christ. Islam technically shares the teachings of the Bible, except that Muslims contest the position that Jesus Christ is the son of God, a foundational belief in Christianity. Muhammad established that God neither begat nor was he begotten and, thereby, demoted Jesus Christ to the realm of a mere messenger. Although Islam rejects Christianity’s deification of Jesus Christ, it does share with Christianity concepts such as resurrection of the human soul, the Day of Judgment, the eternal life of the soul, and guardian angels.
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Muslims gather at Martyrs’ square in Tripoli to celebrate Eid al-Fitr. Eid al-Fitr marks the end of the holy month of Ramadan, a time of fasting for devout Muslims. The holiday is thus an opportunity for feasting and celebration. (Hazem Turkia/Anadolu Agency/Getty Images)

The Koran sets out the basic tenets of Islam, just as the Bible sets out those of Christianity. In both religions, utter submission to God remains the most important tenet, except that in Christianity Jesus Christ is regarded as the only way to God. In addition to total submission to Allah, Muslims are required to observe what are called the Five Pillars of Islam. These include the confession of faith (shahadah), daily prayer (salat), almsgiving (zakat), fasting (sawm), and pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj). Muslims are to pray at five specified times during the day facing Mecca. In most cases, men pray as a group at the mosque under the direction of a prayer leader (imam). Although Islam allows men and women to attend public worship at the mosque, women are nevertheless separated from the men. For the most part, women’s attendance in mosques and at other public events is discouraged, and women typically pray and worship in the seclusion of their homes.

Around 610 CE, Prophet Muhammad received divine messages from Allah and began to preach. He denounced the polytheistic paganism that was prevalent in and around Mecca at that time. However, he and his followers fled to Medina because of intense persecution. At Medina, he continued to preach Allah’s message, and, after he defeated his detractors in battle, he returned to Mecca triumphantly before his death in 632. He assumed the temporal and spiritual leadership of the community of faithful, mostly Arab followers.

Through jihads, or struggles, Islam developed from a small religious community of Arab faithful into a dynamic military and political community under Prophet Muhammad’s authority. After Muhammad’s death, his followers carried on successfully, and, by the seventh century, Islam reached Libya. After a century-long resistance, Muslims defeated the indigenous Berbers. Although Muslims defeated the Berbers, they were limited to the coastal areas and were unable to take their religion into the deserts where many of the Berbers lived. The conversion of the Berbers was delayed until the 11th century, when widespread conversion of the nomads began.

Pre-Islamic religious traditions in Libya filtered into the formal practices of Islam. Hence, it is common in Libya to find Koranic rituals and principles coexisting with vestiges of traditional African religious beliefs, such as rites to ensure good fortune and good spirits (jinns), the evil eye, and cult worship of local saints. While this religious syncretism was prevalent in the deserts, city and town dwellers along the coasts developed a more austere, orthodox Islam.

Although almost all Muslims in Libya are Sunni, other major groups include the Shia and Sufi. Technically, Sunni and Shia are alike in doctrine; small but significant differences between the two sects revolve around the issue of succession to Prophet Muhammad, who died without any male successor. After Muhammad’s death, the question of who would succeed the political and religious leader polarized his followers. The Shia argued that Muhammad’s successor should come from his family, and they appointed his son-in-law Ali as successor. The Sunni, on the other hand, argued that Muhammad’s successor should come from within Muhammad’s trained inner circle and need not necessarily be a blood relation. Ali was later killed by Sunni followers.

Sufism entails austere, rational, and intellectual qualities, as well as a more expressive, mystical, and personal means of serving God. Sufism is not peculiar to Libya but abounds in many areas of the Muslim world. Sufism aims to create a personal practice of the divine via mystical and ascetic discipline. Its enthusiasts assemble into brotherhoods, and Sufi worship became widespread in the rural areas of Libya. In Libya the most dominant Sufi sect is the Sanusi Order. The Sanusi were founded by the Grand Sanusi, Sayyid Muhammad Bin Ali al-Sanusi, in the mid-19th century. The Grand Sanusi studied at the Islamic schools throughout the Muslim world and became enamored with Sufis’ mystical aspects. He encouraged his followers, primarily in Cyrenaica, to live simple lives of hard work and give away a portion of their incomes to the poor. The Sanusis opposed the Italian occupation and were almost destroyed by the Italians in the 1930s, but they remain an important force in Libyan culture to this day.

While Judaism was historically present in Libya, today there are almost no Jews in the country. Roughly 100,000 Christians live in Libya. Libya’s Christians are divided into Coptics, Roman Catholics, and Anglicans. About 60 percent of Libyan Christians are Coptic and slightly less than 40 percent are Catholic.

Social Customs

In Libya individuality is often sacrificed for the larger good. Family is the dominant unit of life and Libyans are expected to conform to family and societal norms. During Qaddafi’s reign individuality was frowned upon and often dangerous in public settings. Since his fall, individuality has begun to be more important, but in the current chaotic system, Libyans still need to belong to groups in order to maintain social status and security. Libyans are also very private and have both public and private spaces that are kept separate. When an outsider arrives into a private space, Libyans go through a process that turns the private space public for those invited in.

When Libyans meet each other the men will typically greet each other with an enthusiastic and warm handshake. Handshakes will often last until the verbal pleasantries are finished. Men wait for women to extend their hand before shaking it, as it is deemed improper for a man to touch a woman who is not family in many situations. The most common greeting in Libya is “Alaamu alaikum” which translates to “Peace be with you.” The proper response is “wa alaikum salam,” which means “And peace be with you.”

Education is an incredibly important aspect of Libyan life. Libya has free universal public education and a literacy rate of over 87 percent. There are 12 universities in Libya, and postsecondary education is encouraged for many students both male and female. Prior to Qaddafi’s revolution education was only for male children, but since 1969, all children have been required to attend school. Qaddafi’s government viewed schools as a way to educate Libyans in traditional subjects as well as to indoctrinate them into a sense of revolutionary zeal. Since the fall of Qaddafi school attendance has fallen off considerably, and in some portions of the country females are once again prohibited from going to school.


The Arab Spring in Libya

As the political unrest termed in the Western media as the “Arab Spring” swept across the Middle East, Libya soon found itself embroiled in conflict. The ruling regimes in Tunisia and Egypt had already fallen, their respective leaders taking flight. Muammar Qaddafi, however, had no intention of relinquishing control of the country so easily. As protests spread from Benghazi to other regions, the government responded with unre-strained military force. With bloodshed escalating, the United Nations quickly took the side of the rebels, providing air support and weapons. On October 20, 2011, Qaddafi was captured and brutally killed by rebel forces in Tripoli.



Lifestyle and Leisure

The lifestyle of Libyans varies greatly across the country. As a result of the extreme changes in climate, Libyans on the coast live very different lives from those in the more arid southern portion of the country. That being said, Islam links almost all Libyans. Even secular Libyans’ and non-Muslims’ lives are dominated by Islam. From the calls for prayer five times a day to religious festivals and activities, Islam dominates much of Libyan life. Many view Islam as both a way of life as well as a religion, and live their lives accordingly. Many Muslims in Libya believe that secular and spiritual life are intrinsically linked and cannot be separated, which leads to Islamic practices and ideals permeating all aspects of Libyan life. However, as the cities have grown, young people in particular are living more secular lives, as the anonymity of the city gives protection from more traditional practices.

City dwellers particularly on the coast enjoy lives similar to many throughout the Mediterranean. Beaches are popular throughout the summer, and while most are segregated by gender and swimsuits and are much more conservative than in the United States or Europe, Libyans of all ages flock to the beach to cool off. Urban Libyans also regularly meet friends at coffee shops and restaurants and go to movies and shopping malls much like people around the world. In the cities young Libyans will also break traditional taboos that prevent men and women who are not married to socialize together. Younger Libyans frequently socialize in mixed-gender groups and will date without the supervision of their immediate families. In rural areas, traditional relationships and social norms still dominate. Rural Libyans dress conservatively and are often segregated by gender to protect the honor of families. Life revolves around family, Islam, and work.

The Tuareg, a Berber group, who live semi- or fully nomadic lives in the desert, have vastly different lifestyles than both urban and rural sedentary Libyans. The Tuareg live in small groups in the Sahara Desert. In the past the Taureg dominated Saharan trade routes linking North Africa with sub-Saharan Africa and into Mediterranean trade routes. In order to facilitate this trade Tuareg groups had large camel herds, and in respect to this tradition Tuaregs still herd camels, and many live nomadic lifestyles today. While the Tuareg adopted Islam centuries ago, Islamic culture has not completely transformed Tuareg culture. Unlike in most of the Islamic world, it is men not women in Tuareg society who wear veils. The men put on a blue veil around their 18th birthday to symbolize that they have reached adulthood and are ready to marry. The veils also protect the Taureg from the scorching sun of the Sahara and are also thought to protect the wearer from evil spirits. The blue veil became synonymous with the Tuareg, and outsiders once referred to them as the Blue Men.
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Libyans enjoy a day at the beach in Benghazi. Though the shores of southern Europe enjoy a singular reputation among pleasure seekers worldwide, Libya’s Mediterranean coast is every bit as beautiful. (AP Photo/Rodrigo Abd)

Employment

In the last decade, the government has carried out different types of economic reforms as part of a comprehensive effort to reintegrate the country into the political and economic fold of the West. These efforts became necessary after many years of global sanctions spearheaded by the United Nations, U.S. economic and military sanctions, and international isolation. These global sanctions relaxed in 2004 when Libya announced its intention to jettison its programs seeking to build weapons of mass destruction. Once international economic and military sanctions were removed, Libya attracted more direct foreign investment, especially in its energy sector. Economic liberalism has since set the stage for a transition from a socialist state to a more market-based economy, and Libya has intensified efforts to reduce government subsidies and privatize businesses. Libya’s non-oil sectors, especially manufacturing and construction, account for more than 20 percent of total GDP. The non-oil sectors have expanded outside of processing agricultural products to include the massive production of iron, aluminum, steel, and petrochemicals such as fertilizers. However, poor soil conditions and a harsh desert climate severely limit agricultural production; Libya continues to import more than 75 percent of its food supplies (CIA World Factbook). With a population of about 6 million people, Libya’s official labor force is about 1.64 million. Libya’s adopted socialist form of government required that the government employ all Libyans. Government agencies and intermediaries placed Libyans in jobs and provided job training. Increased urbanization and industrialization have drawn an influx of young men and women from the rural areas to the urban centers of Tripoli, Benghazi, and Tobruk. With a limited economy the emigration necessitated that the government try provide employment for an ever-growing number of people. The failure of the Qaddafi government to deal with widespread unemployment was a key factor in the revolt that led to Qaddafi’s ouster.

Throughout North Africa and the Middle East, a largely foreign workforce labors in the oil industry. The percentage of immigrants living in Libya is smaller than that of other Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries nations, but their presence is still a sensitive subject among many Libyans. The influx of immigrants and foreign laborers has raised ethnic and nationalist awareness in Libya, and unemployed Libyans have become resentful of immigrants.

Unemployment is widespread in Libya; women are often underemployed and have a higher unemployment rate than men, although they are technically equal under the law. However, Libyan women have far more opportunities in Libya than in other Muslim countries, and many of them serve important roles in the economy. There are women doctors, pilots, artists, lawyers, business executives, and soldiers. Since the fall of Qaddafi, employment in Libya has been harder to come by. The control of the vast oil reserves is split between many factions, and the central government has had a hard time rebuilding the country after the war. While it is not as bad as the destruction following World War II, when collecting scrap metal from destroyed German and Allied equipment was the number one job in Libya, the nation is suffering as rebel groups undermine the government’s efforts.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

In Libya, like in other parts of Africa, the family is the basic unit of sociocultural, economic, and political control. The father, as the head of the family, makes decisions for and on the behalf of the entire family. Other members of the family defer to him both in private and public matters. Customarily, the younger family members—females and males—must not only obey him but also not defy his authority in private or in public. As in other patriarchal societies, inheritance is passed down through the male line.

Historically Libyans impressed on female children that they were inferior to males and that females must cater to males. Male children were brought up to demand concern and care from women. Females, irrespective of age, status, and education, were regarded as creatures set apart by God (Allah) to be weaker in mind, soul, and body than men. Unlike men, women were considered less disciplined but more sensual than men. As such, they were constantly in need of protection from not just the excesses of other men but also from their own impulses. However, since families are enlarged through marriage, it was expected that all Libyans—males and females—marry and have children, an expectation most especially of males, to perpetuate the family.

In contemporary times, industrialization and globalization have increased migration, and the movement of men and merchandise from rural to urban areas. Hence, many young people, most especially males, have moved away from rural areas and from their traditional homes, to find work in the cities, where they eventually begin their own families outside of their fathers’ households. While this migration has impacted the family structure tremendously, it does not diminish the power of the family. The chances for a young man to find employment in business, education, or government depend largely on his family connections. Consequently, regardless of whether a young man stays in the rural area with his father or migrates into the city, the family connection is an essential asset he cannot afford to lose. Networks of relationships, especially family connections, serve as a key component of Libyan public life.

As in many parts of Africa, marriage is not just a union between a man and a woman, but a relationship between families, clans, and, as the case may be, communities. In precolonial Libya, traditional marriages usually took place within the family as people usually married their first cousins. The practice was for oldest sons to marry their uncles’ oldest daughters. Since marriage is seen as the joining together of two families, it was believed that by marrying within the extended family, marriage would strengthen family ties. As a result, forced marriages were common as parents sought to strengthen family ties by forcing their children and wards to marry spouses the parents chose.

Although the practice was generally accepted in precolonial Libya, contemporary Libyans frown upon forced marriage and marriage within the extended family. Society, on the other hand, has resisted change and has insisted on preserving the tradition. Since the September 1 revolution, the military coup that brought Muammar Qaddafi to power, forced marriages have been outlawed, and the legal dignity and equality of women, especially their right to choose their husbands, has been enshrined in the nation’s constitution. Notwithstanding these changes, the desire for children to marry someone with close family ties still persists.

Families consider it an honor for their daughters to be virgins before marriage. In fact, a woman’s virginity is considered a thing of joy not just for her but also for her family. Men consider their honor irreparably damaged if their daughters or other women in the family conduct themselves in ways considered irresponsible. Daughters, sisters, wives, and mothers are expected to be virtuous, above reproach, prudent, decorous, and shy. Irresponsible behaviors, especially in public, could destroy a family’s reputation and honor with little hope of repair. Premarital sex is discouraged. Female virginity before marriage and sexual fidelity after marriage are considered essentials to maintaining a family’s honor. The discovery of any transgression or irresponsible behavior traditionally compels males in a family to punish any offending woman, irrespective of age, status, or education.

The urbanization of Libya has opened up new spaces for primarily young people to challenge the separation of men and women and has created more opportunities for those of the opposite sex to intermix socially. While it is still frowned upon for an unmarried couple to be seen in public together, the size of major cities allows couples to go out in public without escorts. Dating has flourished in Libya since the colonial period, but it was done under the supervision of the couple’s families. Life in the cities now affords youths opportunities to date outside of their family’s control.

In contemporary Libya, urbanization has impacted the division of labor. Urban women have jobs outside of their homes, and women have played fundamental roles as teachers, nurses, pilots, and even Qaddafi’s personal bodyguards. Working outside the home is not common in rural Libya.

Since the 1970s, the government has opened up spaces for women to participate in public life. For example, between 1976 and 1980, Libya’s Development Plan required employment opportunities for a larger number of women “in those spheres which are suitable for female labor,” although the identification of what constitutes work “suitable for women” is determined by Libyan tradition.

Cuisine

Contemporary Libyan cuisines are a blend of Arab, Mediterranean, and North African dishes. The types of food eaten in Libya vary based on the region of the country, for example, the types of food available deep in the Sahara differ from those of the coast. However, the majority of Libyans serve and cook meals in traditional ways. The major cities are filled with fast-food stands and restaurants; most are franchise shops from different parts of the world. Rural dwellers eat at home, except occasionally when they find themselves in the cities. Labor migrants, tourists, and educated Libyan urban dwellers, mostly youths, patronize restaurants. The average Libyan frequents restaurants only on special occasions such as Valentine’s Day, religious ceremonies of all kinds, birthdays, or when traveling from one place to another. Although outsiders who ruled Libya over the last 1,500 years have left a strong impact on the food produced and consumed in the country, food remains one of the most enduring cultural practices and is both deeply personal and communal. The way food is prepared, served, and consumed has deep cultural meanings. Ingredients used in preparing foods also have cultural meanings; certain foods are served only at specific rituals, religious ceremonies, or occasions. A region’s cuisine offers invaluable insights into both its daily life and values.

Contemporary Libyan food can be traced to the days of the Roman Empire when North Africa was considered the breadbasket of Rome. Thousands of Roman farmers came to North Africa to cultivate the fertile coastal belt and river regions, and they sent the produce back to Rome. The primary crop in Roman Libya was grains, and grains were used in making bread, beer, and other foodstuffs. The Arab invasions of the eighth century brought many new recipes and spices from as far away as China, which greatly expanded and enriched the Libyans’ diet. The Ottoman occupation brought a new way of cooking meats that can best be described as barbequing. Italy’s occupation also left a lasting legacy on Libyan food by introducing pastas, a modern-day staple in Libya. Libyan food has slowly transitioned over the centuries into a simple but hearty collection of recipes with influences from Europe, Africa, and Asia. Libya, like most of North Africa, owes its food heritage to all of the people who have called Libya home, each leaving a distinct mark on the nation.

Libyan diets are also dependent upon where someone lives. The Tuareg and other desert dwellers get the vast majority of their calories from grains and supplement protein from goat cheeses and milk. Those in the cities have much more varied diets. Along the coast seafood is very popular and an important staple. Libyan cities are also filled with restaurants from all over the world. One of the most popular new fast-food restaurants is the American baker Cinnabon, which young Libyans can’t get enough of. Alcohol is technically illegal in Libya, but can be found throughout the country if one knows where to look. The porous Egyptian and Tunisian borders provide international alcoholic beverages, and locals make their own liquor known as bokha, which is made of distilled grapes or figs. Since alcohol is hard to come by, most Libyans drink tea or coffee when socializing.

Islam, like Judaism, has dietary laws that its adherents must follow. Islamic dietary laws divide food into two types: halal and haram. The first is clean, holy, and acceptable, and the other is considered filthy, unholy, and unacceptable to Islam. Muslims are allowed to eat any food that is halal and are forbidden to eat any food that is haram. Under certain circumstances, halal can become haram and haram can become halal. Only if facing death can Muslims eat haram. Under such conditions, Muslims are expected to use their discretion to save their lives.

Forbidden and permitted foods are too numerous to list. The determinant of which food is forbidden and which is not deals largely with cleanliness, both in secular and spiritual conceptualizations. Foods that are forbidden in Islam include dogs, pigs, and any product thereof; gelatin from any animal that is not halal; meats obtained from animals that are not slaughtered in a manner prescribed by Islam; meats obtained from animals that are halal but dead and not slaughtered; anything containing alcohol; blood; anything from a human; all carnivores or birds of prey; and any non-halal additives.

Halal food can become haram if subjected to conditions that turn it to haram. For instance, Islam has specific requirements for slaughtering animals; hence, any animal that is killed without observing the requirements easily becomes haram. The required way to slaughter animals under Islamic law is called dhabiha. This method requires that the person doing the slaughtering must, first of all, pray over the animals. Then the butcher must use a sharp knife that can cut the carotid artery, throat, windpipe, and jugular vein of the animal simultaneously and in such a quick motion that the animal will not suffer pain. The spinal cord must not be broken and must remain attached to the animal’s body. The goal is to quickly cut off the blood and oxygen supply to the animal so that it dies without suffering. With the exception of fish and other seafood, all halal animals must be killed in this way.

Dress

Today in Libya, one sees a mixture of Western and traditional forms of dress, oftentimes within the same family or groups of people. People mix various forms of dress to create their own style. Young people, in particular, are more inclined to challenge the traditional dress and embrace Western dress. Most young people in Libya wear T-shirts and jeans, and young women often add veils to conform to Islamic expectations, while some men will continue to wear traditional caps when out in public. In business and government, officials throughout Libya wear suits and seldom wear the flowing gowns that are traditionally worn in Libya.

In more conservative portions of Libya men and women in traditional Libyan households wear clothes in natural colors such as brown and tan. The primary function of clothing is to protect the wearer from the intense sun, so most of the body is covered. Most Libyans live in the cities, and there are both traditional and Western clothes. Older men and women continue to dress in more traditional clothing, especially during festivals and celebrations. Traditional clothing for men is a white, long gown that is worn over a shirt and a pair of trousers. More often than not, most men wear white or black hats.

In Libya, like much of the Islamic world, modesty is a key expectation in women’s dress. As Libya becomes increasingly open to the West, conflict between Western and traditional clothing has been on the rise. Young women are often at the forefront of this clash; they have to navigate a changing world while still respecting the past. In rural areas, traditional dress still tends to dominate, but in urban areas women are exploring new clothing such as skinny jeans and other Western fashions. The most obvious women’s fashion is the various forms of hair coverings that traditionalists push on women. In Libya it is extremely rare to see full coverings such as the niqab or burka. Most women who wear veils wear the hijab, which is a simple scarf used to cover the hair. It is common on the streets of Tripoli and Benghazi to see young women wearing brightly colored and patterned hijabs with jeans, T-shirts, and other Western clothes. Many women in Libya, however, refuse to wear the veil and walk around with their hair free.

Sports and Games

The most popular sport in Libya is soccer. Libyans of all ages attend and play soccer in leagues, streets, and fields throughout the country. As in most of the world, local soccer clubs extend civic and regional pride as Libyans want their teams to beat their regional rivals. During Qaddafi’s rule, his sons were very hands-on with both the national and club teams of Libya. In one instance when the Benghazi team refused to play the second half of a game, the Libyan government ordered them to take the pitch at gunpoint and after the match demolished the team’s training facilities. Soccer as both sport and spectacle was used to both ensure national pride and keep the populace entertained and distracted from problems in the country. During the revolution against Qaddafi the national soccer team was playing for qualification in the Africa Cup and became a unifying symbol for Libyans opposing Qaddafi, especially after a number of high-profile players fought with the rebels in between matches. Since the fall of Qaddafi Libya has fractured as rebel militias have refused to lay down their arms and are often fighting each other. However, the Libyan soccer team’s victory in the Africa Cup of Nations in 2014 still unified much of the country regardless of loyalty or political position.

Horse racing has also been extremely popular in Libya. As a nation that still has a fairly large nomadic population, horse racing has always been an excellent way for Libyans to entertain and compete with each other. Horse racing in Libya is also part of many holiday celebrations, and Tripoli used to be a stop on the international Grand Prix horse racing series.

Since the fall of Qaddafi extreme sports have become extremely popular. Motorcycle racing, skateboarding, and inline skating have increasingly become popular among young, affluent Libyans. Under Qaddafi’s regime extreme sports were considered as untraditional and Western cultural impositions, but the youth of Libya, after experiencing the danger of the revolution, embrace the inherent safety risks in extreme sports. The Libyan Association of Extreme Sports is pushing for more recognition and funding by arguing that extreme sports will keep young men off of the battle lines in an increasingly divided nation.

Libyans also play a number of children’s games when they are young. One game Libyan children play is a cross between hide-and-seek and freeze tag called sayed al samak, which is usually played after school. Girls play a game similar to hopscotch called negayza. Another popular game is Seven Stones. Seven Stones consists of two teams and stacks of seven stones, in which each team tries to knock over their opponents’ stones. Also like children almost everywhere, Libyans grow up singing and dancing with their friends in a number of games that resemble London Bridge or ring-around-the-rosy. Also like much of the rest of the world, children and young adults in Libya also play video games on computers as well as console systems. Libyans also traditionally play board games like zamma, which is similar to checkers and kharbaga, which is similar to zamma but played on a smaller board and the pieces can move in any direction.

Festivals and Holidays

In addition to secular holidays that were tied to the 1969 revolution, Libyans mainly commemorate religious holidays. Although a number of non-Muslims live in Libya, only Islamic holidays are officially respected and observed. The major Muslim holidays are Eid al-Fitr, which marks the conclusion of Ramadan, and Eid al-Adha, which commemorates the willingness of Abraham to obey Allah’s command that he sacrifice his only son to Allah. Other holidays are the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday, Islamic New Year, and the Tenth of Muharram, which is a day commemorating when Moses led the Israelites out of Egyptian slavery.

As noted earlier, only secular holidays related to the 1969 revolution were respected and observed in Libya under Qaddafi. A few of those holidays include Independence Day (December 24); Revolution Day (September 1); Evacuation Day (June 11), which marks the commemoration of the United States withdrawing from Wheelus Air Force Base; Army Day (August 9); and Proclamation Day (November 21). During the transition from Qaddafi’s rule, holidays in Libya are taking on a new meaning as the interim governments try to replace Qaddafi’s system with their own.

As in other nations of the world, Libya places great importance on its holidays. Unlike religious holidays that are either tied to specific developments in Islamic history or are made compulsory by Prophet Mohammad, secular holidays in Libya follow the important moments of recent Libyan history. The most important holidays in the country are those associated with Islam. Since almost everyone in Libya is Muslim, Islamic holidays are officially celebrated by both individuals and the government.

Music and Dance

As that of other parts of the world, Libyan music is both secular and religious, and both forms are equally important in Libyan culture. While secular music is mostly consumed by youths, especially educated urban dwellers, religious and traditional music is enjoyed by the older generations. Today, it is the Egyptians who are having the most profound effect on Libya’s musical culture. Egyptian musicians are the most popular musicians in Libya, as they are throughout North Africa and southwest Asia. Libya’s musical world is dominated by outsiders. Local Libyan artists have spurned both traditional and contemporary Arab genres. While pop and rap are strictly enjoyed by the youth, older generations of Libyans tend to listen to traditional and deeply religious Arab music.

Traditional Libyan music, unlike Western music, relies on a homophonic sound rather than a polyphonic sound. Western music is based on harmony, with artists singing different parts within a song. In Libyan traditional music, all participants sing the same tone and, rather than harmonize, they focus on the melody and rhythm of the song. The result is a melody with different sounds based on unity rather than dueling voices or parts. In addition, Libyan music has a much larger tonal scale than Western music. The tonal scale, called maqam, has 24 different notes, while the chromatic scale used in Western music has only 12. Libyan music also shares musical instruments, beats, and messages with outsiders who have occupied and ruled Libya. Many Libyans, especially Arabs, believe that Ottoman musical instruments were incorporated into Libyan musical traditions. Examples of these instruments include the zokra, which is a kind of bagpipe; the bamboo flute; the tambourine; a fretless lute called oud; and the darbuka, a goblet drum that is usually held sideways and played with the fingers. The imzad or amzad is used by the Tuaregs across North Africa; it is a single-stringed, bowed instrument used primarily by women. In addition, intricate clapping is found in almost all Libyan folk music. Other musical instruments include the traditional violin, which locals call the rebec; its name is believed to have been derived from the word rebab, whose original source is believed to be Arabic. The guitar is also popular and is locally called qitara. A small drum similar to Europe’s kettledrum is called a naker, whose name was also derived from an original Arabic drum called the naqareh. The adufe is a Moorish square-shaped tambourine predominantly used in Portugal, and it is called al-duff in Libya. Another important musical instrument commonly used in Libya is the alboka, which is a type of native clarinet that has two horns: the anafil, from the word al-nafir, and the exabeba, which is derived from the word al-shabbaba. They are both different types of flutes. Other flutes often used in Libya include the balaban and the very popular sonajas de azoʿfar, a kind of wind instrument with a characteristic cone like shape. The xelami is a notable flute, or, more appropriately, a musical pipe that derived its name from the sulami or fistula. The atabal is a type of bass drum. Originally called al-tabl, it remains a popular musical instrument that can be found in most of urban and rural Libya. The shawm, like the dulzaina, is also a musical instrument made from reed. The gaita, originally from Spain and Portugal, is a kind of bagpipes. It probably made its way into Libya via Spanish conquest and domination. The same could be said of geige, which is a German violin.
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Musicians perform with a variety of traditional instruments near Tripoli. Libya’s musical portfolio includes such traditional styles as ma’luf (Andalusi), chaabi, and Arab classical, as well as various modern forms. (Wolfgang Kaehler/LightRocket via Getty Images)

Whether locally made or imported, almost all instruments in Libya require specialized training before they can be used. The oud, which is of Arabic origin, is a pear-shaped stringed instrument similar to the lute. It is distinguished from other stringed instruments by its lack of a fretted neck, its 11 strings, and a peg box that is bent back at a 45- to 90-degree angle from the neck of the instrument. The oud’s body has a bowl-like shape in the back, which resembles a half watermelon that is turned inside out—unlike the back of a normal guitar, which is usually flat. The oud’s bowl design allows it to resonate and achieve a unique tonal quality. The shape, peculiar as it may appear, is structurally strong and stable despite its thinness. Although the oud is made of dense hardwood, it is a light instrument. This instrument, which is played with a pick, is perhaps the most popular musical instrument in the Arab and Muslim musical world.

Another popular instrument is the tabla, which is a set of two drums that can be made from wood, metal, or clay and covered with a leather band. The tabla can be played with either the hand or a small hammer. This table or goblet drum is found everywhere in North Africa and is not peculiar to Libya. Another type of goblet drum is the darbuka, which like the tabla is also played with the hand and produces a sharp beat. Musicians roll their fingertips off the drum to produce either quick or slow rhythms, depending on the song. Like the tabla, the darbuka is also made of clay, metal, or wood. Unlike either the tabla or the darbuka, the zokra is a reed instrument, a predecessor to the oboe. The zokra is a long cylindrical instrument with a progressively widening opening toward the bottom. It has a double reed but no keys. It is played by blowing into the reed, and it produces a high-pitched note. It is the only instrument in the region to have a double reed. It is unclear if the zokra is an adaptation of the oboe.

In most of Libya’s urban centers, the popularity of Arab pop music is increasing. As noted previously, pop and rap music consumed in Libya is produced mostly in Egypt, but some Libyan musicians have helped spur a growth in homegrown pop and rap music. Libyan pop has become so successful that Ayman al-Aathar won the Mid-East Pop Award in 2004 in an American Idol–type show called Superstar that was produced in Lebanon. Libyan pop music is a blend of Western and Arab pop music that took shape in the 1970s. It combines the use of electric guitars, keyboards, and other American musical instruments with local Arab musical instruments to create a unique but familiar Libyan sound. Arab pop songs generally focus on issues of love, loss, and hardship, much like American pop music. Over the last decade, rap and hip-hop music have emerged all over Libya. It is predominantly sung and listened to by youths in the cities and, increasingly, in rural areas too. This rise in rap has caused a phenomenal shift in traditional Libyan music; many think rap has a negative influence on Libyan youth. Until the 2011 political uprisings, Libyan rap was vulgar and concentrated on themes of sex and violence. With the uprising to unseat Qaddafi, Libyan rap detoured into a form of protest music that focused on traditional Islamic messages and encouraged people to live a clean and holy life. Prior to the uprising, the nature of Qadaffi’s regime prevented rap artists from using this genre as an outlet for anger and frustration as it is used in the West. One of the pioneers of Libyan pop is Ahmed Fakroun. Fakroun is trained in both Arabic and Western styles of music, and he was one of the first in the Arab world to create what is called Arabic World Music, which is a blend of Western and Arab music.

Dancing in Libya usually coincides with religious celebrations. Due to the Islamic and conservative outlook of the country, men and women do not dance with each other in Libya. Males can dance with only fellow males, and females with other females if in the same hall and at the same time. It is customary in Libya for women to dance in the center of the hall and for men to dance in a ring around them. Dance often includes props such as swords. One of the most famous dances in Libya is El Hagalla, which women traditionally perform at weddings. El Hagalla is similar to the Western belly dance; the Libyan dance focuses more on the movement of hips, legs, and arms than the belly.

The Tuaregs in southern Libya dance to celebrate all manner of occasions and, like their Arab neighbors to the north, they dance strictly along gender lines. The Tuaregs not only bring in props but also camels in their famous camel dance, which celebrates the history and culture of the nomadic groups. A unique dance called guedra is a form of Berber ritual dance, and it is common among the Touregs. Guedra is a ritualistic dance and is exclusive to women; it is usually done while kneeling. Guedra is not just a dance but also a ritual that involves everybody. It aims at creating energy, peace, and spiritual love.

Visual Art

Historically the most important art in Libya has been associated with Islam; however, the remnants of pre-Islamic art can be found throughout the country. Prehistoric rock art, Phoenician art, and Greco-Roman art demonstrate the long history of artistic movements throughout Libyan history. Unlike in European arts, with an emphasis on human figure, Islamic arts, especially religious arts, avoid depicting humans. In Renaissance Europe, like the Americas, artistic figures of Jesus, Mary, God, and other religious people abound. In Islam, such figures are forbidden, and figures and sculptures of humans, whether religious or secular, are avoided. Islamic art frowns on human representation in artistic works as a way to ward off the possibility of idolatry by worshipping images of religious figures. It is for this reason that few representations of Prophet Muhammad exist in the Islamic world. The uproar that followed the September 2005 Jyllands-Posten satirical cartoon of Prophet Muhammad in Denmark was premised on the insulting nature of the cartoon as well as on the injunction against images and representations of the Prophet Muhammad, Muslims, other prophets, and Allah. In all Arabic and Islamic paintings and other forms of representations, even those that deal with the Prophet’s life, Muhammad is rarely painted, sculpted, or visually represented in any way.

Because Islam forbids human subjects in artistic representations, geometric shapes and patterns dominate Islamic art. Geometric patterns are drawn, painted, carved, woven, or put together on almost any surface. Hence, mosaics of great beauty with intricately designed geometric patterns abound. Patterns are also woven into rugs; etched on mugs, vases, and the like; and painted or drawn on walls, scrolls, papers, domes, and the like.

Calligraphy, another important Islamic art form, is created by using elaborate brush strokes to create beautiful letters. Calligraphy is predominantly used in decorating religious texts such as the Koran and other important documents and to create beautifully decorative scrolls and signs.

Whether in the form of paintings, sculptures, or drawings, Islamic art is created for its sheer beauty. Unlike European and Mediterranean arts that are often commissioned in honor of or to glorify individuals, Islamic art is created to beautify religious texts, places, items, and articles for everyday use. Wealthy and religious-minded individuals do commission artistic works in the Islamic world, but the art is not created to honor them, as Islam forbids this, but to surround them with beauty.

Islamic art in the form of calligraphy, paintings, sculptures, and drawings abounds in great quantity and quality in Libya. With the acceptance of Arabic and Islam as both the official language and official religion of the state, respectively, public and private buildings, documents, and murals in Libya reflect Islamic artistic influences. A walk through Tripoli or any of the other cities in Libya shows this adequately, as government and privately owned establishments display and are decorated with different forms of Islamic art.

Qaddafi’s 42-year rule had a devastating effect on Libyan arts. Qaddafi’s government persecuted writers and artists, forcing many into exile or jail. Artists, like writers and poets, were locked away in Libyan jails, often without trial, for works the government considered too critical of either Qaddafi or his government. In spite of Qaddafi’s repression, Libyan arts did not die out, but they were severely limited, as artists, poets, and writers were forced to work on strictly religious and less politically critical themes. They had to circumscribe their passion and creativity.

Most contemporary Libyan artists have trained in Europe, particularly in Italy. As such, their art often reflects Western themes and styles. Perhaps the worst impact of Qaddafi’s rule on Libyan artistic tradition lies in the country’s inability to provide training for local artists. Contemporary Libyan art is, therefore, best described as a troubling hybrid: devoid of a pride in ancestry, it fails to connect with local lore and ethos, and it also has little hope for posterity because of the difficulty inherent in training a corps of local artists to carry on traditional Libyan artistic traditions.

Notwithstanding a lack of local training, Libyan artists have developed a lively art scene, utilizing different media to express themselves. Oil-on-canvas paintings, sculpture, watercolors, sketches, comics, and modern arts display bold colors and geometric shapes, which have become popular staples among Libya’s art community. Themes range from traditional life, urban landscapes, and natural landscapes to political issues.

As a result, it has been mainly private individuals and artists who have established and sustained museums in Libya. The government has helped establish some museums. One of the primary reasons the government endows selected museums is to protect the numerous rock paintings recovered from Libyan deserts.

Architecture and Housing

Libya’s housing and architectural histories reflects the influences of the Greeks, Romans, Ottomans, Spaniards, and Italians. Information about the kinds of housing and architecture that existed in ancient Libya can be gleaned only from surviving archeological evidence, especially rock paintings. Millions of years ago, early hominids lived in rudimentary housing like caves, holes, and trees. Early housing systems were predominantly a response to environmental conditions and the need to protect the human body from the elements. Housing and architecture since the Greco-Roman period served not only to provide shelter but to provide beauty.

All over Libya, housing and architecture reflect the various influences of the invaders that have occupied and ruled Libya. From the impressive Roman ruins at Leptis Magna to the Temple of Zeus in Cyrenaica, contemporary Libya boasts of some of the best and most well-preserved examples of ancient Greek and Roman architecture. Today, the architecture of Tripoli, Benghazi, Fezzan, Bani Waldi, Tobruk, and Cyrene reflects Libya’s rich and varied heritage. A walk through these cities to the outskirts reveals Roman and Greek ruins juxtaposed with early Christian churches and Muslim mosques as well as Italian colonial architecture alongside modern skyscrapers and apartment buildings.

The Qaddafi-led revolution of 1968 played a fundamental role in defining and shaping contemporary housing and architecture in Libya. Socialism inspired Qaddafi’s massive housing developments, which were conceived to ensure sufficient accommodations for all Libyans. In 1980, adequate housing was a top priority of the government. Unlike any housing efforts under King Idris, Qaddafi’s government undertook the construction of 100,000 housing units, but the project was abandoned soon after it began because it proved too expensive. In 1969, more than 150,000 Libyan families required decent housing, and the housing shortage exceeded 180,000 units. In the 1970s, Qaddafi’s massive housing project involved both the government and private sectors. Although later abandoned, the housing sector remained one of the enduring legacies of the late Muammar Qaddafi.
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An inner courtyard in the Medina, Tripoli’s old town. The Medina sits at the heart of Tripoli, and bustles with merchants, professionals, and residents. Greco-Roman, Ottoman, Spanish, and Italian architectural influences are all in evidence. (Eric Lafforgue/Getty Images)

Today, private and public high-rise apartments are typical in urban areas, but they are relatively recent developments, dating from between 1970 and 1986. The Federal Republic of Germany (then West Germany), France, Turkey, Spain, Italy, the Republic of Korea (now South Korea), and Cuba helped the Libyan government construct 277,500 housing units. However, in 1984, budget allocations for housing fell as government spending dwindled. The suspension and cancellation of many housing contracts by Qaddafi’s government led to a shortage in new construction, increased the possibility of overcrowding, and created new slums as Libya’s growing population overwhelmed the supply of housing.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Whether urban or rural, Libyan literature owes much to the rich sociocultural heritages of Libya and Africa and to a cacophony of heritages including the Greeks, Romans, Arabs, Spaniards, and Italians. In other words, the history of contemporary Libyan literature is a judicious blend of Berber, Bedouin, and Tuareg poetry, folk tales, and proverbs and recollections of the difficult experiences of injustice, tyranny, and oppression suffered by ordinary Libyans at the hands of the various groups who have occupied and ruled Libya over the years, including Qaddafi.

The classical poet Ovid once noted that oppression, tyranny, and adversity spawn great poetry. Some Libyan literature does explore the brutality associated with Italian occupation, but it remains to be seen if this theme will appear in future literature given the recent revolution that deposed Qaddafi. The oppression and brutality mounted against writers and artists in Libya under Qaddafi stifled opposition and led many writers to censor their work because Qaddafi targeted any writings and writers that he felt antagonized him and his government. Understandably, opposition literature against Qaddafi within Libya was rare, but some Libyan writers did openly criticize Qaddafi verbally and in writing.

Although Arabs dominated the political and cultural values of Libya for over a thousand years, their influences on Libyan literature are largely limited to the language and styles but not content. Indigenous poetry, African folktales, witty sayings, and proverbs suffuse contemporary Libyan literature. However, the influences of Arab literature were greatest during the Abbasid and Umayyad caliphates when Arab culture spread from the Middle East to the Atlantic Ocean, from Pakistan to Turkey. During this period, Libya, like all of North Africa, was not immune to Arab influences. While this Arabic literature focused primarily on the events surrounding the time, it is fundamentally religious in content and is in the form of praise poetry and other forms of worship.

In most of North Africa, Libya inclusive, Arabic literature merged with indigenous Tuareg, Berber, and Bedouin literature, which were typically short stories and poems. Scholars have argued that short stories and poems composed the body of indigenous Libyan literature and that novel and book-length works did not develop until very recently. This development reflects the peculiar, nomadic nature of Libyan society. Traditionally nomadic, composing short poems and writing short stories reflected lives on the move versus those of more sedentary people like those of, say, West Africa. Larger works require time and space to compose, two requirements that the nomads lacked. Hence, indigenous literature took forms that could be memorized and passed on orally from one group to another.

Qaddafi placed severe restrictions on book publishing until the 1990s, which negatively impacted the production of book-length writings in Libya. This led to the dominant strain of Libyan literature to revolve around short stories and poetry. However, since the 1990s, some Libyan authors have incorporated novels, along with traditional poems and short stories, into the literary tradition of the region. Like poetry and short stories, Libyan novels also focus on the theme of oppression and portray the conflicts that ordinary Libyans face as they navigate through society.

Media

Just as Qaddafi banned private publishing from 1969 until 2006, all private media were banned under Qaddafi. All media outlets, including Al-Shames Daily Newspaper, Al Jamahirya Daily Newspaper, Al-Fajr Aljadeed Daily Newspaper, and Azzahf Alakhder Daily Newspaper, were owned and operated by the Libyan government through the Jamahiriya News Agency. The newspapers are written Arabic, and they served as official mouthpieces of Qaddafi’s government, reporting only news and reports that satisfied the government. No reporter or writer dared criticize the government’s conduct or how those in the government discharged their duties; anything construed as antigovernment inevitably attracted arrest, police brutality, and subsequent imprisonment, if not death. Foreign newspapers were available in major cities in Libya, although they were often out of date.

The government’s control over media outlets under Qaddafi led much of the Libyan population to get its news from foreign media sources, such as CNN, BBC, and Al-Jazeera via satellite or to prefer other forms of entertainment, such as watching videos. Libyan television programs offered official government information and existed as propaganda tools. Libyan television is mostly in Arabic, except for a 30-minute news broadcast each evening in English and French. Outside of the occasional sports program offered in English, the majority of Libyan media programming showcases Libya’s culture, traditional music, and entertainment.

On January 29, 2006, Qaddafi’s son Saif al-Islam Qaddafi announced that the Libyan government would allow private radio and television stations and printed news publications. These new media, Saif claimed, would publish or broadcast uncensored content similar to foreign media outlets such as Newsweek, CNN, and Der Spiegel. Following this announcement, Saif announced the establishment of a private media company of his own, One Nine Media, which owned a radio station, Allibya FM, and a printing house, which was contracted to the German company Heidelberg. One Nine Media was the first privately owned broadcast and printing media outlet in Libya. The resources Saif used to pursue his media projects were invariably the Libyans’ own resources, and the intention of his media project was to continue control over radio, television, and print media to ensure these “private” media did not criticize his father. Despite Qaddafi’s strict control and censorship of Libyan media, a number of foreign journals, newspapers, radio stations, and television stations were able to broadcast into Libya before Qaddafi’s fall from power.

As in other parts of the world, television and radio are extremely popular in Libya, and almost every household has both. Jamahirya Television, the Jamahirya Satellite Television, and the Al Nadi Sports Channel were owned and controlled by the government, and they were used as tools for Qaddafi’s propaganda. Private newspapers, some of which are in English, started being printed in Libya in the last decade. For instance, the biweekly English language paper Tripoli Post is available in print and online throughout the country. In addition, since 2006, foreign newspapers and newsmagazines like Newsweek have been imported into the country uncensored.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Antananarivo (Tananarive, Fr.)

Major Cities: Tamatave, Diego Suarez, Tulear, Majunga, Fort Dauphin, Toamasina

Population: 23,201,926

Languages: Malagasy, French

Government Type: Parliamentary; Multiparty Republic

Ethnic Groups: Merina, Sakalava, Betsimisaraka, Tsimihety, Anteimoro and Mahafaly are subgroups of the Malagasy ethnicity. The largest are the following: Merina (26 percent); Betsimisaraka (15 percent); Sakalave (6 percent); Tsemihety (6 percent)

Religions: African Traditional Religions, Roman Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam



Introduction

The capital of the Republic of Madagascar is Antananarivo, sometimes known by its French pronounciation, Tananarive. Other major cities include Tamatave, Diego Suarez, Tulear, Majunga, Fort Dauphin, and Toamasina. The population of Madagascar, also known as “The Big Island” (it is the fourth largest island in the world) or the “Red Island,” is 23,201,926 (according to the 2014 CIA country report). The major language is Malagasy, which is spoken in all regions by all ethnic groups, with some regional variation. The official business languages of the country are French and Malagasy. President Hery Rajaonarimampianina Rakotoarimana was elected to office in January 2014. The type of government is parliamentarian. The major ethnic group is Malagasy, which makes up 90 percent of the population of Madagascar. Within this group there are subgroups, all of whom share some basic cultural features, as well as the Malagasy language. The major ones are the Merina, Sakalava, Betsimisaraka, Betsileo, Tsimihety, Anteimoro, and Mahafaly. The predominant religions outside of indigenous belief systems (which are calculated as practiced by 52 percent of the population) are Christianity at 41 percent, though beliefs from both systems may be practiced by some; and Islam in the east, north central, and northwest part of the country, which is roughly 7 percent of the population.

Geography

Previously known as the Malagasy Republic, the Republic of Madagascar is an island country in the western Indian Ocean, off the coast of Southeast Africa. Madagascar’s western coast faces the African country of Mozambique, which lies across the Mozambique Channel. Madagascar is an island with a tropical climate along the coasts, a moderate climate in the highlands, and an arid climate in the south. It is the fourth-largest island in the world and has numerous smaller islands off its coasts. Madagascar is famous for its complex, diverse ecosystems and unique wildlife that are thought to have evolved uniquely due to its separation and distance from the continent of Africa and the subcontinent of India. Its diverse ecology and climate make it possible to grow temperate crops such as apples, pears, plums, grapes, and citrus fruits as well as tropical products such as mangoes and lychees, in addition to other crops such as coffee, cloves, sisal, maize, tubers (such as cassava or manioc), and various spices such as nutmeg and vanilla.

The island is made up of a series of plateaus running north–south in the center of the island, which give way to mountain ranges toward the east and then slope down to coastal plains facing the Indian Ocean coast. In the southwest, the ecology and topography are marked by a semiarid climate with typical scrub and grassland coverage.

The island’s climate becomes more humid toward the highland plateaus. The northern third of the island is also characterized by grasslands that slope down from the central plateaus and numerous riverine microecologies, due to the many rivers and tributaries of that area. In contrast to the southwest, going east from the north central grasslands the climate becomes more humid, giving way to subhumid forests that lead down to the coastal beaches of this zone. The far north is dotted by numerous caves and forests that run from the grasslands to the foot of the mountainous plateaus that are in the center of the island. About 90 percent of its wildlife are found nowhere else on earth. Madagascar also does not have any large animal predators; there are no lions or tigers on Madagascar.
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Lowland rainforest in Masoala National Park, northern Madagascar. The island of Madagascar separated from the Indian landmass roughly 88 million years ago and has drifted alone across the Indian Ocean ever since. Ages of isolation have resulted in unique fauna, including the lemur, the fossa, and various bird species. (Dennis Van De Water/Dreamstime.com)

People and Ethnicity

Initial human settlement of Madagascar occurred between 350 BCE and 550 CE by Austronesian peoples arriving on outrigger canoes from Borneo (Indonesia), and linguistic study suggests most migrants came from Java and Sumatra. These populations mixed with peoples from the African continent around 1000 CE. In terms of the intermixture of Africans and Indonesians, scientists are still unsure whether Bantu migrants crossed the Mozambique Channel from East Africa to Madagascar and joined Indonesians there, or if the Indonesian migrants first landed on the East Coast of Africa, mixed with people there, and then as a new ethnicity, crossed to the island and settled. In any case, communities of Afro-Indonesians were the first settlers on the island. Other groups of people continued to settle on Madagascar over time, each one making lasting contributions to Malagasy cultural life. These groups included Arabs from the Arabian Peninsula, Indians from India, and Chinese immigrants. The first Arab settlers are thought to have arrived long before the advent of Islam (seventh century CE), and it is known that the Chinese traded with the Swahili peoples of east Africa sometime in the ninth century. Thus by the 15th century these “new” settlers were already a part of Madagascar’s population, and indeed, their presence led to the formation of new ethnic groups in some cases, such as the Antalaotra, a trading group found in the northwest.

Today, the northwest and north central regions also have communities of immigrants, mostly from the Comoros Islands and from India. As is the case with all large urban centers, the capital, Antananarivo, has numerous foreign expatriate residents, including Europeans, Americans, Chinese, Indians, Arabs, and other nationalities.

Languages

There are many subgroups of the major ethnic group, Malagasy, in the country. These include, but are not limited to, Merina (including the subgroup Hova), Sakalave, Betsimisaraka, Antankarana, Mahafaly, Tsimihety, Anterimoro, Anatalaotra, Bezanozano, Antanosy, and Antandroy. Although there are also groups of people of slave descent who are known as Makua, it is debatable whether they constitute a separate ethnic group or simply a subgroup of larger ethnic groups, in cultural and ethnic terms. The Malagasy, who all speak the same language in spite of regional variance, are estimated to comprise approximately 18 subgroups in all. Some scholars have recently written about the Malagasy diaspora in other countries of the western Indian Ocean, such as Mauritius, Réunion, and Comoros. They argue that the role of the Malagasy language as a major maritime language has yet to be appreciated. Their argument is partly based on the fact that due to slavery and voluntary migration, Malagasy settlements are to be found throughout the western Indian Ocean, including in Capetown, South Africa. By the mid-19th century, this diaspora provided a large percentage of the maritime labor in the western Indian Ocean. They worked as sailors and in the ports of the region. Malagasy has also been a written language for a long time. From the eighth century CE to the mid-19th century, ritual scribes known as the ombiasy worked in astrology and in transcribing certain sacred texts using Arabic letters to write the Malagasy language. This form of writing is known as sorabe. From the mid-19th century on, due to the increasing influence of Christian missionaries, Malagasy was written using modern Western lettering, based on how it sounded to English, Scotch, and American missionaries, and by the 1880s Madagascar had a uniform standard for writing the national language. Written Malagasy is widely used, in newspapers, on television, and on Web sites. Due to French colonialism, however, the official business language remains French, and schools use French as a language of instruction. Historically, this has been important because it provided for preparation to apply to universities in France. As the national university grows and other institutions of higher learning develop, and as it becomes increasingly difficult for Malagasy to obtain visas to study in France, the dependency on studying in Europe may diminish.

Religion

Malagasy believe that their ancestors are present and, though not visible, able to influence the lives of their descendents in diverse ways. Approximately half of the country’s population practice Traditional Religion, which tends to emphasize links between the living and the ancestors (razana). Respect and ceremony for the dead is common throughout Madagascar, and its people are known for their unique burial and funerary practices. These practices, which differ throughout the island, are results of the cultural synthesis of Indonesian, sometimes Arab, and Bantu African practices that occurred early in the island’s history. Different regions and ethnicities evolved practices that were a combination of elements from various ancestral backgrounds and cultures, and these practices differ among subethnic groups. However, in each case and throughout the island, the ancestors are very important as a force in everyday life. That is why Madagascar is sometimes known as the “Land of the Ancestors.” As stated earlier, there are core cultural features common throughout the island, creating a strongly unified Malagasy cultural identity. The traditional Malagasy worldview is shaped by values that emphasize solidarity, destiny, and hasina, a sacred life force believed to be ubiquitous. This force traditionally was believed to legitimate authority figures within the community or family. In addition, the Malagasy traditionally believe in a creator god, called Zanahary or Andriamanitra. Funerary rites are often elaborate and may include the extended family and many well-wishers, depending on the traditional importance of the deceased in the society at that time. Thus hundreds may be present for the funeral procession of a very well-known family member. In other cases, only members of the immediate family who are known to be descended from the same ancestors may attend burial rites.

The first Western religion to be introduced into Madagascar was Catholicism, which was brought by the French in the eastern region of the island. The first book of catechism was written in Malagasy sometime around 1654, although the number of followers at the time was small. Until the arrival of numerous French (late 17th–early 18th century) and British (late 18th century) missionaries, Malagasy practiced religions inherited from their ancestors that focused on ancestor veneration, as described above, and respect for natural forces and life forms. In various regions particular animals or plants were considered fady, or prohibited. British influence continued up until the time of French colonial rule, particularly due to the force of missionary activity in Antananarivo. King Radama died in 1828 at the age of 36, and was followed by his senior wife, Ramavo, who was renamed Ranavalona I at her coronation. Ranavalona I was antimissionary, anti-Christian, and anti-European. During the first years of the 19th century Queen Ranavalona I persecuted Christians (who were converting and leaving Malagasy practices). Ranavalona wanted the people to hold on to traditional practices and to reject Christianity. Protestant ministers were predominant in the highlands, but during her reign Ranavalona I often sent them home or refused entry.

During her reign there was extensive persecution of Christians and many were put to death, creating a movement of Christian martyrs. In 1831, the queen became more liberal for a short time and even allowed mass conversions and baptisms, but by 1836 under pressure from conservative elements in her court she returned to her former stance and publically renounced any influence from British or other European missionaries. There was very harsh application of Malagasy administrative law, and many people fled the capital city of Antananarivo and elsewhere in Madagascar in fear for their lives. People fled in the thousands, and many died of starvation. By 1845 Malagasy traditional law was used against European traders as well. In fact the queen ordered the explusion of all foreign traders and the closing of foreign trade. There was a very strong movement of Christian martyrdom during this period. However, toward the end of the reign of Queen Ranavalona I, and during the reign of her son, Rakoto, modernization was promoted and the ruling family became more liberal. By 1855 Prince Rakoto publically disagreed with the persecution of Christians and the harmful policy of closing most foreign trade. After the death of Ranavalona I, Rakoto promoted a more open society. Literacy was very respected and peaceful conditions were eventually negotiated throughout most of the country (the Sakalava continued to resist Merina rule for much of the 19th century). Reading and writing were encouraged by the widespread reading of the Bible, which was transcribed into Malagasy by the 1830s, and which became more diffused with the expansion of the Merina Kingdom.

There are small communities of Muslims in the northwest and along the eastern coast, reflecting the early settlements of Arabs (ninth century) and the continued commercial and cultural networks between these areas, the Swahili coast, the Comoros, and the Arabian Peninsula.

As stated above, Christianity spread throughout Madagascar with the spread of the Merina Kingdom. The migration of Merina peoples to other parts of the island accelerated conversions to various Protestant sects (Lutheran, Anglican, etc.). Protestantism is now the faith of approximately half the Christians in the country, while the other half remain Catholic. The Muslim presence remains most predominant on the coasts.

Social Customs

Cultural practices found throughout the island include circumcision of boys; strong kinship ties; belief in the power of magic, diviners, and astrology; and a weakening traditional division of social classes into nobles, commoners, and former slaves. Although social castes are no longer legally recognized, ancestral caste affiliation often continues to affect social status, economic opportunity, and roles within the community. Malagasy people traditionally consult mpanandro (makers of the days) to identify the most auspicious days for important events such as weddings according to the traditional astrological system introduced by Arabs and associated with the work of ombiasy. The ombiasy, also mentioned above in the Religion section, are associated with the Anteimoro ethnic group.

The veneration of ancestors includes the tradition of tomb building, as well as the practice of famadihana among the Merina, during which a deceased family member’s remains are exhumed to be periodically rewrapped in fresh silk shrouds before being replaced in the tomb. The famadihana celebrates the ancestor’s memory and reunites the family and community. Throughout the island and up to today, many Malagasy make offerings out of respect to the ancestors, such as by pouring a small amount of the liquid from a newly opened bottle of rum into the northeastern corner of the room. Consideration for ancestors is also demonstrated through adherence to taboos (fady) that are respected by rural and even some urban people who continue to follow tradition. The sacrifice of cattle is a traditional method used to appease or honor the ancestors.

Scholars have suggested, based on linguistic evidence and conceptual similarities, that some of the practices in Malagasy funerary rites may have come from ancient Great Zimbabwe. In any case, reverence for the ancestors appears in Asian as well as African cultures, so it is not possible to pinpoint the degree of influence from one heritage or the other. For example, all Malagasy kingdoms and rulers engaged in some aspect of what is called “divine kingship,” meaning that the society believes the king is divinely connected with God or gods, or both, and has supernatural powers. However, this is a belief that can be found in past Indonesian and Bantu African societies.
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A Mahafaly tomb in southwest Madagascar. As is the case in many African societies, the veneration of ancestors has played an important part in the lives of Madagascar’s peoples throughout history. This tomb, of a wealthy Mahafaly man, is adorned with colorful depictions of key events in his life. (Nigel Pavitt/Getty Images)

Among the Merina people of the central highlands, inheritance and tomb placement are related processes, and the location of tombs also serves to delineate and demonstrate inheritance of land. Family tombs are on family property, and tombs are reopened in order to celebrate the lives of those who have died in the past. Families may save up for several years to have the funeral that they believe is fitting for their forebears, and this can include hiring a band, providing refreshments, and assuring seating is available for all attendees. In contrast, among the Sakalava of the southwest and northwest, the most predominant cultural feature related to funerary practice is the possession, or tromba of spirit mediums. On special occasions and sometimes at the request of practitioners, spirit mediums (people who in everyday life may be Muslim or Christian) may be possessed by past kings, queens, and princes of Sakalava history. Furthermore, a special tomb, known as the douany, exists for the sacred purpose of housing the remains of past kings. People who are direct descendents of royalty, however, do not generally experience this possession, although it is believed that their spirits can and will possess others once they have died.

Social life in contemporary Madagascar is also marked by respect for elders, and family life is very important. Siblings may work together to contribute funds for their parents’ day-to-day needs, or to help pay school fees for a brother, sister, cousin, niece, or nephew. Accordingly, church attendance is a family affair and marks an important shared activity. Many community activities are also sponsored by or centered on the church. Women as well as men are very active in community life and are often church leaders. There is also a strong tradition of helping others, and most churches have committees or associated groups that dedicate time and effort toward helping poorer parishes. Almost half the Malagasy are Christian, with Protestants slightly outnumbering Roman Catholics. In Madagascar today, many Christians integrate their religious beliefs with traditional ones related to honoring the ancestors.

Lifestyle and Leisure

There are several big towns and cities in Madagascar, and the lifestyle in these cities is decidedly urban. Roughly 33 percent of Malagasy live in urban centers (World Bank 2014). In addition to churches, these communities offer diverse activities. One notable activity among young people is membership in nongovernmental organizations that are created to benefit particular sectors of society, for example, for women or children, or the elderly. There are also many opportunities for shopping in the cities, whether in the traditional markets (juma), small boutiques, or large stores of various varieties that may specialize in groceries or clothing. The capital also has many optometrists, pharmacies, banks, and other specialized stores and services associated with big city life.

The general life expectancy in Madagascar is 65.2 years, and 60 percent of the population are 24 years old or younger. Madagascar also has a relatively high literacy rate for a developing country: 69.5 percent of the total adult population can read and write. (CIA World Factbook).

Special events, widely attended, may include fashion shows, musical concerts, or soccer games. More well-to-do Malagasy may take advantage of the numerous beach resorts that have developed for the use of tourists and city dwellers. Middle- and upper-class Malagasy may also own farms or houses in rural areas that they visit over holiday and vacation periods. Fishing and biking are also popular activities for those who have leisure time, though it should be noted that these are activities of the well-to-do who live comfortably and can afford leisure activities. In villages and in towns, people may spend an evening watching television or playing music. Recently, many Internet cafes have sprung up, which are very popular with young people. In spite of this, according to the World Bank, in 2011 only about 2 percent of the population were noted as regular Internet users. In contrast, in that same year 39 percent of the population were telephone subscribers.

Women in Madagascar are, in comparison to their counterparts in many African countries, experiencing an upturn toward improved living conditions. The World Bank reports that 48 percent of school-age women have achieved third-level education (secondary school), and 17.5 percent of seats in Parliament were occupied by women in 2012.

There is an active night life in the large towns. Antananarivo, Diego Suarez, and Tamatave all boast nightclubs and numerous restaurants. In these towns one can have a European-style meal or enjoy other cuisine including Arab, Chinese, Indian, and traditional Malagasy fare.

Other leisure activities that are popular include playing music on guitars and traditional Malagasy instruments, and for rural women, doing embroidery. Particularly in villages, people may spend an evening playing music as well as chatting and visiting.

Employment

Approximately 83 percent of women and 88 percent of men are reported to be in the active labor force. The overwhelming majority of those in the labor force are engaged in the agricultural sector, which makes up 80 percent of all national employment, according to latest reports from the CIA World Factbook and the World Bank (2014). Probably due to the high percentage of people involved in self-employed farming, the unemployment rate for Madagascar is low at 5.9 percent of adults.

In addition to farming, fishing and forestry contribute to rural incomes. In 2009, agriculture accounted for 24 percent of gross domestic product, while commerce and services accounted for 55 percent. Agriculture contributes more than 70 percent to export earnings, mostly through the export of seafood (mainly shrimp), vanilla, coffee, cacao, litchi (leechee), pepper, cotton, tobacco, groundnut (peanuts), sisal, cloves, and ylang-ylang (an internationally highly prized plant used to make perfume). Industry features textile manufacturing and the processing of agricultural products.
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Women harvest tea near the town of Sahambavy. Cash crops like tea are an essential component of Madagascar’s economy, which is heavily agricultural. (Marc Dozier/Corbis)

Despite abundant and diverse natural resources, Madagascar is one of the world’s poorest countries. According to the World Bank (2014) 75.3 percent of the population live in poverty, using Madagascar’s official national criteria for poverty. However, it has great potential due to the large variety of soil types, climatic diversity, and mining sector production, as well as the recently begun exploitation of off-shore oil.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

According to an interview of Malagasy sociologist Mireille Rabenoro, who is a senior researcher at the University of Tananarive, “One major problem for women nowadays is that their rights are no longer protected by traditional rules, while on the other hand the majority of Malagasy women are not educated enough to have recourse to modern courts of justice to redress the wrongs done to them.” She states further that

in the social sphere, women have lost much of their status. Childbearing is no longer valued as it used to be, among other reasons because in a much more materialistic world, children are considered as burdens rather than as blessings. There are now many women heads of household (about 20 percent at national level) and single mothers, whereas in the past men would have been eager to marry unmarried or widowed mothers. (http://www.nai.uu.se/publications/news/archives/052rabenoro/)

Rabenoro argues that, traditionally, the status of individuals and groups in Madagascar was defined by their birth rather than by their sex, and that among all the ethnic groups of the different regions in the country, there used to be three castes—and though the caste system has long been officially abolished, it is still very much present in people’s everyday life. At the top were the nobility, below them were the common people, and at the bottom of the societies were the slaves. She points out in her interview that “a noble woman was socially considered above a common man or a man slave, and a common woman above a man slave.” This led to relative equality between men and women within the same caste during the precolonial period.

It is thought that due to high mortality rates during the precolonial period, men were eager to marry a pregnant woman, whether the child to be born was their own or another man’s biological child. The birth or adoption of a child was heralded as a contribution to the perpetuation of the social group. The importance of children was such that men acquired a final identity only after the birth of their first child. At that point, men gave up their original name, and took on the name of “Father-of-”—after the name of the child, whether a girl or a boy—a name that would be their official name for the rest of their lives. Women, as mothers, clearly played a central part in the process, and consequently received all the respect that was due to such vital agents in the life of the social group.

During the late 18th century polygamy was accepted and in some instances encouraged; for example, among military men. At that time, according to Rabenoro, “women who were unfaithful while their husband was away at war would be severely punished, whereas in traditional law, women were allowed to take temporary husband(s) if their official husband was away for a long time (this was probably because it was unacceptable that a woman should stop having children just because her husband was away).” Militarization increased in Madagascar during the time of the influence of the British, partially due to the island’s relationship with Mauritius. New laws and rules were established by the highland kingdom that dominated daily life and supported a growing military role in government at that time.

During the 19th century, even though both boys and girls in certain regions received a missionary education, only males were trained to become part of the state bureaucracy. This foreshadowed other gender inequities that would become part of Malagasy modern life during the period of French colonization from 1896 to 1960.

For example, under the colonial administration the tax system, as on the African continent, concerned only male citizens. Rabenoro points out that “under pre-colonial monarchy, taxpayers were villages as a whole, not individuals” and that

[p]aying taxes in the colonial system, while the women did not, gave justification to the men for claiming—or imposing—privileges for themselves over the women of their own family or social group. In accordance with this pattern, after independence, only men paid taxes (significantly, the main tax was named hetra isan-dahy, or “tax per man”), and no wonder—all the educated persons who were trained to take over from colonial administrators were men. (http://www.nai.uu.se/publications/news/archives/052rabenoro/)

In many ways modern formal (Western) education contributed to the destruction of traditional concepts of the balance of rights and privileges between men and women. Even though Malagasy women generally live longer than men, whom they outnumber, today they have yet to achieve a political representation or importance that reflects this demographic fact. In spite of the fact that women are constitutionally equal to men, they have unequal property and inheritance rights at the present time. They are also at a disadvantage due to early marriages and early pregnancies. Marrying young, they are traditionally subservient to their husbands. Roughly a third have their first child before the age of 19, and those who wish to delay having children may not have access to appropriate medical care. In 2010, women represented 50.3 percent of the country’s population.

The prevalence of HIV/AIDS in Madagascar is lower than the average for Africa, with the national rate estimated at 1 percent. Nevertheless, the rates of other sexually transmitted diseases, especially syphilis, are high. At the same time, with increased education levels for Malagasy women, the rate of infant mortality has been decreasing since 2003, and the maternal death figure for Madagascar is lower than average in sub-Saharan Africa, at a total of 498 deaths per 100,000 live births. Approximately 46 percent of new mothers receive fewer than four postnatal care sessions. Most women give birth outside of health centers, but it should be kept in mind that traditional support systems, such as assistance from female family members, are still strong (data from between 2000 and 2009, [Sharp and Kruse 2011].

Women legally have equal ownership rights, although some reports claim that along the east coast of Madagascar they may be unable to own land. Women are also allowed to own their own businesses and do not require permission from their husband to acquire land. In a divorce, Malagasy women traditionally receive a third of the property acquired during their marriage, with their husband receiving the remaining two-thirds; they may also choose to keep their property separate during marriage. When the husband dies, a Malagasy widow who has borne a child receives half of the joint property. However, if the couple was childless then the husband’s family receives most of the inheritance.

Because of shifts in the structure of the economy and movement of labor toward wage opportunities and salaried work, young adults in the household have become increasingly important in household income strategies, and they most often make contributions toward family welfare. As elsewhere, parents are eager for their children to go as far as possible in their education as this increases the possibilities of wage earning. Pressures for wage earning and cash are also evident in the current trend of young women to marry foreigners from Western, industrialized countries. There are now Web sites where young, economically disadvantaged Malagasy women, long thought of in Europe as exotic, advertise themselves through pictures for potential boyfriends and husbands. Parents are less critical than they might be in such instances because of the perceived income opportunities in such matches. Nevertheless, in light of increasing literacy rates and an expanding economy due to new sectors such as petroleum production and agroindustrial ventures, young women have greater opportunities for schooling and employment than had been the case in earlier years following independence.

Cuisine

Throughout Madagascar, contemporary cuisine typically consists of rice served with an accompaniment; in the Malagasy language, the rice is termed vary and the accompaniment, laoka. Laoka may be vegetables or include meat or fish, and usually a sauce flavored with spices such as ginger, onion, garlic, salt, and curry powder. Sauces are often tomato based, and in the coastal areas coconut is also used to flavor rice or the sauce. In parts of the arid south and west, pastoral families often replace rice with corn, cassava, or yogurt made of cow milk. Madagascar food is generally not very spicy, although hot relishes are often home prepared and served on the side for those who want it.

In the first millennium of Madagascar’s settlement, foods were commonly prepared through boiling in water in green bamboo vessels or clay, and then later, iron pots. Roasting and grilling over hot stones or coals was common, as well as roasting in sand pit ovens. Fermentation was also used to process milk (making yogurt), certain root plants, and beverages from honey, sugarcane, or other local fruit juices. Drying, smoking, and salting were used to preserve meats and fish.

Early immigrants from Indonesia are believed to have brought rice, plantains, taro, and water yam to the island. Sugarcane, ginger, sweet potatoes, pigs, and chickens were not native and were also probably brought to Madagascar by early settlers, along with coconut and banana. Madagascar’s famous zebu cattle, however, were imported from the west—brought from the plains of East Africa very early in the period of the island’s settlement. Settlers from East Africa also brought sorghum, goats, and, probably, Bambara groundnut. Because cattle represented a form of wealth in East African and consequently Malagasy culture, they were rarely consumed and did not constitute a part of the regular diet. Typically, beef was eaten after the ritual sacrifice of cattle at events of spiritual import such as funerals or possession ceremonies. This has changed with time and those who can afford beef do eat it as part of their regular diet. At the same time, cattle are still important for sacrifice and sharing at important ritual events.

Early settlers, archeology and tradition agree, practiced tavy (“slash-and-burn” agriculture) to clear forests for the cultivation of crops. They probably also gathered honey, fruits, bird eggs, mushrooms, and edible roots. Game was regularly hunted and trapped in the forests, including tortoises, wild boars, birds, and lemurs. At the time of these first settlers, Madagascar still had giant lemurs and an indigenous bird close to the dodo bird of Mauritius (which disappeared from Mauritius in the 17th century), as well as the Malagasy hippopotamus. These animals no longer exist in Madagascar, as they were overexploited by the island’s early settlers.

Rice was originally dry-planted or cultivated in marshy lowland areas. Irrigated rice paddies were adopted in the central highlands around 1600, first in Betsileo country in the southern highlands, then later in the northern highlands of Imerina, in terraced, irrigated rice paddies.

Between the 17th and 18th centuries, one special dish that developed is a beef confit called jaka, which was prepared by placing beef in a decorative clay jar, sealing it, and then conserving it in an underground pit for a year. The jaka would be shared with friends and family at special ceremonies in the Imerina highlands.

There are other foods in Madagascar that were imported from overseas in later centuries. Sweet potato, tomato, corn, peanuts, tobacco, and lima beans were brought by merchant ships trading from the Americas or continental Africa between the 16th and 17th centuries; the Portuguese were instrumental in disseminating such products from the Americas throughout the world, and they were already in the Western Indian Ocean by the 1450s. Cassava arrived after 1735 from the French colony Réunion Island. The prickly pear cactus (raketa), also known in southern Madagascar as sakafon-drano (water food), was brought from the New World to the French settlement at Fort Dauphin in 1769. The plant spread throughout the southern part of the island, where it became a fundamental food crop for Mahafaly and Bara pastoralists.

By the 19th century, rice cakes were sold by market vendors. Coastal cuisine is reported by early 19th-century voyagers to have included dishes prepared with curry powder and drinking coffee and tea. Cloves were imported and planted in 1803, and coconuts—which had been relatively sparse on the island—were cultivated on plantations for the production of oil, likely initiated by the French. Similarly, in the 19th century coffee was grown for commercial purposes and export. Vanilla, introduced by French entrepreneurs in 1840, was planted in eastern coastal rainforests and became one of Madagascar’s premiere export crops, and its local use became more widespread. Coconut also became a regular ingredient in coastal cuisine.

French colonial rule introduced a number of other innovations to local food customs, and some new food names were borrowed from the French language. Baguettes (French bread), for example, were popularized among urban communities, as well as various French pastries and desserts. Another popular dish inherited from the colonial period is a cold pasta salad mixed with blanched vegetables, probably introduced by the French.

Although a handful of Chinese settlers arrived in Madagascar toward the end of the reign of Queen Ranavalona III (1890s), the first major migration occurred during the French colonial period. Chinese migrants introduced several dishes that have become part of urban popular cuisine in regions with large Chinese communities, including Chinese fried rice, fried noodles, various soups, and egg rolls.

By the 18th century, many Indian traders were at Mahajanga (also known as Majunga), a port on the northwest coast of Madagascar, in what was then the Sakalava Boina Kingdom. Over the centuries, this community mixed with local Malagasy, Swahili, and Arab families, eventually becoming part of the Anatalaotra ethnic group. The early Indian communities popularized curries and biryanis throughout the region. Khimo, a dish based on the Indian keema, became a specialty of Mahajanga. Indian samosas (sambos) soon became a popular street food in most parts of Madagascar, where they may also be known by the name tsaky telozoro, meaning “three-cornered snack.” Indian-derived condiments made of pickled mango, lemon, and other fruits (known as lasary), are popular on the coasts.

Accompanying dishes served with rice vary regionally. Rice is indeed the cornerstone of the Malagasy diet and is typically consumed at every meal. Even the verb “to eat a meal” in the Malagasy language is commonly mihinam-bary—literally, “to eat rice.” Rice may be prepared dry, to be eaten with some kind of accompaniment (laoka) in sauce, or it may be prepared with extra water to produce a soupy rice porridge called vary sosoa that is typically breakfast food, or prepared for the sick. Vary sosoa may be accompanied with a dry laoka such as kitoza, smoked strips of beef. A popular meal is vary amin’anana made with rice, meat, and chopped greens. Laoka are diverse and may include such ingredients as Bambara groundnuts, pork, beef, various freshwater fish, shredded cassava leaves with peanuts, chicken sauteed with ginger and garlic, or various types of seafood, mostly available along the coasts or in large urban centers. There is a wide variety of local greens. In the arid south and west, such as among the Bara or Tandroy peoples, staples include sweet potato, yams, taro root, cassava, millet, and maize, generally boiled in water and occasionally served in whole milk or flavored with crushed peanuts.

A variety of condiments are served as side dishes and mixed into the rice or laoka according to taste rather than mixing them in with the food while it is being cooked. The most common and basic condiment, sakay, is spicy and made from red or green chili pepper. The national dish is the broth called romazava, which is most often made of beef with greens, although ingredients such as tomato, onion, and ginger are commonly added.

Madagascar, like its sister countries on the African continent, has many different street foods, including sweet or salty fritters. The most common is mofo gasy, meaning “Malagasy bread,” made from a batter of sweetened rice flour poured into greased molds and cooked over charcoal. Mofo gasy is a popular breakfast food, and in coastal areas it is made with coconut milk and known as mokary. A salty version is called mofo sakay and is prepared with chopped greens, onions, tomatoes, and chilies.

There are many local desserts, such as koba akondro that is made by wrapping a batter of ground peanuts, mashed bananas, honey, and corn flour in banana leaves and steaming the mixture. Peanut brittle, dried bananas, balls of tamarind paste rolled in colored sugar, deep-fried dough strings called kaka pizon, and homemade yogurts are all commonly eaten. In rural areas, steamed cassava, fresh sugarcane, or sweet potatoes are eaten. A common dessert is rice boiled in milk and dressed with honey, known as tatao. Local fruits include guava, longans, lychees, persimmon, and pok-pok (voanantsindrana). On the west coast the fruit of the baobab tree is eaten during the brief period when it becomes available near the end of the rainy season.

Dress

Contemporary Malagasy wear Western-style or what we may call “modern international” clothing. However, there are a few traditional clothing articles that are popular everywhere in Madagascar today and which are iconic symbols of Malagasy culture. The two most widely known among these are the straw hats that are made locally, and the lamba, a shawl worn by women and men that is made in a variety of styles and worn differently by each gender.

The word lamba simply means “cloth” or “clothing,” but in the north usually refers to the two matching pieces of fabric that women wear—one around the waist or chest and one around the head or shoulders. The term lamba is the name in the highlands dialect of the woven cloth that traditionally formed the essential article of clothing throughout Madagascar; and in the highlands it now commonly refers to a cloth used as a shawl. This garment is known by other words in various regions where other dialects are spoken; in some parts of the east, for instance, the shawl is known by the word simbo. The ways in which the cloth may be wrapped around the wearer are named differently according to region.

Historically, the traditional lambas used for burial were made of silk or cowhides while those for daily wear were more often made of raffia or cotton. They might range in color from a solid white cloth, to a striped red, white, and black cloth. These colors are still popular, along with geometric patterns in unique shades of green and brown produced by a few Sakalava villages, or the brilliantly multicolored, complex weaves that were favored by the precolonial Merina aristocracy. Today, it is common to find printed cotton or rayon lambas produced in India for the Malagasy market in addition to those fabricated locally.

The color, print, and type of cloth varies from region to region. The largest lambas (lambamena) are made of a heavy white silk and are used to wrap the bodies of the deceased before placing them in the family tomb and are still in use. Among some ethnic groups, lambas were also traditionally exchanged between a man and woman as part of their engagement ceremony, or between communities as diplomatic gifts.

The lamba is also used for tying children to mothers’ backs or as a cushion when carrying something heavy, like a pot or wood, on top of the head. In Diego Suarez in the north, the lamba is rarely seen on men outside of ceremonies although it is not so rare to see old men wearing it in rural areas. In the north, this cloth is called lambahoany and is printed cotton, often featuring a proverb on the lower border of the design, similar to the kangas worn throughout Eastern Africa. The lambahoany is presently the most commonly worn type of lamba in the coastal regions. These traditionally feature a repeated border design that frames a secondary pattern (often around a central design) or a large image showing a scene from daily life. A popular proverb, or ohabolana, is often written above the center of the lower border. The uses of the lambahoany are numerous and varied, and they may also serve as light blankets or sheets. Older women and women from rural areas who visit towns wear the lamba shawl as a sign of being properly dressed. Muslim women of Malagasy origin also might wear it as a veil. There are no requirements or rules regarding which women wear traditional lambas and which wear Western clothing, especially in contemporary times. Younger women may wear lambas just for special occasions. Nearly all women will wear a lamba if there is a funeral for a family member or friend, or other occasions where prayers are said to the ancestors.

Sports and Games

Sports are much appreciated in Madagascar, and soccer is the main team sport. The core of the country’s school or amateur team system is soccer, boxing, track and field, judo, women’s basketball, and women’s tennis. Malagasy woman athletes have done very well in basketball and tennis. Dally Randriantefy and Natacha Randriantefy, sisters, have competed internationally in the U.S. Open and the Olympic Games. Madagascar joined Olympic competitions in 1964 at the Tokyo Games. The country has also sent national teams to the regional African Games, and its athletes have participated as members of pan-African teams at the World Cup in Athletics.

A number of traditional sports also evolved in Madagascar. Moraingy, a type of hand-to-hand combat, is a popular spectator sport similar to wrestling that is practiced in the coastal regions. It is traditionally practiced by men, but women have recently begun to participate. The wrestling of cattle (tolon-omby) is also practiced in many places throughout the island. In addition to local sports, there is also a wide variety of traditional Malagasy games. Among the most well known is fanorona, a board game widespread throughout the Highland regions.

Among imported games, there are a few from Europe that are well appreciated and played widely. Rugby, for example, is considered a national sport in Madagascar; and Madagascar has produced a world champion in the French and Italian game pétanque, widely played in urban areas and throughout the highlands.

Festivals and Holidays

There are 12 official national holidays in Madagascar: New Year’s Day (January 1), Martyrs’ Day (March 29), Easter Monday, Labor Day (May 1), Ascension (May or June), Independence Day (June 26), Assumption (August 15), All Saints’ Day (November 1), Christmas (December 5), Jour de la Proclamation de la Republique (October 14), Fourth Republic Day (December 11), and Whit Sunday and Monday (June 8 and 9). Martyrs’ Day, on March 29, commemorates the 1947 rebellion against French colonial rule that eventually led to independence. The dead are memorialized for their sacrifices for the independence of Madagascar and resistance to colonial rule.

In addition to these national holidays, there are also traditional Malagasy celebrations. Madagascar’s traditional New Year’s Day, Alahamadi Be, takes place in March and lasts for two days. Crowds celebrate in the streets, homes are decorated with lights, traditional music is played, and people dance. Another is the Santabary Festival. This festival has ancient origins in Madagascar’s far past, and its purpose is to give thanks for the year’s rice harvest. It takes place in late April or early May. In terms of season, this period is similar to autumn in the United States, as Madagascar is in the Southern Hemisphere and winter is from June to September. During the Santabary Festival, there is eating, drinking, traditional music, and dance.

Music and Dance

The music of Madagascar has been shaped by the musical traditions of Indonesia, Africa, Arab cultures, and the Western cultures of England, France, and the United States as successive waves of settlers and visitors have arrived. Certainly, long-distance trade to both Europe and Asia has introduced new styles and instruments. Some traditional instruments reflect early foreign widespread origins: the mandoliny and kabosy, for example, derive from the introduction of the guitar through early Arab contact, while the djembe originated in mainland Africa and may have been introduced by Senegalese soliders during the French colonial period. The valiha, a bamboo zither considered the national instrument of Madagascar, probably evolved from an earlier form of the instrument carried with the first Malagasy settlers. Vocal styles or instruments used in traditional ceremonies will vary regionally, for example, during the practice of tromba, or spirit possession, on the east and west coasts. Coastal music makes frequent use of minor keys, most likely due to early Arab influences. Another traditional instrument, the conch shell (antsiva or angaroa) is believed to have been brought over by early Indonesian settlers. Mainly played by men, it features a lateral blowhole (like the Polynesian style) and is usually reserved for ritual or spiritual uses rather than to create music for entertainment. The traditional Malagasy flute was probably brought to Madagascar by immigrants from Africa. Early forms of the xylophone such as the atranatrana are found throughout the island and are believed to have been brought from Indonesia. One version is played uniquely by two women, one who sits with her legs outstretched together with the bars of the xylophone resting across her legs rather than on a separate box. Each woman strikes the atranatrana with a pair of sticks, one keeping the beat while the second plays a melody.

Malagasy music has served a wide range of social, spiritual, and mundane functions across the centuries, and traditional musical styles in Madagascar vary by region and reflect local cultures. In addition, instruments such as the acoustic guitar and piano have been adapted locally to create uniquely Malagasy forms of music. Music in Madagascar has served a variety of sacred and profane functions. In addition to its performance for entertainment or personal creative expression, music has played a key part in spiritual ceremonies, cultural events, and historic and contemporary political functions. By the late 19th century, certain instruments and types of music became primarily associated with specific castes or ethnic groups, although these divisions have always been fluid and are continually evolving.

For example, the hira gasy troupes of today are remnants of a tradition of court musicians that persisted through the end of the 19th century. Under Queen Ranavalona III, the last monarch in the Merina Dynasty, there were three official groups of state musicians: one for the queen, one for her prime minister, and another for the city of Antananarivo. The queen’s troupe consisted of over 300 musicians. Until slavery was abolished, musicians in these groups were members of the slave class (andevo), directed by a free person or member of the royal court, and similar customs were to be found throughout the island in royal courts of the Sakalava and others. In the highlands, at Christmas the directors of each group would arrange a performance before the queen of a new original composition; the queen would select a winner among the three. While court musicians (the earliest hira gasy troupes) originally performed using traditional instruments, over the course of the 19th century increasing European influence led court musicians and hira gasy troupes alike to gradually integrate the use of foreign instruments such as violins, clarinets, trombones, and trumpets. The tradition of the court musician died out with the abolition of the monarchy in Madagascar after French colonization, but the hira gasy tradition has continued to thrive.
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A hira gasy troupe performing traditional music from the highlands. Hira gasy troupes descend from the tradition of court musicians, which ended only with the dissolution of the Merina monarchy and the exile of the royal family by French invaders in 1896. (Babelon Pierre-Yves/Alamy)

Some other musical styles from abroad have been merged with preexisting Malagasy musical traditions to create distinctly Malagasy sounds. An example of this is the afindrafindrao, a tune based on the French quadrille that was also popularized in the Malagasy court in the 19th century. A specific form of partner dance accompanies this piece, in which dancers will form a long chain of male-female pairs with the woman at the front of each pair, both facing forward holding each other’s hands while advancing to the rhythm of the music. From its origins as a courtly dance, the afindrafindrao today is a quintessentially Malagasy tradition performed at the beginning of a social event or concert to kick off the festivities (see Ranaivoson 2007).

Malagasy music distinguishes itself from many traditions of mainland Africa by the predominance of stringed instruments relative to percussion instruments. Vocal traditions in Madagascar are characterized by the predominant use of harmony, and southern vocal styles strongly resemble styles of South African singing. The association between music and ancestors is so strong on the eastern coast that some musicians will put rum, cigarettes, or other valued objects inside an instrument (through the tone hole, for instance) as an offering to the spirits to receive their blessings. Similarly, music has long been central to the famadihana ceremony (periodic reburial of ancestors’ shroud-wrapped mortal remains among the Merina of the highlands).

In terms of instruments, the kabosy (or kabosa) is a four- to six-stringed simple guitar common in the highlands, also found in the east among the Betsimisaraka and southeast among the Betsileo ethnic groups. The soundbox, which is typically square or rectangular today, was originally circular in form, first made from a tortoise shell and later from wood carved into a rounded shape. The piano was introduced to the royal Merina court in the early 19th century by missionaries from the London Missionary Society. Today, the compositions of this period by pianist theatrical composers like Andrianary Ratianarivo (1895–1949) and Naka Rabemananatsoa (1892–1952) form part of the canon of classical Malagasy music and feature in the repertoire of Malagasy students of piano (see Rubin 1997).

The Malagasy acoustic guitar style has become internationally known through the works of such artists as Erick Manana and Ernest Randrianasolo (also known as D’Gary). The accordion (gorodo), which is popular across Madagascar, is believed to have been brought by French colonists after 1896, and in addition to festive use was also used in the the 20th century during tromba spirit possession ceremonies in a style called renitra. In the 1970s, the renitra was incorporated into the contemporary music style of electronic salegy music, as well as tsapika music. Today the accordion sound is most often replicated by a synthesizer in salegy or tsapika bands. Some famous artists who still play the accordion are Lego and Rossy, and Régis Gizavo, who brought the contemporary style of renitra to the world music scene.

Various types of drums, traditionally associated with solemn occasions, are used throughout the island, including European bass drums (ampongabe) and snare drums introduced in the 19th century. Only men can play the traditional ampongabe, while women and men may both play the smaller langoroana drum. The hazolahy (male wood) drum produces the deepest sound and is reserved for important ritual occasions. Bamboo shakers (kaiamba) filled with seeds (or a modern facsimile) are used throughout Madagascar, sometimes in modern forms by putting small stones in cans. During the slave trade era, a scraper called the tsikadraha was popularized in Madagascar after being imported there from Brazil where it is known as a caracacha (see, for example, Shaw 1879).

Contemporary Malagasy musical styles such as the salegy or tsapika evolved from traditional styles modernized by the incorporation of electric guitar, bass, drums, and synthesizer. Many Western styles of popular music, including rock, gospel, jazz, reggae, hip-hop, and folk rock, have also gained in popularity in Madagascar over the latter half of the 20th century.

Madagascar’s first supergroup was Mahaleo (1970s), whose members blended traditional Malagasy sounds with soft rock with enormous success, and the group Rossy emerged as a superstar shortly afterward. Two of the main dance music styles that have become especially popular across Madagascar are salegy, a style that originated in the northwest around Mahajanga and Antsiranana, and tsapika, centered in the southwest. Other key coastal styles include basesa of the north-central region.

Salegy, as it has been popularized by originators like Jaojoby and Mily Clément or relative newcomers Ninie Doniah, Wawa, Vaiavy Chila, or Dr. J. B. and the Jaguars, is a funky, energetic form of dance music dominated by ringing electric guitars, accordion (real or synthesized), and vocals, accompanied by heavy electric bass and a driving percussion section. Salegy is partly derived from an electrified version of the antsa musical style that was traditionally performed at Betsimisaraka and Tsimihety rituals as performed by Mama Sana.

While salegy rose to national prominence in the mid-1980s, tsapika only began to achieve a similar level of popularity in the mid-1990s. It was not until the 2000 release of the album Tulear Never Sleeps that this genre achieved international exposure on a major label. That album showcases “traditional” tsapika, such as might have more commonly been performed in rural villages 20 years ago, but also amplified, synthesized, and remixed styles played on local radio stations performed by national stars like Tearano, Terakaly, Jarifa, and Mamy Gotso.

Jazz has been popularized by artists such as Nicolas Vatomanga, and Malagasy hip-hop became mainstream in the mid-1900s. It has since skyrocketed to popularity through artists such as Da Hopp and 18,3. More recently bands like Oladad are experimenting with the fusion of hip-hop and traditional Malagasy musical styles and instruments.

Visual Art

Textiles

Traditionally, one of the most outstanding and globally known arts of Madagascar is found in woven cloth. In fact, one of the main reasons that African and European merchants were attracted to Madagascar were its high-quality cotton, raffia, and silk textiles. Textiles have been an essential aspect of Malagasy social and ethnic identity, and some types of cloth were believed to be imbued with supernatural powers. The Sakalava, Mahafaly, and Merina were three Malagasy cultures for which textiles played an important role in statecraft and metaphysical belief systems.

A document from the Metropolitan Museum of Art (2006) states that “Sakalava master weavers created a dyed raffia cloth called laimasaka (‘cooked tapestry’). This material served a range of purposes, from the functional to the ceremonial. Impressively large pieces were used as tents and room dividers, while finely woven, elaborately decorated cloths served as clothing and burial shrouds.”

Sakalava and Mahafaly weavers also used cotton, cultivated in Madagascar since the 16th century, to create textiles. A 17th-century engraving by Olfert Dapper, a Dutchman who compiled travel lore, portrays two nobles of “Manghabei” (probably the Menabé kingdom) wearing such cloth fashioned into shoulder and waist wrappers…. Cotton thread was also thought to have special curative powers, and healers used it for ritual purposes or combined it with other materials to make protective charms. (Bortolot 2015)

Until about 50 years ago, Madagascar had flourishing weaving traditions. Raffia was grown and easily available on the island’s east and west coasts. In the southeast, the fabrics from reeds and beaten and spun bark fibers were produced, and the south and west were noted for textiles of cotton and wild silk. Among the Merina, hemp, banana stem, domesticated mulberry silk, and other fibers were used in weaving. This work was gendered and women spun, dyed, and wove various fibers into panels of cloth, most of which were used for lambas. Madagascar was known worldwide for the production of its beautiful and unique cloth.

The 20th century brought a decline as imported cloth from India and China, as well as industrially produced, machine-woven cloth competed on the market for local cloth. Despite the decline in local production that characterized much of the early 20th century, the 21st century shows a distinct revival in the production of handwoven cloth. Today, woven textiles remain important gifts for funerary ceremonies and rituals and have also found foreign markets. Revival of royal textile patterns and new designs that use handwoven accents also contribute to the continued importance of Madagascar’s textile arts. Starting in the late 1990s, Madagascar’s stunning akotofahana cloths, prized by Europeans in the 19th century as the best of Malagasy textile arts, enjoyed a revitalization. A British art historian, Simon Peers, combined forces with a group of Merina weavers who were concerned for the preservation of this historic art form. Together they created the weaving workshop now known as Lamba SARL. The group researched and re-created many 19th-century akotofahana patterns found in the collections of the Queen’s Palace of Antananarivo (destroyed by fire in 1995) and the British Museum in London.

Lamba SARL textiles are considered to be more than faithful re-creations of older textiles. They often combine 19th-century patterns and techniques with new ones. Methodologically, they have revived a number of laborious and complex weaving techniques that hadn’t been used since the 19th century. Lamba SARL creations are now part of museum and private collections in Europe and the United States, including the Smithsonian Institution (http://africa.si.edu/exhibits/malagasy/contemporary.html).

Some lambas were historically produced from local silk. The production and weaving of silk can be traced back to the island’s earliest settlers. Silk production was traditional to Madagascar but due to the expansion of charcoal production and farm land, it greatly decreased toward the end of the 20th century. Wild silkworms disappeared from many of the local tapia forests of the highland region. Now local communities in that region are fighting to regenerate the forests and are once again producing silk lambas that are popular in Madagascar and on the international market. Sahalandy, a federation of mostly female weavers, is actively working on developing an international market for scarves woven from Malagasy wild silk.

Sculpture

Wood carving is a highly developed art form in Madagascar, with distinct regional styles evident in the decoration of balcony railings and other architectural elements. Wood sculptors also make furniture and household goods. Aloalo funerary posts and other wooden sculptures are often produced for the tourist market, though in the past they were produced for only domestic or local use. The decorative and functional woodworking traditions of the Zafimaniry people of the central highlands are well known and listed by UNESCO as important world Intangible Cultural Heritage. Among the Sakalava, Mahafaly, and Merina peoples, funerary monuments were erected for deceased members of important families. Many of these burial practices still exist today, though they have changed over time, responding to local trends. In western Madagascar, the Sakalava place their dead in rectilinear enclosures of wooden fencing, the corners of which are embellished with figurative sculptures, typically bird figures complemented by representations of men and women (Bortolot 2015). Taken as a whole, this sculpture expresses a worldview that engages balance, harmony, and symmetry between the physical and metaphysical worlds. The birds, which appear singly or in pairs, are called mijoa and believed to represent the interconnection of life and death, while the opposition of male and female human figures on other sculptures suggests fertility and the complementarity of the sexes. A different form of wooden sculpture, called voly-hety, is placed at burial sites of important clans. In addition, great poles known as hazomanga were once erected in places of honor within the village, but this tradition is not as popular as it once was. These monuments also relate to ideas of ancestral presence and the interconnection of life and death.

The Mahafaly peoples of southern Madagascar mark their tombs with sculptures known as aloalo. Like the Sakalava voly-hety, these are large wooden planks carved with geometric designs. These motifs also typically include carvings representing humans, birds, or cattle. Multiple aloalo posts sprout from the tops of rectangular tombs, and the spreading horns of zebu cattle sacrificed during funeral ceremonies are arranged beneath them. The term aloalo is thought to derive from the root alo, which means “messenger” or “intermediary” and is also related to the craft of weaving. This suggests that aloalo were considered a point of connection between the living and the dead, and reinforces the link between textiles and funerary rituals.

Contemporary Painting

Madagascar has many prominent and well-known visual artists. In 1922, under French colonial rule, the École des Beaux-Arts de Tananarive (Antananarive) opened. The first exhibition of contemporary art was held in 1923. At this early time most work produced by Malagasy artists followed the French tradition of academic painting. However, painting continued to flourish, and questions arose as to whether there was too much imitative, derivative work and not enough originality.

Among the artists whose work was pivotal during the early decades of the 20th century were Razanamaniraka (1900–1943), Robert Rasolomanitra (1911–1953), and Alfred Razafinjohany. Two decades later, Roland Raparivo began to show throughout Madagascar and also exhibited in Paris, Mauritius, and Moscow. In 1983 Raparivo was elected president of the Antananarivo Provincial Committee for the Plastic Arts, and the next year was named as a Knight of the National Order of the Malagasy Democratic Republic. He was founder and copresident of the National Union of Visual Artists of Madagascar (UNAPN) in 1995. IsArt Galerie is the only contemporary art gallery in Antananarivo and has been operating for two years. It has recently featured Malagasy artists Isaac Azaly and Temandrota.

Film

The national film industry, which took off in 1975 when the Madagascar government established the Cinema Malgach, is influenced by Nollywood (Nigerian cinema) and French cinema. The most notable director is Raymond Rajaonarivelo, director of movies such as Quand Les Etoiles Rencontrent La Mer (When the Stars Meet the Sea) and Tabataba (The Spreading of Rumors).

There has been a steady though modest record of independent film production in Madagascar since the 1970s. In 1974 director Solo Randrasana did the movie Very Remby, and in 1980, Fitampoha. In 1983, Benoit Ramampy directed the film Dahalo, Dahalo, which was about the 1947 Malagasy uprising against the French. Abel Rakaotozanary, along with Benoit Ramampy, produced the film Le Prix de la Paix (The Price of Peace) which was shown at the African Film Festival in Montreal in 1988. Also in 1988, another film on the subject of the Malagasy uprising titled Tabataba was directed by Rajanonarivelo and was selected for the Cannes Film Festival. A documentary film by Marie Clemence-Paes and Cesar Paes, Angano … Angano: nouvelles de Madagascar, won awards at the Festival dei Popoli (Italy) and the Cinema du Reel and Vues d’Arique in France, in 1989. Two well-known documentaries are Mahalo (about Madagascar’s most popular band) made by Paes and Paes in 2005, and Raketa Mena in 2007 by Hery Rasola, which won an award at the Cite Sud de Cozes.

Among more recent independent films, the movie Malagasy Manankany, made in 2012, won the Best Feature Film award at the Cinema d’Afrique festival in France, the Diaspora Award at the 13th Hollywood Black Film Festival in the United States, the Audience Award at the 10th Festival Cine Africano Cordoba in Spain, and the Africa Connexion Award at the 30th Vues d’Afrique film Festival in Montreal.

Architecture and Housing

The architecture of Madagascar is unique in Africa, bearing strong resemblance to the architecture of southern Borneo from which some of the earliest inhabitants of Madagascar emigrated. Traditional construction styles are similar; in a part of Borneo known as South Kalimantan there are rectangular houses raised on piles that recall constructions of brick or stone in Madagascar. In each island, the roof, which is supported by a central pillar, is steeply sloped and the gable beams cross to form roof horns that may be decoratively carved. The central highlands of Madagascar, populated by the Merina, have similar constructions and building techniques. There, as well, the traditional wooden houses of the aristocracy feature a central pillar (andry) supporting a steeply sloped roof decorated with roof horns (tandro-trano). In the southeast of Madagascar, zebu horns were traditionally affixed to the gable peak. Throughout Madagascar, houses are rectangular with a gabled roof as in Kalimantan, central pillars are popular, and in all but a handful of regions, traditional homes are built on piles in a manner handed down from generation to generation. In some areas the rectangular-formed houses are made from organic materials such as grass and plaited straw and include such materials as palm, papyrus, or raffia, while in other areas they may be made of wood, stone, or brick.

Certain cosmological and symbolic elements are shared by Indonesian and traditional Malagasy architecture. The central house pillar is sacred in traditional Indonesia and Madagascar, and in both places, when a new house is constructed this pillar was often traditionally blessed with the blood of a sacrificed cow. The features of the building or its dimensions (length, size, and particularly the height) often symbolically indicate the status of occupants or the importance of the building’s purpose on both islands.

Everywhere in Antananarivo, the capital, one can see the 19th-century-style constructions that typified architecture in the last half of that century. These are generally made of stone and instead of having cow horns at the gabled roof edges, the style came to have roofs adorned with wrought iron work that symbolized the former horn decorations that conveyed the nobility of the owner. In towns and cities throughout Madagascar today there are also many modern buildings of glass, concrete, and steel, and these are interspersed with homes and buildings of the local 19th-century style and French colonial architecture from the first half of the 20th century.

Literature and Oral Traditions

A wide range of performance traditions developed in Madagascar. One of the island’s foremost artistic traditions is its oratory, as expressed in the forms of hainteny (poetry), kabary (public discourse), and ohabolana (proverbs). In kabary, the queen or other royal representatives of the traditional government would make public proclamations, announcements, or discourse, up until the colonial period. An epic poem exemplifying these traditions, Ibonia, has been handed down over the centuries in several different forms across the island and gives insight into some of the diverse mythologies and beliefs of Madagascar’s cultural history.

The Tantara ny Andriana eto Madagasikara, a compilation of the oral history of the Merina sovereigns, is a major source of knowledge about traditional highland society and was collected and published in the late 19th century by a Catholic priest residing there. Western literary arts developed in the early 20th century under French colonization. The first modern African poet, a Merina named Jean-Joseph Rabearivelo (1901 or 1903–1937), gained celebrity for blending surrealist, romantic, and modernist poetic forms with elements of traditional Malagasy oratory. Rabearivelo was also among the first to publish historical novels and wrote Madagascar’s only Western-style opera. Other artists who followed his lead of blending Western and traditional influences in the literary arts were Elie Rajaonarison, an exemplar of the new wave of Malagasy poetry, and poets Jacques Rabemananjara, Pierre Randrianarisoa, Georges Andriamanantena (Rado), and Jean Verdi Salomon Razakandraina (Dox). Leading authors include Jean-Luc Raharimanana, Michèle Rakotoson, Clarisse Ratsifandrihamanana, David Jaomanoro, Solofo Randrianja, Emilson Daniel Andriamalala, and Celestin Andriamanantena. Madagascar has produced many world-renowned literary giants, but the most well known remains Jean-Joseph Rabearivelo.

Media

Madagascar has 19 radio stations on the FM band, 16 of which are located in the capital, Antananarivo. The remaining three are in Ambohinmandroso, Tsiroanomandidy, and Soavinadriana. There are five national newspapers: Le Daily, Mad Online, Mada, Mooy, and News Media. There are also a few national magazines, including L’Express de Madagascar, Madagascar Tribune, and Midi Madagascar. Local newspapers include La Gazette de la Grande Isle, La Nation, and La Verite. These publications are in French.

Mad Online, at http://www.madonline.com/sommaire.php, is in English and targets the Malagasy diaspora in English-speaking countries. It covers a diverse array of topics, from politics, press issues, and economics to social, cultural, environment, and opinion sections. Recently, this online paper suggested in 2014 that the MBS (Malagasy Broadcasting System), which is the radio and TV station group founded by former president Marc Ravalomanana, was considering the resumption of its activities, according to government officials.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Lilongwe

Major Cities: Blantyre, Lilongwe, Zomba, Mzuzu

Population: 17.4 million

Languages: Chichewa, Chitumbuku, Chiyao, Chinyanja, Chilombwe, Chitumbuku, Nyakyusa, Ngoni, Chisena, Chitonga, English (official)

Government Type: Multiparty Democracy

Ethnic Groups: Chewa (32.6 percent); Lomwe (17.6 percent); Yao (13.5 percent); Ngoni (11.5 percent); Tumbuka (8.8 percent); Nyanja (5.8 percent); Sena (3.6 percent); Tongo (2.1 percent); Ngonde (1 percent); other (3.5 percent)

Religions: Christianity (82.6 percent); Islam (13 percent); other (1.9 percent); none (2.5 percent)



Introduction

Malawi’s political, social, economic, and cultural institutions have undergone a number of transformations due to trade with Arab-Swahili traders, the Arab slave trade, British colonialism, nationalist struggles for independence, a 30-year-long tyrannical dictatorship, and the transition to democratic rule. Malawi remains a country that is heavily rural with the vast majority of its population engaged in agricultural production on small-scale, medium-scale, or estate farms that produce tea, sugarcane, and tobacco. Others are engaged in the forestry and fishery industries. Land and timber are under stress and are indispensable along with the fish that come out of its biggest natural wonder, Lake Malawi.

Malawi has a relatively high fertility rate, although it has gone down in recent years. This, coupled with a very young population, results in political pressure to provide housing, jobs, education, health care facilities, and other infrastructure to both urban and rural areas. Malawi has not been able to escape globalization, nor does it seem willing to do so. This means that its economy and people will continue to be exposed to ideas, communications, and technology not only from the global north but also from the global south as well as countries such as China, India, Brazil, Saudi Arabia, South Korea, and African countries looking for new markets to sell and buy products.

Geography

The landlocked country of Malawi consists of 45,747 square miles (118,840 square kilometers). Countries that border it include Mozambique, Tanzania, and Zambia. It is home to one of Africa’s largest lakes; Lake Malawi takes up most of the country’s eastern border. This freshwater lake dominates the country’s geographical makeup and accounts for 20 percent of the country’s landmass (580 square kilometers). The other topographical features of the country include mountain ranges and high plateaus. The most significant mountain range is Mount Mulanje, located in the southeast part of the country, which ranks among one of Africa’s highest mountains. The most prominent plateau is Nyika located in the northern part of the country. Another important component of the topography is the Shire River Valley, which is located in the south of the country and is a part of the Great Rift Valley.

The climate of Malawi is subtropical, providing for a rainy and a dry season. The rainy season runs from November to May, and the dry season lasts from May to November. Unfortunately, only 23.4 percent of Malawi’s land is arable. Thus, deforestation and land degradation along with water pollution have emerged as environmental problems over the years. Because most people rely on agricultural production for their livelihoods, land has become scarcer as population pressures mount and the available arable land is overused. Moreover, as politicians, business people, and foreign companies participate in land grabs, small and subsistence farmers are increasingly pushed off the land.

People and Ethnicity

Malawi’s population currently stands at 17.4 million. Thus, Malawi has one of the world’s highest population density rates. The majority of the population lives in rural areas, and most of them depend on subsistence farming to earn a living. Many people in Malawi live in poverty as the country is ranked among the 10 poorest in the world. The manifestation of extreme poverty is apparent in both rural and urban areas as too many people lack access to quality education, decent housing, proper food and nutrition, medical services and health care centers, clean water, and other infrastructure and facilities. Malawi’s urban population is increasing, especially among young men and women who are moving into the major urban areas of Blantyre, Zomba, Lilongwe, and Mzuzu in search of employment, education, and social amenities. However, the government has not been able to keep pace with the demands of its new urban dwellers. The result has been too many people living in overcrowded urban areas in less-than-desirable living conditions.


Population, Politics, Cash Crops, and Deforestation

The land and mountains of Malawi once produced thousands of trees. Today, this is no longer the case as the population has increased over the years and there is more need for agricultural land and timber for various commodities to meet consumer demand. Trees are cut down at alarming rates as growing numbers of farmers need land to cultivate their crops. When this is done, the cut trees are burned to make the land available for farming. This leads to massive deforestation, which is more evident in the northern part of the country that has a smaller population compared to the more heavily populated central and southern regions. The forests were better protected under the dictatorship of Hastings Banda, but with political and economic liberalization, individuals and companies are now able to engage in practices that put Malawi’s forests in danger of extinction.

Another important factor that has led to deforestation is the economy. Important contributors to Malawi’s economy are the cash crops of tea, sugar, and tobacco—all of which require large tracts of land, and small-scale and subsistence farmers have to compete with the large-scale farmers for what arable land is left.
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Pedestrians on the streets of Lilongwe. Dramatic population increase and rapid urbanization have produced incredible urban growth in Malawi during the 20th and 21st centuries. This growth, while introducing a vibrant new social and economic sphere, has also led to overcrowding and a strain on resources and infrastructure. (Thomas Cockrem/Alamy)

The migration pattern is not just from rural to urban areas but also from rural to other rural areas as well. Research has shown that the factors that undergird migration include marriage, divorce, employment, education, and the country’s high rates of HIV/AIDS. The HIV/AIDS epidemic has resulted in a large population of orphans who often have to migrate after the loss of a parent or both parents.

Malawi has several ethnic groups with their own languages. According to Kaspin, “when the Malawian press refers to the ethnicities and languages that dominate the social geography of their country, they usually name Tumbuka, Chewa, and Yao, labeling two regions as ‘Tumbuka north’ and the ‘Chewa centre,’ with Yao as one of several groups indigenous to the south” (1995: 598). However, it is important to point out that the Chewa is the dominant ethnic group and thus Chichewa is the dominant language. Despite outmigration to other areas of the country, the Chewa mostly reside in the Central Region and in areas that surround the capital, Lilongwe. The Yao are mainly located in the central region along the shores of Lake Malawi and in the southern and central regions, and the Tumbukus are mainly in the northern and central regions.

However, it is important to note that the creation or invention of ethnicity throughout Africa and Malawi resulted from outside forces, particularly colonial agents and missionaries from Europe who took it upon themselves to educate some groups and not others, to elevate particular groups within the colonial administration, and to situate economic production in certain regions populated by certain groups. Therefore, Kaspin adds, “the result was the high visibility of the Chewa, the Tumbuka, and the Yao, but not the Ngonde, the Tonga, the Lomwe, and the Sena” (1995: 601). It can also be argued that missionary education created an ethnic identity for certain groups. For example, Daniel Posner writes that “the very idea of ‘Tumbukaness’ was the creation of a small group of missionary-educated intellectuals who, in cooperation with their missionary teachers, sought to unify … under a common ethnic banner to increase their political leverage with the colonial administration” (2004: 537).


Colonialism, Globalization, and Migrants in Malawi

British colonialism and imperialism resulted in millions of people from India being scattered throughout Africa, the Americas, the Caribbean, South America, and other places. The effects of this migration are manifested in Malawi’s population and ethnicities, which include people of Indian descent who were brought there to serve as a buffer between the Africans and Europeans. Their presence is still demonstrated in the cities where the government under Hastings Banda allowed them to own property—Lilongwe, Blantyre, Zomba, and Mzuzu. They were mainly concentrated in the retail businesses that involved export and import commodities. They have often had an uneasy relationship with the government and Malawian citizens, as they tended to hold British and not Malawian passports and lived insulated lives among themselves.

With the increase in globalization and Malawi’s economic liberalization policies, Malawi is experiencing more and more migrants who are from other African countries such as Nigeria; and it also is receiving an influx of people from China.



Ethnic groups that inhabit the south include the Lomwe, Mang’anja, Nyanja, and Sena, while the Asukwa, Ngonde, Nyakyusa, and Tonga can be found in the northern region. However, one must be cautious when attempting to place specific ethnic groups in particular regions, as Malawians participate in internal migration because of work, marriage, or education as stated above. For example, there are areas that are characterized as Chewa, but they have large non-Chewa populations such as the large numbers of Tonga found in the Nkhotakota district in the central region. The Tonga can be found in the southern region and northern region. The Ngoni are primarily located in the central region where Ngoni is spoken.

Languages

English is the official language of Malawi. However, the language of the Chewa, Chichewa, is largely spoken throughout the country. According to Hari Englund, English has the “long-standing position as a national and regional lingua franca … and Chichewa has steadily gained ground in areas where people do not consider themselves Chewa” (2011: 100). He adds that Chichewa is “the first language of about 70 percent of its population, a language that is understood by even more Malawians” (2011: 8). Furthermore, following independence under the authoritarian leader, Hastings Kamuzu Banda, there was a concerted effort to implement a policy, writes Kaspin, of “Chewaisation … which meant the development of a Malawian national identity through language policy” (1995: 605). To illustrate his point, he writes that “at the time of independence two Malawian languages were written and in use in the media and the civil service: Chinyanja and Chitumbuka, the first the official language of the centre and south, the second that of the north” (1995: 607). However, Chinyanja was renamed Chichewa and was made the official language by President Banda in 1968. Under the misguided concept of nation building, Chewa language and culture became the signifying marker of national citizenship and belonging in Malawi, as President Banda openly discriminated against other ethnic groups. He was notoriously in favor of marginalizing the Tumbukas.

Other ethnic groups besides the Chewas speak their own languages. For example, the Yao speak Chiyao, and Chiyao speakers are also found in the Southern Region. The Tumbukas, who speak Chitumbuka, are found mainly in the northern region, but they also have a minority presence in the central region as stated above. Tumbuku is the dominant language in the north especially its use in commerce. In sum, the main languages of Malawi include Chichewa, Chinyanja, Chiyao, Chitumbuka, Chisena, Chilomwe, and Chitonga. In addition, Arabic and Portuguese are also spoken.


A Melting Pot of Languages

We know that Malawi has many indigenous languages found throughout the country that correspond to the respective ethnic groups that speak them. However, languages spoken by people of Indian and Lebanese descent must be taken into consideration, along with Arabic and European languages such as English and Portuguese. In addition, as more and more Africans from various parts of the continent migrate and settle in Malawi, their languages will be heard and used. The more recent migrants are not just from the region, but are from Nigeria, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Rwanda, Ghana, and Kenya.

The China-Malawi relationship cannot be ignored as the Chinese are investing in the country, vacationing and visiting the country, and coming to the country to work on a temporary basis while others are settling permanently. However, this is not a one-sided relationship. Malawians are traveling to China to conduct trade, attend universities, and learn Chinese languages. It will not be unusual to hear Chinese speaking Malawian languages and Malawians speaking Chinese languages.



Religion

Malawi has three main religious groups: Christians, Muslims, and those who practice and maintain indigenous beliefs. Christianity is the religion practiced by the majority of the population. The largest denominations include Catholics, Episcopalians, Seventh-day Adventists, the Church of Central Africa Presbyterians (CCAP), Anglicans, Church of Christ, Baptists, and, more recently, Pentecostals. Pentecostalism has been on the rise in Malawi since the 1970s, especially among the youth. In urban areas, Malawian Pentecostals have emphasized various fundamentalist factions (e.g., those that reject witchcraft), better known as the born-again movement. There are also African Independent Churches that have broken off from Christian churches due to disagreement in the practice and use of indigenous beliefs.

Religion plays a significant role in the lives of most Malawians, in terms of providing a space and opportunity for social interaction, a space to celebrate rites of passage such as marriages and births, and sites to commemorate the passing of a relative or friend. It has also played a major role in ushering in the era of multiparty democratic governance. It was the pastoral letter issued by the Catholic and Episcopal churches in 1992 that urged the end of Banda’s one-party tyrannical rule that led to a national referendum where it was decided to end the dictatorship.

Christianity was introduced by Scottish missionaries in the late 1800s in an area that later became Malawi. The most famous was David Livingstone. The consolidation of colonial rule coincided with Christian missionary infiltration and penetration. By 1891, what is now Malawi had become a British protectorate and renamed Nyasaland in 1907. The influence of Christianity on Malawi cannot be underestimated. It is evident in the social, cultural, and educational structures and institutions of the country. It is evident in the food and dress of Malawians and in their family structures, relationships, and interactions.

The influence of Christianity is also illustrated in gender relations. For those Malawians who decided to convert to Christianity, expectations were high: marriage was to be between one man and one woman. The marital home would consist of one couple and their children, and the man would be head of the household and the provider; the wife was her husband’s helper and her place was in the home. The wife was expected to take care of the house, her husband, and the children. Attendance at church and other church-related meetings was mandatory. In sum, if Malawian women chose to convert to Christianity and then adhered to these teachings, they would occupy a subordinate, inferior role in the marriage that would define and shape gender relations. Their duties in the marriage were reinforced in church meetings, sermons, organizations, social functions such as bridal showers, and finally the Bible.

There were and continue to be many instances when Malawian Christians choose to adopt various Christian beliefs and practices and refuse to adopt others. Often, Malawian Christians, especially those who reside in rural areas (and most of them do), continue to consult those who they respect and trust in their communities for advice and guidance from issues concerning marriage, fertility, and other family matters.

The second major religion in Malawi is Islam. Islam was introduced to Malawi as a result of trade in ivory and slaves during the 19th century. Both European missionaries and Arab Swahili traders found their way along the shores of Lake Malawi, and the people they encountered were exposed to these two new religions. Conversion to Islam was not immediate, nor was it forced. The Yao, who reside along Lake Malawi and the central areas, had years of contact with the Muslim and Swahili traders before this led to conversion. David Bone notes, “The Yao had had trade contacts with the Swahili coast since the late 17th century and from the early decades of the 19th century had entertained Swahili traders in their villages” (1982: 127). The expansion of the British into Malawi and the force used to render it a protectorate led to the conversion to Islam. However, beginning in the early 1870s, Yao chiefs began to convert as they viewed conversion as a means to gain political, economic, and educational advantages. Currently, the Muslim Yao are disproportionately located in the areas of Mangochi, Balaka, and Machinga, along with the Muslim Chewas in the Nkohota-Kota area.

During colonialism, education in this British protectorate was under the control of the missionaries. Issac Lamba writes, “their [the British protectorate’s] apparent insistence on proselytizing the pupils, though contrary to the government policy of religious freedom in education, created reluctance among Muslim parents to send to their children to mission schools” (2010: xvii) The end result was that Muslim children were virtually shut out of colonial educational opportunities unless they agreed to convert to Christianity.

One of the appeals of Islam that Christianity did not offer was that it allowed people to maintain some of their cultural practices and beliefs. Christian missionaries were on a campaign to stamp out all vestiges of African culture, values, beliefs, and practices as illustrated with their insistence that rites of passage and their accompanying ceremonies be banned. In sum, the conversion to Islam moved from a political and social expression against British colonialism to full religious acceptance and expression as chiefs converted and people realized that Islam was more accommodating to their cultural practices and beliefs than Christianity.

All religions in Malawi—Christianity, Islam, and indigenous—have been interconnected and intertwined with the colonial state, missionaries, independence movements, postindependence state, and push for multiparty democracy. The imposition of colonial rule created a space for Muslims and Yao chiefs and then Yao individuals to form an alliance. Hence, not only did Islam spread, but also acceptance of the religion. The missionaries, in conjunction with the colonial state, oversaw education and determined who would have access to it. When Muslim children were excluded, their parents either had to convert to Christianity or attempt to educate them on their own. Various communities refused to convert to Christianity after their indigenous practices and customs were banned, while others attempted to convert but found that the restrictions were unbearable and formed their own religious institutions.

Social Customs

Malawians practice various religious beliefs and are multiethnic and multicultural. Therefore, social customs vary depending on the ethnic group and religious affiliation. However, because the majority of Malawians reside in rural areas regardless of ethnicity, religion, age, and gender, their social customs reflect this reality. As Asiyati Chiweza notes, “the writ of customary law remains pervasive … matrilineal systems are dominant in the central and southern parts of the country, while patrilineal systems are dominate in the south” (2008: 204). In sum, social customs coincide with a rural and conservative population. Again, some social customs are gender specific and are particular to certain ethnic groups.


Religion, Politics, and Persecution

Every aspect of life, including religion, is censored and controlled under a dictatorship, and Malawi under Hastings Banda was no exception. Christianity was the favored religion, but that did not mean that every denomination was embraced. The Watch Tower and Tract Society (Jehovah’s Witnesses) first came to the country beginning in the 1920s from the United States. They fell out of favor with the colonial administration as they expressed their opposition to colonial rule. Things did not change after the country gained its independence, as the Malawi Congress Party under Banda viewed the members as disloyal and disobedient to his authority, and, thus, he labeled it a sect and banned it. Due to their religious beliefs, they did not vote, salute the flag, or participate in other political rituals that were markers of loyalty to Banda, the party, and state. In addition, they refused to buy and carry the Malawi Congress Party card. Jehovah’s Witnesses were run out of the country, raped, killed, or forced to practice their religious beliefs underground. Banda used the Malawi Youth League to carry out these acts and to violate their human rights. For those who remained in the country, life was difficult as they were shut out of private and public employment, their houses were burned, and they faced general abuse and harassment from the state.

With the advent of democratization and multiparty elections in the 1990s, the Jehovah’s Witnesses have been unbanned and allowed to practice their religious beliefs; and many who fled to Zimbabwe, Botswana, and other surrounding countries have returned.



In both urban and rural areas found among all ethnic groups is the importance of events that symbolize a rite of passage. These include births, marriages, and deaths. All of these markers of some form of life transition involve ceremonies and celebrations. The Chewa community has several ceremonies and dances to mark the passage from childhood to adulthood. The most important is the nyau because it is the first and part of the ceremony and initiation. This is especially important for girls because it is designed to prepare them for marriage; they are secluded from their families and communities. At this time, boys may also be initiated, but at this point the emphasis is on the girls.

In the Chewa community, a very important rite of passage for girls is chinamwali because, as Carol Minton and J. David Knotterus argue, it serves “as the most significant ceremony for young women in central Malawi. The instructions given during this event result in a shared understanding concerning how these particular duties are central to being a ‘good Chewa woman’” (2008: 192). This is an example of a social custom linked to a rite of passage that is gender specific for girls. Girls are instructed and informed of their duties, obligations, and responsibilities for when they become wives and mothers. In addition, there are pregnancy and birth rites of passage to prepare them for motherhood. When boys reach adulthood and become husbands and fathers, they are initiated through secret nyau societies.

The Yao also have initiation ceremonies that serve as rites of passage. These ceremonies are different for males and females. The rites of passage for boys are lupanda and jando; for girls, they are chiputu, msondo, and lititwo. Whether these ceremonies are for males or females, they serve as very important social markers that distinguish the child from the adult, the boy from the man, and the girl from the woman. They are intended to instill the proper values and morals into individuals in terms of each ethnic community. They provide a blueprint in terms of behavior that will not shame the individual, the family, and community. They also served as educational tools. For example, the lititwo ceremony is held after a woman gives birth to her first child, and her mother provides hands-on instruction to ensure that the mother and father know how to properly take care of the baby.

There are some common practices of social etiquette that transcend all ethnic, religious, social, and economic groups, along with gender and age. Everyone is expected to conduct oneself with respect for others. This means that everyone’s presence is acknowledged with a greeting and handshake. Women and girls are expected to bow to men when they greet them and shake their hands. In turn, women greet other women in terms of their social status. For example, the woman with the lower social status or who is younger will bow to the woman with the higher social status or who is older. Children and younger people do not address adults by their first names under any circumstances in both rural and urban areas. Older women are called mama or aunt; older men are called father or uncle. Children are expected to provide for their elderly parents in the event that they do not have old-age benefits, which most urban and rural Malawians lack.

However, with the onslaught of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, some social customs have not been upheld. There are many instances where elderly grandparents are taking care of their children and/or grandchildren dying from AIDS and of grandparents and other relatives caring for orphans whose parents have died from AIDS. Children and relatives who have acquired an education, have professions or jobs in urban areas, and/or live abroad are expected to give back to their families and communities and provide financial assistance during financial and personal crises.

Lifestyle and Leisure

The lifestyle and leisure activities of Malawians vary depending on their age, gender, income level, religious affiliations, and place of residence. It is also important to understand that lifestyles and leisure activities do not remain stagnant; they change over time and are influenced by both internal and external political, social, economic, cultural, and religious forces. For example, external actors such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank imposed structural adjustment programs (SAPs) following the country’s economic crisis in the 1980s. People’s lifestyle and leisure pursuits were affected because SAPs required the state to reduce its spending. The end result was many Malawians lost their government jobs along with government benefits. The types and frequency of leisure activities and lifestyles were affected. The loss of regular formal-sector employment resulted in the end of family vacations, eating out, and membership in private clubs that offered a range of leisure activities from swimming to golf to tennis. In sum, those who enjoyed a working-, middle-, and upper-middle-class lifestyle had to adjust to the new economic realities as salaries shrank or became nonexistent. In addition, more and more people were forced into the informal sector.

To better understand the different lifestyles and leisure activities of Malawians, it is important to pay attention to rural, urban, gender, age, economic, and religious factors. However, in the age of globalization, advanced communications technology, and the Internet, Malawians in both rural and urban areas can enjoy the same types of leisure activities in cyberspace. For most Malawians in rural areas, leisure activities are confined within the context of the family, village, schools, religion, and traditional institutions. Furthermore, lifestyle and leisure are interconnected and intertwined because on the surface for poor peasants and farmers, there appears to be very little leisure. However, leisure also takes the form of talking to each other, singing songs, gossiping, and sharing meals. Leisure also occurs when people’s work is done for the day and they go home to take care of their families and spend time with them.

There is leisure in women coming together to form savings associations where they pool their resources for various economic activities. The women meet after they have worked on the farm and completed their household chores. Women talk and exchange gossip. Churches and mosques in rural areas serve as centers of leisure where families can meet and socialize. Bars and restaurants serve as leisure outlets for rural dwellers who have the disposable income to patronize them. There is a gender dimension that needs to be addressed. The reality for a lot of rural women is that bars and restaurants are public spaces for men. School-age children in rural areas often experience their leisure through their education. The classroom provides a space for them to meet and interact with their peers.


Lifestyles of the Young and Urban

With the increasing proliferation of satellite television, Skype, cable television, and the Internet, young Malawians in urban areas have a different lifestyle from their parents and certainly from their grandparents, especially the ones who occupy a middle- and upper-middle-classpositions. This segment of the population has a lifestyle that resembles that of their contemporaries across the globe. They attend high schools, colleges, universities, and professional schools in Malawi and in the surrounding countries, and many study abroad—in the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and so forth. Regardless of their location in or out of the country, they depend on the Internet for socializing, meeting people, and maintaining contact with friends and relatives. Their social lives and lifestyle are played out on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and so on. All of their important rites of passage (graduation, engagement, marriage, birth of children, first job) are posted on social media. This allows their friends to be a part of these important events through cyberspace if they cannot physically be present when they occur. Young Malawians are spending time in cybercafés, their homes, libraries, or other public spaces surfing the Internet, playing video games, and sending SMS messages. In other words, engaging in leisure activities and maintaining a lifestyle that their parents and grandparentscould never imagine.



For young people in rural areas who are not in school and who have not married and formed their own families, leisure activities depend on their socioeconomic status. Some with the means can travel to nearby towns and cities to enjoy various types of leisure activities that include movies, restaurants, and nightclubs. Others who have a limited income must make do in the rural areas by visiting friends and relatives, attending weddings and other rite-of-passage ceremonies, attending prayer meetings and Bible study, and listening to music and radio programs.

Malawians who have economic resources and who live in urban areas enjoy different kinds of leisure. Membership in a private club allows these Malawians to eat, swim, play tennis, golf, and watch television and movies outside their homes. Middle- and upper-middle-class Malawians in urban areas display similar consumer patterns in terms of leisure that are found across the globe. They go on vacation either within the country, often to Lake Malawi, or outside the country. They go to restaurants, bars, clubs, and shopping centers regardless of gender. Their leisure activities are also connected to their religious affiliations, and regardless of the fact that they live in urban areas, they are still connected to the rural areas in terms of financial and emotional obligations and are expected to return for funerals, marriages, and other social functions. Malawians who live in urban areas and who have low levels of income enjoy leisure by meeting with their friends, sharing meals, watching videos, and listening to the radio.

Employment

Types or lack of employment are all important for Malawi’s economic, social, and political growth and development. Malawi’s overall employment picture may be portrayed in general terms. However, it is very gendered. The number of women employed in the agricultural sector in unpaid labor is greater than the number of men, and the percentage of women who are employed in wage labor in the formal sector is lower than men. Unemployment is much higher for women than men.

Because the vast majority of Malawians live in rural areas, the economy of Malawi relies on agricultural production in terms of employment. The bulk of the population is employed either directly or indirectly in the agricultural sector. Due to the scarcity of arable land, drought like conditions, and flooding that occur in the country, employment opportunities can be precarious. Men, women, and children work on smallholder farms to produce products for consumption, and the surplus is sold in nearby markets and in urban areas. The cultivation of cash crops such as tea, tobacco, sugarcane, rice, groundnuts, soybeans, and cotton is vital for export revenue. It is important to note employment in Malawi’s agricultural sector is divided into two sectors: estate and smallholder. The smallholder farmer has far less land to cultivate. Therefore, family members are often employed on these farms without pay, especially women. Medium-sized farms and commercial farms are the entities that can afford to provide paid employment.

The concept of ganyu needs to be addressed as it can pertain to both the smallholder and estate sectors. The land is under population pressure, drought like conditions occur, and the economy is affected by the neoliberal economic policies; employment on farms has not been enough to economically sustain families. Many men and women participate in ganyu employment, or informal off-farm employment, to survive. This is an economic system in which one provides labor to a farm on a seasonal basis in exchange for goods, services, or cash. In other words, it is a coping strategy that is designed to be reciprocal for the party that needs the labor and for the other party that needs the cash, goods, or services. However, it has its drawbacks. It is not always reciprocal, as people become more desperate to survive they enter into agreements that benefit the employer. In addition, as they are forced to work on someone else’s farm, they are not in a position to produce crops for their household consumption.

Many Malawians who reside in rural areas combine their paid and unpaid employment in agriculture with work in the informal sector in terms of engaging in petty trade. Along most rural roads and highways, men and women will sell charcoal, firewood, vegetables, and fruits. In small towns throughout the country, Malawians sell items that include cell phones, batteries, watches, CDs, clothes, shoes, and food. Others make and sell furniture, clothes, mats, baskets, masks, woodcarvings, and paintings.


Economic Liberalization, Employment, and Malawi’s Brain Drain

Malawi like most African countries has been adversely affected by economic liberalization in the form of structural adjustment programs (SAPs) imposed on the country by the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. The end result has been the retrenchment of state employees as the government has tried to meet the conditions of its donors. This has meant that state workers such as doctors, nurses, teachers, professors, social workers, extension workers, librarians, and so forth have had to seek employment in the private sector as the state has been rolled back. When the private sector cannot accommodate these educated and skilled people, they seek employment elsewhere, both in the surrounding countries of South Africa, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Zambia, and Mozambique as well as more distant countries. These include the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Australia. Simply put, Malawi is experiencing a brain drain as educational and employment opportunities are not available for the many who seek these opportunities.

We know that Africans in general are often the most highly educated immigrants in the global North—they certainly are in the United States, and Malawians are not the exception. This hemorrhaging of Malawi’s most educated and skilled has serious ramifications on the country’s economy as their human capital skills are used elsewhere when they are needed in Malawi. In addition, their resources and finances are often lost to Malawi’s economy, but this does not always have to be the case. The Malawian diaspora in these countries continues to have social, cultural, and economic ties with the changes in communications and technology that allow travel back and forth and ongoing communication through the Internet. Moreover, the Malawian diaspora is continuing to be involved in the country economically through remittances that build schools, clinics, and houses and provide a safety net for elderly parents and orphaned children.



Two other important sectors of the economy that employ Malawians in rural areas are fisheries and forestry, although both are threatened by overuse. Although the vast majority of people who reside in rural areas are engaged in agricultural production, either informally or formally, others are employed in other sectors. For example, the Malawian government employs teachers, extension workers, nurses, doctors, administrators, clerks, police personnel, and social and community services personnel. Rural dwellers are also employed in commerce, construction, and transportation. The service sector in rural areas cannot be ignored, especially in terms of tourism. Many Malawians are employed as tour guides and operators; they work in the various guesthouses, hotels, and lodges in the tourist industry as cooks, maids, managers, porters, drivers, musicians, and entertainers. Malawians make and sell jewelry, woodcarvings, baskets, mats, and paintings to tourists. Malawians own and operate commercial enterprises in the rural areas that are a part of the tourist industry such as guesthouses, restaurants, hotels, and lodges, and transport vehicles.

Malawians who reside in urban areas also work in both the informal and formal sectors. In terms of the formal sector, most employment is in the areas of finance and business (including tourism), social and community services, government, education, health care, insurance, construction, utilities, real estate, and transportation. Employment in the informal sector in urban areas includes petty trade, construction, furniture making, carpentry, brickmaking and bricklaying, car repair, the sale of food and drinks, hairdressing, and tailoring.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The ways in which men and women, children and parents, and the old and young interact with each other in Malawi has changed and evolved over time due to effects of social, political, and economic changes, along with external forces. Pauline Peters notes that these forces “include, for the Malawi case … Islamic groups, Christian missions, British colonial over-rule and plantation agriculture” (1997: 191). Gender roles have evolved, especially in urban areas where women have more access to education and higher education in particular, and employment opportunities have allowed them to delay marriage and motherhood or forego them entirely. This has had a profound effect on gender relations in urban areas, along with the increase in rates of divorce. The social and economic effects on gender roles, marriage, and the family that result from the HIV/AIDS epidemic cannot be ignored. The roles that men and women are supposed to play in a marriage and in the family cannot be fulfilled in many families when one parent or both have died from AIDS. The father and husband is no longer the head of the household, the provider for the family. The wife and mother is no longer the caregiver, the nurturer. There are many instances where the children become orphans or the the wife/mother or father/husband becomes a single parent. When both parents are deceased, grandparents, especially grandmothers, become head of households who are forced to fulfill the roles as mother and father. Grandparents are supposed to be the receivers of care and financial support, not the givers of these.

Gender roles in Malawi are deeply engrained in cultural beliefs, practices, and tradition, along with religious beliefs and doctrines. Gender roles are changing and evolving as the country becomes more urbanized, more women obtain an education and employment, and women become heads of households. However, patriarchy and the dominance of males in society continue to be manifested in both patrilineal and matrilineal societies despite various legal mechanisms that are intended to provide women with equal rights and opportunities. Furthermore, the concept and practice of patrilineal and matrilineal customs are evolving and changing.

The position of women in the employment sector illustrates this point. Malawi’s population is disproportionately rural and poor; therefore, most people are engaged in the agricultural sector. This includes the vast number of women who are employed. However, most women are not employed as wage laborers, but rather work on family farms that are owned by their husbands. This places them in a subordinate position because they are not paid for their labor nor do they have rights to the land in the event of divorce or the death of their husbands. This is due to customary laws and practices despite constitutional provisions and laws that are designed to provide equality to women in terms of access to property and inheritance of land. Because they do not have land rights, their economic position is precarious; they cannot use the land for collateral to borrow money to improve the farms or to purchase inputs such as seeds, tools, and fertilizer.

However, the most pressing issue surrounding the lack of ownership of land is the fallout from divorce and death of the husband. Because she does not have rights of inheritance, the wife/mother is forced to leave the farm, house, and all of the household property that she helped to acquire. Moreover, if she does not remarry and ends up the head of a household, she and the household are more likely to end up in poverty; as Chiweza notes, “Women headed households … generally have less income, less land, less education, less access to credit and are particularly vulnerable to extreme poverty” (2008: 205). Because women are not considered landowners by the government, policymakers, or nongovernmental organizations, they are not included in decisions that affect them in terms of agricultural investment, extension workers, irrigation, deforestation, drought, and animal diseases. The information in the employment section further illustrates the position of women in Malawian society in terms of gender inequality. They are not equally represented in professional fields and in the formal sector.

The inequality of women is also illustrated in the political arena, although the country moved toward a multiparty democracy in 1994. Joyce Banda served as vice president from 2009–2012 and then president from 2012–2014 after the death of President Bingu wa Mutharika (1934–2012). The number of women who hold political office does not represent their numbers in the population. The section on music and dance will elaborate on the practice and significance of women’s role as dancers in the political process. In terms of gender roles and women’s inequality in the political realm, they remained dancers and singers on the sidelines.


Divorce, Remarriage, and Gender Relations

The dynamics of gender relations are illustrated in the country’s high rates of divorce that point to marriage instability. This is particularly interesting as most of the population continues to live in rural areas, and religion and kinship ties play an important role in society. Despite these factors, divorce is a common occurrence for couples throughout the country, and women demonstrate high rates of divorce as well as men. The divorcees, both men and women, do not remain unmarried. Most of them remarry within a short period of time. There are variations among the northern, southern, and central regions that may be linked to religion, the lineage of the woman, her level of education, and her age at the time of her first marriage. That the divorce rate in Malawi is high and men and women remarry affects migration patterns as people often migrate to urban areas from rural areas, migrate within rural areas, or even migrate out of the country following a divorce.

The belief that women are subordinate in their households and in their marriages is contradicted by their willingness to leave marriages that are no longer desirable for personal and economic reasons. The divorce and remarriage rates indicate that they are willing to try again with another husband in another part of the country and even in another country. This is an area of agency and empowerment that is often overlooked when discussing gender relations in Malawi.



Gender relations in marriages and families are often a reflection of the wider society, levels of education, places of residence, age, religion, and socioeconomic status. However, if we accept the fact that the overwhelming majority of Malawians live in rural areas, there are some conclusions that can be made about gender relations and marriage. Some marriages are polygamous while others are monogamous; some marriages are arranged while others are not. Regardless of the type of marriage, many Malawian women are married at a young age and give birth at a young age. In terms of gender relations within the marriage, the husband is expected to be the head of the household and as such is the one who makes decisions concerning the couple’s finances, children, place of residence, and livelihoods. However, in reality there are many variations in gender relations in marriages in Malawi both in rural and urban areas. There are instances where the husband is the head of the household and makes most of the financial and other important decisions concerning the family. There are other instances where these decisions are shared between the husband and wife, and there are instances where the wife makes most of the decisions. In the event of a single-parent household either headed by a man or woman, that individual makes the decisions.

Cuisine

The cuisine of Malawi is influenced by a number of factors. The first factor is what the overused land can produce and what the many poor people in the country can afford to purchase. The end result is that the very limited arable land (the country is drought prone) is able to produce maize, beans, cassava, rice, potatoes, plantains, fruits (mangoes, pineapples, watermelons, bananas, limes, oranges, papayas, and guavas), many vegetables (tomatoes, squash, onions, cucumbers, greens, eggplant, cabbage, lettuce, and carrots), along with groundnuts and sugarcane that are mainly produced for export.

Because of the large population of people who live in poverty or under very harsh economic conditions, most people cannot afford to purchase imported and processed food. In addition, people do not have the means to store their food or to maintain a temperature cool enough to prevent spoilage, which limits the types of food that they consume. This fact prevents the consumption of dairy products in both rural and urban households that do not have either electricity or generators for refrigeration. This also means that households without refrigeration will purchase, prepare, and consume their meals on a daily basis. Households with refrigeration can consume ice cream, butter, yogurt, cheese, and milk and can purchase meat, fish, fruit, and vegetables in bulk that can be consumed at a later date. Because chickens can be raised both in urban and rural areas without a lot of money, eggs are plentiful. In addition, chicken coops do not have to be constructed by individual households; chickens are often left to range freely.

The second factor that influences Malawian cuisine is the food introduced by outsiders to the country. People of Indian descent came to Malawi as result of British colonialism, and the influence of their food is found throughout the country in restaurants and in Malawian homes. For example chapatis and samosas are popular. More recent populations have come from China, and Chinese cuisine has been incorporated into the diets of urban dwellers. In urban and tourist areas, the external influence on Malawian cuisine can be seen in the proliferation of restaurants that sell pizza, hamburgers, and other sandwiches, along with all sorts of salads and pasta dishes; the more popular pasta dishes are spaghetti and macaroni and cheese. If we accept Ali Mazrui’s claim that Africa has a triple heritage (African, European, and Islamic) and that Malawi is not an exception, then this multiple heritage would also be reflected in its cuisine. To illustrate this, most hotels, lodges, and guesthouses as well as middle-class, upper-middle-class, and wealthy households serve the traditional English breakfast that consists of eggs, baked beans, potatoes, grilled sliced tomato, bacon, sausage, toast (buttered with jam or jelly), tea, and juice. The very English fish and chips and chicken and chips are sold and served throughout the country. The Arab influence is manifested in the presence of Lebanese restaurants and shawarmas have joined hamburgers and fish and chips as fast-food favorites. Again, the European influence is illustrated in the Italian dishes noted above (spaghetti), and there has been the recent inclusion of panini sandwiches and antipasti.

The cuisine of Malawi varies depending on one’s class position or socioeconomic status, whether one resides in a rural or urban area, and, to a certain extent, on one’s age. One thing that is certain: regardless of any of the above, nsima is the national dish. It can be found throughout the country and all ethnic groups, ages, and social classes consume it. Women are the ones who usually prepare this time- and labor-consuming food. In rural, urban, and periurban households, where income levels are low to moderate, nsima is made from maize after it has been dried and pounded into flour form. It is then put in a large pot of boiling water where it must be stirred constantly to prevent it from becoming too hard and lumpy. Again, depending on the income level of the household, the preparation of nsima is done outdoors. In urban middle- and upper-middle-class households, nsima is prepared indoors usually by paid household help. In addition, these households can afford to purchase maize flour that removes the drudgery of drying and pounding the maize into flour. However, it still has to be stirred and watched carefully over the boiling pot.

After it has reached a smooth consistency, it is either rolled into balls or patties and placed on a plate with another plate covering it to provide a round shape. Nsima is eaten at least twice a day for lunch and dinner; and among older generations and a cross-section of Malawians, one has not eaten unless one has eaten nsima. Depending on the economic position of the household, nsima is consumed with meat, fish, beans, and vegetables on the side. The nsima is usually accompanied with sautéed tomatoes and onions. For poorer households, nsima is usually eaten with beans and vegetables with little or no meat or fish. For wealthier households, it is consumed with different kinds of fish, beef, pork, chicken, goat, and a variety of vegetables. Meals that include nsima are eaten preferably with the right hand: one breaks off a piece of nsima, rolls it into a ball and then scoops up the beans, meat, or vegetables with the nsima. Urban households with higher levels of income to spend on food and with young members will often serve nsima along with French-fried potatoes or rice, as the younger urban generation has a tendency to associate nsima with the rural areas and poor households.

Lake Malawi is very important to the country’s cuisine because of the variety of fish that come from this large freshwater lake. Many Malawians depend on fish to meet their nutritional needs in the form of protein. There are hundreds of varieties of fish that live in the lake. Chambo, utaka, and usipa are very important to the Malawian diet, especially usipa—a very small fish with therefore a low price, making it affordable to those Malawians who are in the lower income bracket.


Food, Globalization, and Youth

The food prepared and eaten in Malawi today has varied from the dishes that Malawians have enjoyed for centuries to dishes introduced by the British colonists and Lebanese and Indian migrants, to name a few. Globalization has introduced different types of foods that Malawians have embraced, especially those inurban areas who have the means to consume them or whose parents can afford to buy them—young people. The same young people who are in cybercafés surfing the Internet and keeping their friends updated on their status are consuming food that was not available a few years ago. Some of these foods include pizza, cheese-burgers, French fries, submarine sandwiches, hot dogs, and ice cream. With the abolition of apartheid in South Africa, South African businesses are now free to operate throughout the region and the continent, including the very popular chain Steers in Malawi’s capital, Lilongwe. Young people can be found here consuming all types of typical global, urban fast food: pizza, chicken, salads, French fries, milk shakes, Coke, and cheeseburgers. As they wait for their food or even while consuming it, they keep a close eye on their cellphones, talking on their cell phones, or sending SMS text messages.



Dress

Dress in every society is a social marker and Malawi is not the exception. Also, as in most societies, dress does not remain static; it evolves and changes over time and varies from individual to individual in terms of age, gender, religious affiliation, income, and place of residence. In addition, both internal and external factors and forces have influenced dress in Malawi. Historically, dress has been influenced by the introduction of Islam in various parts of the country and the arrival of Christian missionaries in the 19th century. One of the religious and social markers of colonialism was dress superimposed upon Christian converts by the missionaries. Dress was part and parcel of the civilizing mission of Europeans and white South Africans who came to Malawi to end the slave trade and to introduce civilization. In order for one to convert to Christianity and to accept Western values and culture, one had to adopt Western, Christian, and civilized dress. This was for both genders. In essence, Christian women were expected to wear dresses, skirts, blouses, and hats. Men were expected to wear shirts, ties, jackets, trousers, and hats. This was considered proper attire for church services and other church functions. These dress codes remain intact today in both rural and urban areas regardless of religious denominations. During the authoritarian dictatorship of Hastings Kamazu Banda, dress in public spaces was strictly regulated throughout the country. Women were banned from wearing miniskirts, pants, and shorts (Semu 2002). Men were not allowed to wear bell-bottoms.

Muslim women are identified by their dress when they appear in public spaces. Muslim women and girls who reach a certain age are covered in public, which indicates their religion. Muslim men can be identified in public if they choose to wear Muslim attire, but they are not required as women and girls are to do so.

The current external factor that influences dress in both rural and urban areas especially among the youth is globalization. The used clothing industry is largely responsible for this phenomenon, and in the most remote parts of the country, T-shirts, blue jeans, sneakers, and other clothes from the United States in particular can be seen worn especially by young people. The other influences of globalization are the Internet, television, cinema, and other forms of communications that the youth pay attention to when deciding how to dress. Young people in urban areas, depending on their class position, dress in a similar manner as youth do anywhere in the world. They are aware of the latest fashions and they aspire to acquire them. Young women dress in skirts, jeans, tops, dresses, sandals, shoes, and they have all of the accompanying accessories including handbags, jewelry, makeup, and the latest hairstyles. Young men in urban areas wear jeans, casual pants and shirts, T-shirts, and suits to their professional jobs and for special occasions such as weddings.

Most women in rural areas wear chitenjes that are used for many other things besides clothing. Chitenjes are colorful pieces of cloth that can be used for skirts, head wraps, blankets, shawls, and pouches. Oftentimes, women will wear a chitenje over a dress, skirt, or blouse that is Western in design—this is common dress in rural and urban areas among most Malawian women regardless of class as they relax in their homes or prepare meals.

Sports and Games

There are a variety of sports that Malawians enjoy, including swimming, golf, tennis, soccer, squash, and hiking as part of their leisure activities. The variety of sports and the frequency in which they are engaged depends on levels of income, age, place of residence, and gender. When one engages in sports, one must have the time and, depending on the sport, the resources. Also, to appeal and expand its tourist industry, different sports such as kayaking, scuba diving, horseback riding, sport fishing, mountain climbing, sailing, cycling, snorkeling, and jet-skiing have been introduced in popular tourist areas such as Lake Malawi and Mount Mulanje.

To better understand the popularity and availability of specific sports in Malawi, we must again understand the significance of the colonial legacy. The British introduced sports such as soccer, netball, volleyball, table tennis or Ping-Pong, and golf. The first, soccer, could be played by everyone in both rural and urban areas as long as there was space and a ball. This is the reason why soccer remains the most popular sport in the country. The next two were introduced in schools and spaces such as the Lion’s Club. Finally, golf was not for the Africans. It was for the British male elite.

An explanation of sports in Malawi needs to be within the context of socioeconomic factors, age, and place of residence. Children who attend elite private schools in urban areas will have more access to a variety of sports that will include field hockey, swimming, volleyball, basketball, badminton, netball, squash, cricket, track and field, and so forth. Children who attend public school regardless of whether they are in rural or urban areas will have fewer opportunities to participate in a variety of sports. However, girls may be at a distinct disadvantage, especially in rural areas, if sports are offered after classes have ended. Girls in rural areas are more likely to return home after school, as they are needed to complete household chores or to look after younger siblings. The parents of the children who attend elite private schools participate in sports such as golf, tennis, and squash, and swimming. The most popular sport for children in rural areas is soccer because it is inexpensive and readily accessible. The parents of these children usually do not have time, especially the women, for sports and they do not have the need to use sports for exercise as their daily labor on the farms and in the fields, along with their long walks to collect water and firewood, provide more than enough exercise.

In terms of national sports teams, Malawi first participated in the Commonwealth Games in 1970. From that point on Malawi has fielded athletes at the Games in boxing, swimming, wrestling, field hockey, table tennis, judo, cycling, netball, long-distance running, and canoeing. Malawi has won three bronze medals in boxing at the Games. Malawi has sent athletes to the Olympics to represent the country in swimming, the men’s marathon, and the women’s 400-meter race. Malawi also sends its national soccer team to compete in the Africa Cup of Nations.

A very popular game played in both rural and urban areas especially by men is the board game bao or bawo. This is very accessible because the board is made out of wood, and pebbles and small rocks are used for the pieces.

Festivals and Holidays

Festivals and holidays serve as important occasions for people to enjoy and participate in leisure activities, religious observances, and cultural practices. Music and dance festivals serve as important avenues for the country to showcase its rich culture and heritage and are incorporated into the country’s efforts to boost the tourist industry. Government leaders, politicians, businesspeople, and citizens realize the economic potential of tourism to the country’s ability to earn foreign revenue.

Malawi has several public holidays throughout the year, and the first is New Year’s Day (Chilimike). The festivities for New Year’s Day are always the previous day or night with New Year’s Eve celebrations. New Year’s Eve is celebrated in all communities regardless of religious affiliation, ethnicity, age, gender, or income. The activities to celebrate the New Year can range from the very simplistic to the very elaborate depending on one’s level of income. However, this is an occasion to be with family, friends, and neighbors. Whether one resides in a rural or urban area, Malawians on New Year’s Eve will celebrate with food, drinks, music, and dancing. As the new year arrives, many communities will light up fireworks to ring in the new year. Many Christians will spend New Year’s Eve at church services before celebrating the new year. Another very important holiday and season for Christians in Malawi are Good Friday, Easter, and Easter Monday—Holy Week. Good Friday and Easter Monday are recognized by the government and are public holidays. Christians during Holy Week attend church services and participate in processions. Following services on Easter Sunday, families and friends gather for a large meal. In urban areas among wealthier households, the meals can be eaten at hotels, resorts, and lodges. For Christians, Christmas and Easter are the two most important holidays.

From the time Malawi was made a British Protectorate in 1891, there was opposition and resistance to British domination. This was made worse as British settlers arrived at the turn of the 20th century and began to settle on valuable land in the southern highlands that was turned into large estates, kicking Africans off the land and turning them into wage laborers. At the same time in order to force Africans into wage labor, various taxes were imposed and working conditions on the estates were deplorable. Rev. John Chilembwe realized that Africans were being deprived of their land and rights and organized an uprising against British rule, the poor treatment of Africans, and their conscription into the British military during World War I. The uprising and protests were not successful, and the British captured and killed Chilembwe. Chilembwe Day is celebrated on January 15.

Malawians’ fight for independence, sovereignty, and self-determination is celebrated in another public holiday on March 3 in the form of Martyrs’ Day. Malawians never accepted British colonial rule, and nationalist sentiment developed over time and strengthened following World War II. This sentiment against colonialism was hardened after the British united Malawi, Northern Rhodesia (Zambia), and Zimbabwe (Southern Rhodesia) under its colonial control. This meant that Malawians would have to contend with white settlers in both, but the ones in Southern Rhodesia were more numerous and determined to maintain economic and political hegemony. Malawians formed benevolent associations that morphed into political parties when it became clearer that their social, economic, and political plight was not going to improve without a struggle for independence. Martyrs’ Day is a somber public holiday to remember and pay homage to those who were killed and wounded on March 3, 1959, in their efforts to dislodge colonial rule. Labor Day is a public holiday and is celebrated on May 1. Republic Day on July 6 is a public holiday and recognizes the independence of the country from the United Kingdom. There is great pride surrounding this holiday, and the president and politicians take time to address the public at rallies and in other public venues. Freedom Day is celebrated on June 14. This is a recent public holiday that was begun after the end of the one-party dictatorship of President Banda. Freedom Day is celebrated to recognize a new beginning for Malawian politics and society. Mother’s Day is celebrated on October 13 to honor the mothers in the nation and those who fulfill motherhood roles for all children.

Members of the Muslim community participate in the Holy Month of Ramadan in which they eat two meals—one before sunrise and one after sunset. They fast between meals. During Ramadan Muslims continue to go the mosques to pray and worship. Their two meals are part of the Ramadan celebration where family and friends gather to share large meals and to celebrate. At the end of Ramadan, they celebrate Eid al-Fitr—a public holiday. Eid al-Fitr is celebrated with non-Muslims too as people visit each other and share meals together.

The holiday season wraps up in Malawi with Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, and Boxing Day (from the British) celebrations. Christmas Day and Boxing Day are public holidays. All three days are filled with families and friends sharing meals, gifts, music, visiting each other, and attending church services. The Christmas season is celebrated by Christians and non-Christians.

Festivals in Malawi are gaining in popularity as the tourism industry attempts to showcase the music, art, dance, and the natural beauty of the country. Lake of the Stars Festival is designed to achieve the above goals. This festival is held in October along the shores of Lake Malawi. The Lake of the Stars Festival attracts visitors and entertainers from other areas in Malawi, the region, and throughout the world. The venue for the Lake of Stars Festival has been moved to the capital, Lilongwe, and renamed City of Stars Festival. The Blantyre Arts Festival aims to display the talent of Malawian artists who are poets, dancers, and actors. The Malapenga Dance season is a celebration of this indigenous dance form. The Southern African Development Community (SADC) of which Malawi is a member sponsors the SADC AIDS Fiesta. This is an annual event that rotates among members. The festival is designed to keep the focus on the plight and effects of HIV/AIDS on the region and what measures should be taken to eradicate the disease. The festival includes a variety of cultural events such as dance, films, poetry, music, and theater.

Music and Dance

Music and dance have evolved over time in Malawi, and both cultural expressions are influenced by the triple heritage—African, European, and Islamic. With the advent of new technology, communication (especially the Internet) and advances in travel, music and dance in Malawi are influenced from the outside and in turn influence artists in the region, throughout Africa, and the world. This is demonstrated by the popularity of the Lake of the Stars Festival and the country’s participation in the SADC AIDS Fiesta. These new events and festivals are important—they bring much-needed recognition to Malawi, its people, and its culture, and they generate valuable revenue.
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Musicians perform at the Lake of Stars Festival on the shores of Lake Malawi. Founded by tourist Will Jameson, the festival attracts musicians and artists from across the world. (Steve McInerny/Alamy)

Various ethnic groups and communities in the country have practices and traditions that involve music and dance. One of the most important, oldest, and biggest is the Gule Wamkulu that is practiced by the Chewa. The dance or “big dance” is interconnected with social customs because it is part of the nyau secret society of the Chewa that serves to initiate young men into adulthood. An individual participant is referred to as a gule. The young men wear masks to cover their faces, and their bodies are covered with costumes made from straw and animal skins that can depict “wild animals, spirits of the dead, slave traders, British colonialists, white missionaries…. [T]here are over 150 Gule Wamkulu characters, each with a specific story and purpose” (Embassy of the Republic of Malawi 2014). At the end of the initiation ceremonies, the big dance is performed, but it is not just for entertainment. The dancers and dances point out social ills and remind the audience that the world of the dead and ancestors know what moral decay is occurring. The village head is responsible for determining when the celebration will be held—usually following the harvest of crops in July. The initiation ceremony is followed by music and dance of the Gule Wamkulu. In addition, Gule Wamkulu is performed when it is requested by the head of the village for events such as funerals, weddings, and the death of a chief.

An initiation ceremony for girls in Chewa communities is a part of the Gule Wamkulu. Again, this rite of passage is to prepare girls for womanhood, marriage, and motherhood. The dance at the end of the initiation is the chisamba. Another dance that is only performed by girls in rural villages is the chitelela and is not associated with any initiation or rites of passage but rather is viewed as friendly competition as “teams of girls travel to neighboring villages to see which village has more talented dancers” (Embassy of the Republic of Malawi 2014). All communities in Malawi have dances that celebrate birth, death, marriage, and coming of age for young adults.

Music and dance are very important to the culture and society of Malawi; however, the two have been incorporated into politics especially for women. President Banda cultivated a cult of personality in which he portrayed himself as the father of the nation—everybody and everything in the country belonged to him including women. As part of his strategy to consolidate power and to gain loyalty from the population, he appealed to women under the guise of advancing their agenda. In reality, women made very few economic, political, and educational gains under his rule. Nevertheless, when women were called on to dance and sing for Banda, they did. They purchased chitenjes or made them out of fabric that depicted Banda’s face and the symbol of the Malawi Congress Party (MCP), sang praise songs, and danced at political rallies. When the country was on the road to achieving multiparty democracy, many believed that the sight of women dressed in MCP uniforms or any other uniforms with political party faces and symbols singing and dancing at party rallies or events would be a thing of the past as candidates promised to halt the practice (there was a break from 1994 to 1996). This is not the case and the practice continues at “all political and state functions … rallies, national celebrations, the arrivals and departures of presidents at airport … swarms of dancing women ideally clad in party fabric … elevate their party and its politicians to great heights through their songs of praise and gratitude and their castigation of the party’s opponents” (Gilman 2001:43). The difference now is that the women are paid for their performances and are not coerced to participate. Women dancers and singers are also paid in the form of cloth, T-shirts, buttons, and hats. The music that accompanies these dancers is usually from drums.

There is a variety of musical genres performed by Malawian musicians and singers, including indigenous music, reggae, jazz, hip-hop, and music that is influenced from Southern, Eastern, and Central Africa, especially Congolese music. Spiritual and gospel music is found through the country in the various Christian churches, homes, and played on the radio.

Visual Art

Malawi has a long history and culture that have produced visual arts in the forms of painting, sculptures, textiles, batiks, pottery, baskets, weaving, masks, beadwork, ceramics, and embroidery. All of these forms have been influenced by indigenous, European, Islamic, and Arabic cultures, religions, and practices. Contemporary visual arts have also been influenced by the above factors, and in the wake of globalization and the end of the Banda dictatorship, Malawi’s visual arts are influenced and shaped by Malawians’ interactions and worldview of themselves and their country, the Southern African region, Africa in general, and the global North and South. Malawi’s visual arts are produced and displayed throughout the country, particularly in urban areas, and are an important revenue generator in terms of the tourist industry and the export market.

The earliest record of the presence of visual art in the country is found in paintings on caves walls during the prehistoric era. Before the arrival of the European missionaries, explorers, and colonizers, people in Malawi used various natural resources to produce visual arts made from wood, stone, and clay. Women were heavily involved in the production of visual arts, but with British colonial rule and the missionaries’ emphasis on Western culture and values, the visual arts that these women produced were viewed as uncivilized, primitive, and un-Christian, and they were considered pagan objects. Men and women engaged in visual arts began to move away from the creation and production of “traditional” art to Western, modern art. This had a negative effect on women artists as their visibility and participation in visual arts diminished. This continues to exist especially in the areas of fine arts that include painting and sculpture. In addition, in the areas of crafts there is a gender division that results in women being engaged in textiles, weaving, ceramics, and embroidery while men are engaged in visual arts that use wood, clay, and stone. Moreover, regardless of gender the visual arts have a difficult time competing with university majors and careers because parents, students, and the wider society view them as providing very little if any stable and lucrative employment prospects. This can be explained by the country’s economic realities that find too many university graduates unemployed or underemployed who have degrees in business, engineering, and computer science. This view of visual arts has led many Malawian artists to pursue their education and careers outside of the country. Many of their paintings and sculptures continue to portray Malawian people, landscapes, images, and realities.
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The finishing touches are applied to a sculpture in wood. The people of Malawi share in Central Africa’s rich tradition in the visual arts. Painting, weaving, pottery, and sculpture in a variety of media are among Malawi’s artistic products. (Petr Hruska/Alamy)

The government, following political liberalization that ended the dictatorship of Banda, has made an effort to link visual arts to social and economic development. The Ministry of Education, Sports, and Culture and the Department of Arts and Crafts are the national entities that have the mandate to promote Malawi’s artists. However, due to the economic conditions that prevail in the country, the government has been unable to fund the visual arts in a manner that will lead to social and economic development. Funding for the visual arts at all educational levels is inadequate, which results in stiff competition for a small pool of funds. Participants in the visual arts need supplies and professional spaces to work and display and sell their art. What little professional spaces are available are found in urban areas such as Blantyre and Lilongwe. The various festivals found in the urban areas of the country (the Lake of the Stars and the Blantyre Arts Festival) provide opportunities for visual artists to display their work and to sell their products. Fellow Malawians may be viewing the art objects, but due to economic conditions, the majority of art purchases are by expatriates and tourists. These are issues that are interconnected with funding that lead artists to migrate to countries in the region or to Europe, Canada, and the United States. Within the country, visual artists are very much dependent on the tourist industry for their livelihoods. Therefore, a lot of the art in this area is consigned to the “traditional” form as tourists from the global north remain in search of the authentic and true Africa. Hence, visual artists produce a variety of art made from stone, wood, and clay. At tourist locations from Lake Malawi to the capital Lilongwe and Malawi’s commercial hub Blantyre, there are dozens of artists who sell paintings and sculptures. The paintings are of Lake Malawi, the mountains and plateaus, birds, animals, village scenes, and urban scenes, along with abstract paintings. Sculptures are made from hardwood and stone, and they too are very popular with tourists. In addition to relying on tourists to buy their creations, visual artists also depend on the expatriate community for their incomes and to provide funding and spaces to display their work. The role and significance of the Malawian diaspora is not just to produce art from abroad, but its members return to Malawi to appreciate and purchase products from both the formal and informal sector in rural, urban, and tourist areas. This cannot be overlooked in terms of its financial contributions to the visual arts and the diaspora’s contribution to Malawi’s cultural, social, and economic development. In sum, Malawi’s visual arts are influenced by the global demands of tourists, funding or lack thereof from the government and international community, and financial support from Malawians and the Malawian diaspora. Tourists’ tastes and desires are catered to, along with those of the export market. This is evident in the mass production of “traditional” visual arts that include wood carvings, stone carvings, and clay pottery. Malawians and the Malawian government must pay attention to the use of natural resources in the creation of these visual arts as they may lead to deforestation that undermines its main source of income for individuals and revenue for the government—agriculture. In the wake of structural adjustment programs that have forced the government to cut spending on vital life-saving programs and services such as maternal health and education at all levels, the visual arts are surviving.

Architecture and Housing

As stated earlier, Malawi is one of the world’s poorest countries. Therefore, the majority of its housing reflects this in terms of what people can afford to construct, purchase, reside in, and the materials that are used in housing construction and architecture. It was also stated earlier that more and more people move into urban and periurban areas for various reasons including housing. The ownership of land or lack thereof influences the types of houses people construct in rural areas. If one owns land, it is more likely that one will have a higher income and will be able to afford a bigger house with more amenities. If one does not own land and does not have access to land, one’s house will reflect this economic status in terms of its size and the materials that are used to construct the house. In addition, there is a gender dynamic that cannot be overlooked. Many women who live in Malawi, especially in rural areas, are single, never married, divorced, widowed, or abandoned. As indicated in the employment section, women are often engaged in ganyu on the tea and tobacco estates. Hence, their employment reflects their income that in turn determines their housing situation.

The types of architecture and housing in Malawi vary from rural areas to urban areas and within rural and urban areas. Again, the socioeconomic status of the homeowner is paramount in explaining this. We can begin with the housing in rural areas that poor peasants construct in their villages. These are landless peasants, peasants who have access to a very small amount of land, or peasants who work as seasonal day laborers. Their dwellings are very small round houses with enough space for separate rooms for sleeping and eating. Materials used for their construction are what these peasants can afford or find on their own. Peasant houses are often constructed using all mud, or some are made of mud and bricks. Roofs are grass-thatched. The floors are bare dirt floors. Often, the houses lack windows. There is no kitchen. Therefore, cooking is done outside of the house; there is no indoor plumbing or electricity. Areas for bathing are constructed a short distance from the house, along with pit latrines. Small-scale farmers who produce lucrative cash crops such as tobacco often can afford to construct a different house than what the peasants can afford. For example, middle-income, small-scale farmers’ houses will be constructed using cement; the roofs are made from corrugated tin. The houses are rectangular and not round in shape. The houses are larger with separate rooms for sleeping, eating, relaxing, and entertaining. Rural dwellers who have been successful in the estate sectors such as tea and tobacco are in the economic position to construct large houses made from cement with corrugated tin roofs, windows, kitchens, indoor plumbing, tiled floors, electricity, and separate quarters for indoor and outdoor household help such as domestics, gardeners, night watchmen, and so forth. The people who can afford this type of housing are the owners and managers of the tea and tobacco estates. Regardless of the income levels of the rural dwellers, all houses have the much-needed storage area for the valuable maize crop, along with other agricultural commodities.

The architecture and housing in urban and periurban areas also reflect the income levels of the population. It was stated in other sections in this entry that many Malawians in rural areas do not have access to land for farming. The same is true for many Malawians who live in urban areas in terms of having access to land for housing. This has left them in a very precarious position as more and more people migrate to urban areas. As stated earlier, these Malawians find themselves in overcrowded, unsanitary living conditions. Because this population cannot access land to purchase housing, their only other option is to rent. Unfortunately, too many landlords do not maintain their houses to ensure safe and healthy living conditions. Malawians who reside in urban areas who are poor or who have low-to-moderate levels of income often live in small, rectangular houses (two to three bedrooms, a living area, and a storage area); the houses are made from brick and can have grass-thatched roofs or corrugated tin roofs. Similar to houses in rural areas where people have low levels of income, these houses lack indoor plumbing and electricity, along with kitchens. A separate area for bathing is constructed, along with a pit latrine.


Housing to Meet Changing Social Needs

Although most of Malawi’s population resides in rural areas, its urban population is growing, joining the middle class, and demanding housing to suit their needs and desires. For the young people who are just starting their careers, married or unmarried without children, they want houses that they can afford. This means there is a demand for apartments, townhouses, and smaller single-family houses. Their class position calls for houses with all of the basics such as electricity, gas, running water, and indoor plumbing. In addition, modern appliances that include a washer and dryer, microwave oven, air conditioning, stove, and refrigerator are desired.

The urban population with the means and who have children want bigger single-family houses or larger townhouses with all of the amenities, along with others such as tennis courts, swimming pools, and barbeque grills. Common areas are built for these amenities in order for all residents and their guests to enjoy them. This type of housing means that families may socialize and enjoy leisure alone or they can invite their friends, neighbors, and relatives to join them. Older couples or individuals who are “empty-nesters” want this type of housing because they do not want to live in isolation nor do they want or need to live with relatives. These housing developments are found in the cities of Malawi and are identical to the housing that is found in urban areas throughout the globe. They are self-contained, have sanitation services, have their own security, are near shops and medical facilities, and provide privacy while allowing the residents to feel like they live in a community.



Malawians who have upper-middle incomes in urban areas can access a variety of housing including apartments and townhouses for rent, along with single-family homes for purchase. The more upscale apartments and townhouses have the typical architecture design as that found in any urban area throughout the world. They are multistory, constructed out of brick; they have separate rooms for sleeping, entertaining, and cooking. There is often a communal space for entertaining such as a swimming pool, barbeque facilities, tennis courts, and exercise facilities. Malawians who have upper-middle-class incomes have access to land, and financing for large houses that reflect this class position throughout the world. Their houses are built from stone and bricks; the floors and roofs are tiled; there are separate rooms for sleeping, relaxing, cooking, and entertaining; and there are quarters for domestic inside and outside help. The amenities include indoor plumbing, washers and dryers, refrigerators, microwave ovens, washing machines, exercise rooms, swimming pools, and game rooms.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Malawi like most African countries has a long history of oral traditions that are expressed in the form of stories told by adults in families, villages, schools, and throughout communities. Oral traditions are also expressed in legends, myths, fables, and proverbs. What undergirds oral traditions is the communities’ ability, desire, and willingness to pass this tradition on to each successive generation. This is what keeps them alive in their various interpretations as they are bound to evolve and change over time. All of these oral traditions are important in the inculcation of social responsibility and respectability. In other words, they teach children how to treat and respect adults in their homes and in the wider community. They inform prospective husbands and wives of their roles and future roles as mothers and fathers. Although oral traditions address serious social, family, and economic issues, they also serve as entertainment and they are a very important component of leisure, especially in rural areas. Men and women are integral participants in these oral traditions as they use various animals, humans, and things found in nature such as rivers, trees, mountains, and lakes to express commitment, dedication, and moral integrity. They are expressions of the spiritual and physical worlds. Each ethnic group has its own oral traditions passed on from one generation to the next in its own language. However, with the increasing urbanization of the population and the proliferation of new forms of communication including social media, it is feared that these oral traditions will no longer be as valued to a younger generation. The habit of young and old people gathered around a storyteller to engage in leisure may be a thing of the past as more people have access to televisions, videos, cell phones, and the Internet. For this very reason, the government and international nongovernmental organizations are interested preserving these traditions by recording them while those who know them are still alive.

Malawi’s written literature tradition can be traced to the colonial era with the arrival of Christian missionaries and printing presses in the late 19th century. The missionaries encouraged the documentation of oral family and clan history and thus provided the means by which Malawians could document and publish their oral traditions. However, this meant that only those who were associated with the Christian missionaries and literate were in a position to write and document oral traditions. However, their role and importance cannot be dismissed because they were then in the position to document the oral traditions in both English and their languages. This was important for the nationalist struggles during the 20th century as more and more Malawians were exposed to the African diaspora, especially the American one, and the plight of other colonized Africans in the region and throughout the continent.

The long reach of the Banda regime is addressed in this entry from the media to dress. Therefore, it would make sense that he also had an influence on literature as he controlled the press and other media outlets. All literature both written and spoken had to be approved by the censorship board. For those writers and artists who ignored the censorship ban, they faced harsh punishments that included detention, threats, prison, exile, and even death. Some of Malawi’s most talented and prolific writers, dramatists, and poets fled the country due to persecution and remained outside the country for decades. Others never returned on a permanent basis. For those who fled the country and continued to write and publish in a manner that was not endorsed by the Banda regime, their lives and safety were still endangered as they were hunted down in surrounding countries and as far away as the United Kingdom and Canada.

With political liberalization, the end of the one-party state and the ouster of Banda, writers, poets, and others involved in literature could write and publish without the fear of being killed, tortured, detained, or run out of the country. In addition, there were many more outlets for their work as private publishing companies were now able to establish businesses. To illustrate how much has changed since the Banda era, those writers whose works were banned and kept out of colleges and schools are now welcomed back into the country, and some of the writers’ books are mandatory for all secondary school students. The goals for the government, writers, performers, and everyday Malawians are to maintain and reinforce an oral and literature tradition and culture as other forms of leisure compete for dwindling resources.

Media

During British colonialism, there was no freedom of the press in the colony that became Malawi in 1964. Following independence, this practice remained firmly in place as President Banda and the ruling party, the Malawi Congress Party (MCP), maintained a tight grip on all aspects of society including the media; the state controlled not just newspapers and the radio, but publishing and the cinema were also controlled. There was little distinction between the party and the state, and this was evident in the lack of civil liberties for the press and Malawian citizens. To the extent of the state’s determination to control what was reported on Malawi, foreign journalists were banned from entering the country. Malawian journalists were forced to engage in self-censorship in order to remain out of detention, in the country, and alive. The population’s access to news from the radio was quite limited as there were only two options: the state-controlled Malawi Broadcasting Corporation (MBC) and “the Evangelical Christian FM station run by the African Bible College and largely dependent on programs from the United States” (Englund 2011: 29). President Banda limited Malawians’ access to the radio airwaves and banned it entirely from television. There was no television broadcasting in the country prior to 1994, and it was five years later in 1999 when the country got its first television station (Television Malawi). The country has one state-controlled television station. Most Malawians, especially those in rural areas, do not have access to television sets because they cannot afford them and their houses lack electricity. The small percentage of the population who owns television sets resides in urban areas. They do not have to solely rely on the one television station because in the age of globalization, those who can afford it can get access to satellite stations.

The public’s access to print media was not much better under Banda because both the Daily Times and the Malawi News were state sponsored and state controlled. In addition, in 1969 Banda purchased Blantyre Print and Publishing, which virtually closed any opportunities for independent, uncensored publishing. The expansion of the media has been quite evident following political liberalization that led to the ouster of authoritarian rule under President Hastings Kamuzu Banda in 1994. Under the leadership of President Bakili Muluzi, elected in 1994, the media was able to operate freely without censorship. By 2002 there were 11 independent newspapers in the country, down from 20 following Banda’s ouster. Muluzi left office in 2004. The political and economic liberalization within the country allowed more Malawians to work in the media, as more outlets were made available. However, due to the economic position of the country and the fact that most of its population resides in rural areas, the media, or some forms of it, do not reach vast numbers of people. This is especially true of newspapers that mainly serve an urban literate audience. Media outlets that only provide news and information in English also do not serve vast numbers of people who are not literate in English. For those who are literate, political and economic liberalization has opened up the airwaves for them to receive news and information not just from Malawi, but from around the world. And for those who have the economic means to access the Internet, they are kept abreast of Malawian, African, and world events on a daily basis. As with everything in Malawi, from housing to employment, gender relations, sports, lifestyles, and social customs, social, economic, gender, age, and place of residence determine who gets access to what kinds of media. Because women have lower rates of literacy, they must rely more on the radio as their source for news and information.

Most Malawians depend on the radio as their first source of information. This is because the radio is inexpensive to acquire; it is mobile and it is easily shared, thereby allowing not just the owner to access it, but neighbors, friends, and family can all listen at the same time. Listening to the radio becomes a family or community social activity. The country continues to have one public service radio broadcasting outlet—the MBC that broadcasts on two radio channels (Radio One and Radio Two). With the advent of economic and political liberalization, the number of radio stations has proliferated to 16 after reaching as many as 20 (Englund 2011).


Loosening the Grip on the Media

As stated earlier, under President for Life Hastings Banda, the media was tightly censored and monitored. With political liberalization, the government’s grip on the media has been loosened. In addition, new forms of communication and globalization have affected the media and Malawians’ access to information. It is true that a large percentage of the population still relies on the radio for information. Others have access to the Internet, cell phones, satellite television, and Malawian television stations. Malawians now have more access to national news and what is going on in the country, events in surrounding countries, throughout the continent, and the world. They are also more active participants in terms of writing blogs, commenting on blogs and newspaper stories, and voicing their opinions and concerns on Twitter and Facebook.

It is important to mention Malawi’s musicians, videographers, and producers. They too play a new role in the media by exposing Malawians and others not just to Malawian music but to its dance and culture.



Further Reading

Ali Mazrui. 1986. The Africans: A Triple Heritage. Boston: Little, Brown and Company.

Bone, David S. 1982. “Islam in Malawi.” Journal of Religion in Africa 13(2): 126–38.

Chirwa, Ephraim W., and Mirriam Matita. 2012. “From Subsistence to Smallholder Commercial Farming in Malawi: A Case of NASFAM Commericialisation Initiatives—Working Paper 037.” Future Agricultures, January. http://www.futureagricultures.org. Accessed on March 15, 2014.

Chiweza, Asiyati Pauline. 2008. “The Challenges of Promoting Legal Empowerment in Developing Countries: Women’s Land Ownership and Inheritance Rights in Malawi.” In Rights and Legal Empowerment in Eradicating Poverty, edited by Dan Banik, 201–16. Aldershot, UK: Ashgate.

Embassy of the Republic of Malawi, Washington, DC. 2014. http://malawiembassy-dc.org/index.php?page=culture.

Englund, Harri. 2011. Human Rights and Africa Airways: Mediating Equality in the Chichewa Radio. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Gilman, Lisa. 2001. “Purchasing Praise: Women, Dancing, and Patronage in Malawi Party Politics.” Africa Today 48(4): 43–64.

Kaspin, Deborah. 1995. “The Politics of Ethnicity in Malawi’s Democratic Transition.” Journal of Modern African Studies 33(4): 595–620.

Lamba, Issac Chikwekwere. 2010. Contradictions in Post-War Education Policy Formulation and Application in Colonial Malawi 1945–1961: A Historical Study of the Dynamics of Colonial Survival. Oxford: African Books Collective.

McCracken, John. 2012. History of Malawi 1859–1966. Suffolk, UK: n.p.

Mchombo, Sam A. 1998. “Democratization in Malawi: Its Roots and Prospects.” In Democratization in Late Twentieth-Century Africa: Coping with Uncertainty, edited by Jean-Germain Gros, 21–39. Westport, CT: Praeger.

Minton, Carol A., and J. David Knotterus. 2008. “Ritualized Duties: The Social Construction of Gender Inequality in Malawi.” International Review of Modern Sociology 34(2): 181–210.

Peters, Pauline. 1997. “Against the Odds: Matriliny, Land and Gender in the Shire Highlands of Malawi.” Critique of Anthropology 17(2): 189–210.

Posner, Daniel. 2004. “The Political Salience of Cultural Difference: Why Chewas and Tumbukas Are Allies in Zambia and Adversaries in Malawi.” American Political Science Review 98(4): 529–45.

Semu, Linda. 2002. “Kamuzu’s Mbumba: Malawi Women’s Embeddedness to Culture in the Face of International Political Pressure and Internal Legal Change.” Africa Today 49(2): 77–99.

Van Klaveran, Maarten, Kea Tijdens, Melanie Hughie-Williams, and Nuria Ramos Martin. 2009. “An Overview of Women’s Work and Employment in Malawi: Decisions for Life MDG3 Project Country Report No. 6.” Amsterdam, the Netherlands: University of Amsterdam/Amsterdam Institute for Advanced Labour Studies, November.

Zulu, Leo Charles. 2012. “Neoliberalization, Decentralization and Community-Based Natural Resources Management in Malawi: The First Sixteen Years and Looking Ahead.” Progress in Development Studies 12(2 and 3): 193–212.


Mali

Dorothea E. Schulz

[image: Falola]


Quick Facts

Capital: Bamako

Major Cities: Bamako, Segou, San, Kita, Kayes, Nioro, Niono, Mopti, Timbuktu, Gao, Kidal

Population: 15 million (2014 estimate)

Languages: French is the language of administration; Bamanakan is the lingua franca of southern Mali. Other national languages are Maninka, Dioula, Soninke, Minianka, Dogon, Bozo, Bobo, Mininanka, Senufo, Fulfulde, Tamasheq, Hassaniya, Arabic, Songhay

Government Type: Multiparty Democracy

Ethnic Groups: Bamana, Dioula, Maninka and Soninké (50 percent); Fulani (17 percent); Songhay (6 percent);, Kel Tamasheq and Moors (10 percent); Senufo/ Minianka (12 percent); other (5 percent)

Religions: Islam (90 percent); Christianity (2 percent); other (8 percent)



Introduction

Geography

The Republic of Mali is a landlocked country bordered on the north by Algeria, on the east by Niger and Burkina Faso, on the south by Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea, and on the west by Senegal and Mauritania. It covers an area of 482,077 square miles (1,248,574 square kilometers) and has a population of more than 12 million. More than half of the country’s total area lies in the Saharan and Sahelian zones of the northern triangle. The Niger River flows through the interior of the country for more than 1,000 miles and serves as the country’s major trading and transport artery. It rises in the Fouta Djallon in the south and flows to the northeast across the Manding Plateau. Reaching Koulikoro, north of Bamako, it spreads out in a valley. The town of Mopti marks the site of the confluence of the Niger and the Bani rivers. Beyond Mopti, it spreads out into an interior delta, branching out into numerous streams and lakes as it flows northward and, at Karbara, eastward. The river effects a great turn southward, the Niger Bend, and continues past Gao and Ansongo. The river flooding during specific seasons of the year provides highly fertile agricultural soil and pasture for livestock along the riverbanks of some areas. The second most important element of the country’s drainage system is the Senegal River, whose tributaries flow in a northwesterly direction across western Mali for more than 400 miles (640 kilometers). Throughout Mali, population densities are low, particularly in the more remote northeastern and eastern parts where densities are about three people per square mile.

People and Ethnicity

Mali comprises more than 12 ethnic groups, each of them speaking its own language. The characteristically high mobility of the Malian people has created a web of social relations and commercial networks that crisscrosses the country, transcends national boundaries, and blurs clear-cut divides between Mali’s different peoples and cultures. These networks are based on kinship, alliance, and common regional origin. In spite of the fluidity of ethnic identities, one can broadly distinguish between agriculturalist groups (who mostly live in the southern triangle) and nomads and seminomads, who live in the northern triangle. Also, most ethnic groups have a tiered social hierarchical system, with freeborn and aristocratic families at the top, dependent groups of professional specialists, and families of ex-serfs at the bottom.

The Kel Tamasheq (Tuareg, Imazighen), speak Tamasheq and live in the northern Sahelian and Sahara regions. The Moors, who are Berber groups of Arab-Spanish origin, live along the Mauritanian border and speak varieties of Hassaniya. The Kel Tamasheq and the Moors coexist with other ethnic groups, such as the sedentary Songhai in the Niger Delta between Ansongo and Djenné and the nomadic or seminomadic Fulani pastoralists in the Macina region southwest of Timbuktu and in the Sahelian region bordering Mauritania.

Prior to the arrival of French troops, the Kel Tamasheq and the Moors practiced caravan trade across the Sahara Desert, and exchanged livestock with neighboring, sedentary peoples, such as the Songhay who provided them with corn and millet. Following the economic hardship brought about by postindependent governmental policy and also by the droughts of the 1970s and 1980s, nomadic groups were increasingly obliged to live in permanent settlements. Some of them, particularly the Kel Tamasheq, have repeatedly revolted against the Malian state whom they hold responsible for their own political and economic marginalization. Following the bloody repression of their revolts in the early 1960s and 1990s, many of them fled to neighboring countries. Although they were repatriated after 1997, their experiences of living in exile in Mauritania, Burkina Faso, and Algeria have fueled their resentment of the Malian state. The rise of several militant Muslim organizations since 2012 who seek to establish an Islamic state in Mali’s north is a direct outcome of the decades-long history of marginalization and displacement.

Farther to the south, several ethnic groups exist who are all sedentary agriculturalists and who often share histories of settlement, migration, and intermarriage. The Bamana (Bambara, in the former literature) live in the upper Niger River region and claim the cultural heritage of the 18th-century empire of Segu. Their language, Bamanakan, serves as the lingua franca in Mali’s southern triangle. Along the Niger River, the Bamana have formed long-standing ties with other ethnic groups, among them the Somono, Bozo, Tukulor, and Khasonke. Farther southwest, the Maninka (Malinke) view themselves as descendents of the medieval Malian Empire. Closely related to them and to the Bamana through shared histories and language are the Jula (Dioula), who live in and across the southern border regions. The same pattern of social stratification can be found among the Soninke, who, as descendants of the Ghana Empire, live in the western Sahelian zone. The Senufo in Mali’s southeast claim the political heritage of the 19th-century kingdom of Kenedugu. Other ethnic groups, in contrast—such as the Bobo, Minianka, and Dogon—do not have centralized political traditions. They live in Mali’s east and southeast, with the Dogon occupying the plateau region east of the city of Mopti.

Languages

French, the former colonial language, prevails as the country’s language of administration and politics. Since independence, Bamanakan (the language spoken by the Bamana) has been promoted as the country’s lingua franca, a trend facilitated by the fact that historically, this language—as well as its close affiliates, Maninkakan and Julakan—served as the language of communication in long-distance trade and travel. In contrast, the majority of the country’s northern population resent Bamanakan as a language of communication because they associate it with the political and cultural hegemony of Mali’s southern ethnic groups and with their own political and economic marginalization since the colonial period. Therefore, paradoxically, diversity and political inequalities between national languages has strengthened the position of French as the dominant language of administration and communication. Still, in daily social and economic life, most people use their mother tongues, which number more than 15 and are officially recognized as national languages.


The Malian Empire

One of three great empires of the western Sudan, the Malian Empire dominated a vast swath of land, extending from the western coast to the Niger bend. Founded by Sundiata Keita, the empire was really more of a confederation of states, allowing for considerable local autonomy. Mali quickly became a powerful supplier of gold for the trans-Saharan trade, as well as a center for Islamic culture and scholarship. The most famous Malian emperor, Mansa Musa, actually depressed the value of gold in Cairo for a decade as he conducted his pilgrimage to Mecca. Such was his wealth and generosity.



For more than two decades, Mali’s governments have sought to promote linguistic diversity, by relying on national languages in school education and by granting more broadcasting time to programs featuring national languages and diverse oral and musical traditions on national radio and television, as well as on the many local radio stations that have emerged since the early 1990s.

Religion

In Mali, a variety of worldviews and religious beliefs and practices coexist and often intermingle. Whereas in many other countries religious difference has turned into a source of conflict in recent years, most people in Mali show great tolerance and refrain from violent confrontations over religious matters.

Approximately 90 percent of the total Malian population consider themselves Muslims. Christians, primarily Catholic, are mostly Dogon and Bobo and compose about 2 percent of the total Malian population. Local religious practices are to be found mostly among the Dogon, the Senufo, and the Minianka.

Islam made its presence felt in present-day Mali since the ninth century, yet at that time its reach remained by and large limited to urban centers of the north. In subsequent centuries, particularly in the 15th and 16th centuries, rich merchants and the rulers of the Songhai Empire transformed the northern cities of Timbuktu, Djenné, and Gao into centers of Islamic erudition. For centuries, Islam remained by and large the religion of an urban scholarly elite. Starting in the late 18th century, a number of Muslim scholars and political leaders launched movements of reform and state building that spread Islam from urban to rural areas and transformed Islam into a religion adopted by broader segments of rural populations.

Until the 1970s, women from a nonelite background had only limited knowledge in religious and ritual matters. Since then, new organizations, such as Muslim women’s educational circles, train women from all walks of life in Arabic and proper ritual. The learning activities of these women, as well as the fact that their female leaders disseminate their teachings on audiotapes and local radio, indicate a broadening of access to religious knowledge, a process that already in the preceding decades exacerbated struggles over religious authority and leadership.

Considerable variation and disagreement exist among Muslims about proper religious practice. Some Muslims in Mali combine Islam with Traditional Religious beliefs and rituals, such as spirit possession; for this, they are strongly criticized by other Muslims who consider it un-Islamic and blasphemous.

The religious practices of the Kel Tamasheq exemplify how pre-Islamic religious beliefs, cosmology, and ritual have been absorbed into Islam and now are considered Muslim religious practice. Important Tuareg rituals form part of life-cycle ceremonies, such as name giving, (male) circumcision, weddings, and funerary rites. Muslim religious experts, popularly called ineslemen, are called upon to officiate in rites of passage and Islamic rituals, and people also consult them to cure certain afflictions. Blacksmiths are also considered experts in dealing with occult forces. People solicit them in case of maladies, misfortunes, and during life-cycle ceremonies.

Because boys are preferentially exposed to traditional Koranic school education, men are often more likely to know the prescribed prayers; girls and women, in contrast, tend to use Tamasheq terms. In Tuareg groups more influenced by recent Muslim reform, female chastity and women’s withdrawal from public life have gained in importance.

Christians in Mali are numerically a small minority but they are generally treated with respect by their Muslim compatriots. Until his recent death, Luc Sangaré, the late archbishop of Bamako, was a highly influential opinion leader who garnered great respect among many urban Muslims. Having witnessed the expansion of an infrastructure of Islamic awakening in Mali’s public arenas over the last decades, and the invigoration of Muslim interest groups after the March 2012 military coup, some Christians express strong concern about what they fear is a preferential treatment of Muslims by the government. Christian evangelists and missionaries are seeking out converts among those who adhere to local religious traditions, but it is hard to compete with the much more popular and accessible religion of Islam.

Traditional Religions are practiced mostly in remote areas of Mali’s southern triangle. They have shaped local cultures in important ways, by sustaining norms that ensure the stability of intragroups relations and collective well-being. The norms are transmitted through a person’s initiation into a secret society, or in rituals that mark a person’s transition from one stage of his or her life cycle to another. Male and female circumcision marks the transition from childhood to adolescence and bears religious significance.

In many Traditional Religions, beliefs in the powerful influence of ancestors and spirits on communal well-being and individual success play an important role. Because social strife and physical affliction are taken as indications that these spirits have been offended, humans feel they need to appease them through ritual and sacrifice. For instance, many agricultural societies of southern Mali perform annual rituals to ensure the fertility of soils, plentiful harvests, and the perpetuation of human community. A notable example is the ciwara mask performance practiced by Bamana agriculturalists.

Secret societies, such as the Nya, Ntomo, Nama, and Komo societies of the Bamana, play a role in several local religions, even though their relevance has diminished following the spread of Islam and Christianity to rural communities. Secret societies are meant to transmit the values, rules of conduct, and knowledge about occult forces and spirits responsible for the well-being of humankind and of the natural environment. This knowledge is revealed only to those initiated into the society during a lengthy initiation process. Most secret societies in Mali are for men only, yet there also exist a few societies drawing on female initiates. Mask performances and instruments are used in most secret societies and their ceremonies.

Bamana religion entails belief in a supreme creator god, Mansa Dembali, who delegates the governance of the world to lesser spiritual beings. According to Bamana mythology, the Sky, associated with masculinity, functions as the husband of the Earth, associated with femininity, by fertilizing her regularly through his sacred semen (rain) and by letting his light shine on her. As agriculturalists, the Bamana invest particular attention and energy into maintaining good relations with the Earth, through annual rites asking the Earth for forgiveness for breaking the soil to plant.

Most Bamana today consider themselves Muslims and no longer worship the traditional deity Mansa Dembali. Still, many continue to practice non-Islamic rituals, in particular those serving to honor ancestors, who are considered to continue to watch over human affairs. Important Bamana rituals are the ciwara dance and the n’tomo dance, linked to male initiation ceremonies. Bamana male and female initiation societies (jow) have lost in social significance but remain an element of Bamana religious practice and social organization.

Dogon worldview and religious practices traditionally centered on the belief in Amma, the supreme creator god, and in lesser spiritual beings, such as water spirits, the Lebe (incarnation of the earth and its fertilizing properties), and the Yurugu, mythical ancestors of the Dogon. In addition, Dogon also believed in good and evil spirits who inhabit the bush, trees, and other elements of the natural world. But Dogon cosmology no longer exists in any pristine form, distinct from Muslim—or Christian—ways of accounting for the origins of social and moral order.

The Senufo in southwestern Mali traditionally worshiped a (male) creator god who retreated from worldly affairs, and lesser deities and spirits, such as ancestor spirits and those who inhabit nature and appear as lizards, tortoises, crocodiles, and pythons. Senufo religious rituals have been altered under the influence of Islam and Christianity, but the Poro secret society (primarily for men) and the Sandogo secret society (primarily for women) still play an important role in some ceremonies, such as those aiming to ensure agricultural productivity and human well-being, and, in the case of the Poro, in funerary rituals.

Social Customs

Most Malians love to socialize and to chat about recent happenings and future projects, about common aspirations and individual concerns. Malians celebrate family ceremonies, religious festivals, and cultural events with great zest. Friendly and cheerful forms of interaction are highly valued and widely practiced, and people generally treat each other in open, warm, and welcoming ways. Open criticism, direct confrontation, and a straightforward rejection of friendship gestures and entreaties are avoided because these behaviors are feared to create bad feelings and thus to undermine friendship ties and family solidarity. People cultivate playful and joking ways of interacting with people whom they consider to be equal or inferior in status and also with some people whose superior status commands respect and reserve, such as grandparents and certain other persons of advanced age and authority. Their great esteem of the values of sociability, solidarity, and reciprocity comes out in everyday life, in the form of mutual visits and invitations, and also during festive events and community celebrations. Norms of politeness show in the elaborate ways in which people address and greet each other and inquire after the well-being of each family member and of common acquaintances.

Most people love to engage in debate, whether with family members or friends at home or with complete strangers in public settings, such as marketplaces, buses, and collective taxis. While they might freely address certain topics with people they may have never met before, other topics are hardly broached in conversation except among intimate friends. Establishing physical closeness and direct bodily contact is not discouraged or resented in public places, but personal intimacy and all matters touching on an individual’s sexual life are highly protected. People take it as a lack of good breeding if a person breaches these boundaries of privacy and intimacy in any way, even by just talking about it.

Closeness and friendship are cultivated through regular mutual visits during which one politely inquires after family members and friends. People also express their “sociable” character by in other ways, for instance by regular giving and receiving gifts. These gestures of reciprocity create a sense of mutual obligation, friendship, or kinship.

Family ceremonies such as name-giving ceremonies, weddings, and funerals are highly valued as occasions on which to celebrate a family’s and individual person’s social connectedness. Community ceremonies often take the form of annual events, such as town festivals and harvest celebrations. They bear deep social and moral significance for many townspeople because they allow them to experience themselves as members of a broader collectivity. Special masquerades and dance performances held during these festivals are highly cherished because they integrate the broader audiences in a shared framework of values and aesthetic standards. Some of these festivals have been elevated to the status of a national cultural heritage or, as in the case of the Sanké Mô of San, to that of a UNESCO immaterial cultural heritage.

Different family ceremonies mark and celebrate the different stages each individual member reaches in the course of his or her lifetime. Important steps in a life cycle are birth (marked by, among other rituals, a name-giving ceremony), the passage from childhood to adolescence (very often marked by special initiation rituals), and the passage from adolescence to adulthood. The last step is usually effected and celebrated through several rituals, among them marriage and the celebration of the birth of the first child. Another final, important step is death, celebrated by funerary rituals that serve the mourning and commemoration of the deceased person and remind everyone of cultural values and beliefs they all share. Each of these ceremonies and rituals offers, in varying degrees, an occasion for social celebration and enjoyment. Depending on a family’s political status and economic standing, the ceremonies differ in expenditure and elaborateness and also with respect to the number of people they attract for joint celebration.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Many Malians, when talking about the ways in which their culture and social life have been changing under French colonial rule and under the influence of Western culture more generally, contrast modern life in town to traditional life in the countryside. They variously judge rural and urban ways of life in positive or negative terms: they portray life in town as progressive but also Westernized and corrupted by foreign values. Life in the countryside, on the other hand, is depicted as tradition-bound and uncivilized, but also as an honorable cultural heritage.

It is certainly true that important discrepancies exist between modes of livelihood of rural and urban populations. Large towns such as Bamako and Segu, and smaller towns such as Mopti and Timbuktu, have amenities for leisure-time activities that villages lack, such as cinemas, sports facilities, and restaurants. Running water and electricity render life in town much easier. Still, divisions between life in the countryside and that in town are not as sharp as often assumed. Rural culture and customs have been constantly changing under the influence of long-distance trade and mobility that, already prior to the colonial period, connected even remote villages to faraway places. Since French colonial rule, Western school education has acquainted rural populations with new knowledge, and labor migrants, returning from extended stays abroad, arrived with new ideas and agricultural methods. For decades, Western amenities, utensils, and technologies—such as bicycles, motorbikes, radios, and television sets—have been made available to people in the countryside, too. People often move back and forth between the city and the countryside, in pursuit of economic goals but also for reasons of school education and political projects and because of family obligations.
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Malians watch their national team take on Ghana during the 2013 Africa Cup of Nations. As in most African countries, soccer is immensely popular in Mali. (Sia Kambou/AFP/Getty Images)

Listening to oral performances has been a popular pastime for a long time. During the dry season when agricultural activities come to a halt, villagers draw great pleasure from traveling musicians and storytellers who relate stories on human beings, animals, and fairies to teach moral lessons and important cultural values. In town and its surrounding areas, people’s enthusiasm for oral performances translates into their great appreciation for radio programs that feature local music and oral traditions. Television enjoys widespread popularity, but only economically privileged families have a television set at home.

Mali counts among its ranks several internationally renowned moviemakers, but consumption of their movies by Malian audiences has been limited, partly because of the high admission requested at the movie theaters where these movies are shown. But moviegoing is a popular pastime, particularly among the urban youth. Girls and young women and men have a strong preference for movies that have been imported from Europe and the Far East, such as kung fu movies, action thrillers, and love melodramas. Dancing halls are also strongly frequented by the urban youth. At least as popular—particularly among young men, women, and girls—are concerts given in Bamako and other towns by aspiring or nationally renowned musicians. Because women and girls show a strong interest in matters related to fashion and female beauty, for many years the national beauty pageant, organized by the national radio and television station ORTM, has been a cherished event for them, equaling in importance the concerts of female pop stars.

Employment

Since the early 20th century, Mali has been increasingly integrated into a global capitalist order through the export of a few products, mainly cotton, peanuts, and, more recently, gold. This economic dependence on the terms of trade of a global market and its effects on the national market have been acutely felt by broad segments of the Malian population. Urban household economies in particular have been seriously affected by the implementation of a stern Structural Adjustment Program since the mid-1980s and the concomitant shrinking of the public health and social services sector and the downsizing of the state administration. Rampant unemployment and minor profit margins for activities in the informal economy seriously affect the capacities of adult men in town to provide food and housing for their families. They also limit chances for young people to find regular employment. Women have to assume greater financial responsibility for family survival. Therefore, along with the transformations in rural and urban household economies initiated under colonial rule and perpetuated with Mali’s increasing integration into a global economic order, values of family and community life have undergone radical change. Employment in the state administration or in the public health and education sector offers opportunities to gain a regular salary but also a kind of work that differs substantially from the agricultural production and animal husbandry by which Mali’s rural populations live. Another factor that shapes economic and social life is the emergent urban industrial sector that transforms working habits, income structures, and people’s leisure-time activities. Land tenure and ownership patterns have also been changing with the spread of individual enterprise and industry. Industrial production, by making available new objects and foodstuffs for everyday consumption, affects conventional consumer habits and preferences, too. All these changes are reinforced under the influence of media products and images that are imported from countries in Europe and North America. In spite of these changes, Malians remain aware of their own cultural attachments and continue to cherish, and practice as much as they can, the values of community, sociability, and sharing.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The family is the heart of Malian social life. Everyday routines are molded by values, ideas, practices, and discussions relating to the family. In contrast to Western industrial society where the nuclear family is the most widespread family form, in Malian society, the extended family model prevails. The position, status, and rights of each member are defined according to whether they are female or male, whether they belong to the generation of parents or of their children, and finally, whether they were born before or after their siblings. Many families in Mali are polygynous, which means that a husband is simultaneously married to several wives. Family authority and decision-making powers rest in the hands of the older generation of men, and the oldest brother of the older generation of men is the head of the extended family. Traditionally, he had the last word on important family matters, such as children’s marriage choices and the use of family income. This did—and does—not preclude that older women assumed an important role in influencing family decisions. Among some rural populations, such as certain groups of Tuareg, Moors, and Fulani pastoralists, the traditional form and ideology of patriarchal family authority have suffered severely not only from ecological degradation and concomitant migration, but also from subsequent periods of political crises that since the early 1960s have driven numerous people in the north into (temporary) exile.

Descent and ancestry count enormously in Malian society. The importance of ancestry comes out clearly in the great significance of a family’s clan identity. Clan identity and clan membership refer to the fact that members of different branches (lineages) of a very large family network or tree trace their descent back to the same (often mythical) ancestor. The name of a clan (that is, its patronymic) and its identity often go hand-in-hand with certain food restrictions and also with rules regulating the interaction with members of other clans.

Rules and customs regulating social life have been changing over the past 100 years due to political and economic transformations initiated by French colonial administration, and to the integration of Mali’s peoples into an international market economy, following the forceful imposition of taxation under colonial rule. These changes become particularly evident in the domain of the contracting and celebration of marriage, in the relations between men and women within a family, and also in the relations between family elders and the generation of their children. Already since the early 20th century, relations between the generations have been changing because of younger people’s labor migration and the attendant alteration of the family subsistence economy.

In recent years, earlier routes of temporary labor migration have been replaced by younger men’s (and increasingly younger women’s) migration to Europe and the United States. Rural families, especially those who suffered from prolonged periods of drought or from ecological degradation, depend on the money their migrating children send back home on a more-or-less regular basis. This has altered the authority divide between the older and younger generations, and fuels family conflicts.

In contrast to Western industrial society, where marriage refers to the union between two individuals who chose each other as marriage partners for reasons of romantic attraction, in more tradition-bound settings in Mali, marriage is primarily an alliance between two extended families that allows them to reinforce their social connectedness and influence. Although arranged marriages are becoming less frequent in town, individuals still give great consideration to the wishes of senior family members when it comes to marriage.

A woman’s place is at home, in the courtyard, not out in the streets. Men, in contrast, legitimately move around in the outside realm in which politics and economic affairs are conducted. But women’s confinement to the courtyard is not absolute, even in areas where a longer-standing influence of Islam may have prompted the spatial separation of female and male realms of activity.

The primary task of a woman is to be a good wife and mother; her social success and moral attitude are said to show in her children’s success, in life. Norms of propriety apply double standards, as they blame women for arousing sexual fantasies in men while men are considered to be sexually predatory by nature. The other side of the coin of the strong expectations toward women is that whenever a woman acquiesces to norms of female behavior, she may exercise considerable influence once her children have grown up. Women usually move into their husband’s home after marriage. Here, the daily, often burdensome interaction with senior in-laws (such as the mother-in-law and the husband’s older brothers’ wives) gives young wives initially very little incentive to feel at home. In case of divorce, she will have to return to her parents’ home while leaving her children behind. If a mother builds ties of empathy and trust between her and her children, at old age she will exert influence and through her children. Most of the time, a woman’s informal influence is paired with a submissive attitude toward her husband and senior in-laws whenever they interact in more public or visible arenas of family life. Thus, while patriarchal norms of female propriety render a woman an easy target for admonition and repression, acquiescence to these standards may become a source of influence.

Among the rural agricultural and cattle-herding populations, women have the opportunity to gain an independent income. Marriage endows women with the rights to livestock and access to small, individual plots on which to cultivate peanuts, cotton, vegetables, and ingredients for the daily meal; marriage also gives them the right to claim labor support from their male in-laws, sometimes also from their own male relatives. Men should provide the staple food (mostly millet; in some areas rice and maize) cultivated on the family fields, as well as (occasionally) meat or fish. No husband has the right to access his wife’s personal budget or labor product.

In town, the husband is expected to come up with all the expenses of the family, including food, clothing, rent, and the payment of articles of everyday consumption. Women are expected, yet not obliged, to find some sources of additional income to satisfy their and their children’s needs. This division of responsibilities between spouses is an ideal to which men and women aspire. Whether they are capable of meeting the norm depends as much on individual factors, choices, and necessities as on external circumstances on which they have little or no influence. With the implementation of the Structural Adjustment measures in the mid-1980s, men’s chances of earning a regular income have grown smaller than before, as a consequence of the shrinking of the public sector and of the lack of income sources in the formal economy. These changes affect common views of male responsibility and traditional ideals of masculinity and femininity. As many men face a lack of opportunities for securing family livelihood, women are forced to expand their activities outside the ideal realm of female activities. Especially among the lower urban strata, more and more women turn into the main breadwinners and thus become de facto female household heads.

Cuisine

The average Malian family spends more than 50 percent of its family income on food consumption. Cooking, eating, and inviting others to share a meal are important expressions of social status and of ideals of sociability; they manifest culturally specific norms of hospitality and friendship, of being together and sharing, and thus of generosity. Also, in a society where daily food is not a certainty for everyone, the availability of sufficient or large food quantities is an object of daily concern and of sustained effort. Eating well and eating in abundance are associated with the consumption of meat and heavy, greasy sauces.

Malian cuisine differs from region to region, but it does not offer as wide a range of dishes as is the case in some neighboring West African countries. The most important Malian staple foods are millet, rice, corn, and fonio, a cereal found mostly in West Africa. Varieties of millet and sorghum are prepared in the form of porridge, soups, and couscous and dished out with various sauces. In the farming areas and among rural populations more generally, the amount and richness of meals vary significantly with the seasons, depending on the availability of crops and vegetables but also on a family’s monetary means to purchase the ingredients for the sauce.

Depending on a family’s economic standing, people eat one or two main meals consisting of a huge bowl of staple food and the accompanying sauce. In addition, a souplike porridge made of corn, millet, or rice and (if available) mixed with sugar and fresh or powdered milk is served for breakfast. Bread, if it is eaten at all, is added to the breakfast porridge, but only by people who can afford the expenditure.

Strong Moroccan tea, made of green Chinese tea and large quantities of sugar and served in small glasses, occupies the place of the national beverage that in Europe and the United States is taken by coffee and tea. The tea is consumed in the form of three (sometimes four) consecutive brewings, with the first one being the strongest, most concentrated serving and the last one consisting mostly of sugar. Because the preparation of the tea requires large amounts of sugar, its consumption in rural areas is limited mostly to festive events and visits of guests. In town, many adult Malians consume the tea in between meals; and many confess, similar to coffee drinkers in Europe and the United States, to being so addicted to tea that they cannot start their working day without it. Black coffee is not widely consumed. Those who do consume it drink it in the “nescafe” form. For this, small quantities of instant coffee (usually less than half a tablespoon) are mixed with strongly sweetened milk concentrate or, if this is not available, with milk powder and large amounts of sugar. Black tea (called Lipton tea, after the company producing the tea bags) is consumed in analogous ways to coffee, mixed with several tablespoons of sugar and, if available, served with a lemon slice.

Rural people save rice dishes for special occasions. In town, many households, whenever they can afford it, tend to replace millet with rice, or they alternate between daily plates of rice and of millet. Here, rice makes up 40 percent of the daily food intake, whereas sorghum and millet make up 35 percent of daily consumption. No single national dish exists, but millet or sorghum porridge (tô in Bamanakan) is widely consumed among the different ethnic groups, especially among the farming populations. Certain ethnic groups have a special liking for specific dishes. The Soninke, for instance, frequently eat millet couscous (served with a sauce made of leaves or with milk and sugar). The Minianka have a strong preference for corn as a staple food. Among the cattle-herding populations, milk is an important element of daily food consumption and an important source of protein.

Rice dishes come in two variants. The main form in which rice is consumed on a daily basis is the kinin, that is, plain white rice accompanied by a sauce. The second variant, the riz au gras (fat rice, zaamè in Bamanakan), is more costly in its preparation because its ingredients include oil, maggi bouillon cubes, and tomato paste. For this reason, riz au gras is considered something special, to be reserved for extraordinary occasions or the visits of special guests.

Sauces are made on the basis of protein-rich baobab leaves, other leaves, peanut, or okra. Standard ingredients of sauces are tomato paste, salt, peanut oil, and the ubiquitous cube maggi. Sauces may also contain components that correspond to regionally or ethnically specific preferences, such as the sumbala, a spice made of a local plant and whose unmistakable flavor is characteristic for the sauces prepared by many rural Soninke. Depending on a family’s economic standing, different kinds of meat may be added to enrich the sauces, such as beef, goat, sheep, chicken, fish, and, in rare cases, game. Regular meat consumption is a sign of status and wealth. So whereas well-to-do households in town eat meat or fish every day, these additions may be a rare luxury for many lower-class households, in town and among rural populations.

Vegetables such as tomatoes, peppers, eggplants, carrots, cabbage, and onions are added to sauces and usually eaten in thoroughly cooked form. Also popular, though not regularly eaten, are plantain, yams, and sweet potato. Raw vegetables in the form of a salad are considered a recent innovation and a luxury addition to regular food. Culinary influences from other West African countries, such as Senegal and Nigeria, are evident in dishes such as poulet yassa and foutou.

Fruit such as orange, lemon, banana, grapefruit, and mango are considered a snack, not a regular (that is, stomach-filling) meal. Other delicious snacks exist, such as roasted or salted peanuts, roasted corn, brochettes of grilled meat, doughnuts made of millet, wheat or ground beans (called furufuru), millet doughnuts (farini), sesame crackers, and homemade ice cream.

Most people drink plain water along with their meals and during the day. Bottled soft drinks, such as Sprite, Coca-Cola, Pepsi-Cola, and Fanta, are considered a luxury. The consumption of locally produced soft drinks, such as the jenjenbere (made of ginger root, lemon, and sugar) and the dableni (made of hibiscus, vanilla, and sugar) tends to be limited to festive occasions, such as weddings and baptizing ceremonies. Alcoholic beverages are not widely consumed in this predominantly Muslim society. Those who do consume alcohol do it mostly in the form of industrially produced beer. Excessive drinking is strongly discouraged. In rural areas with a predominantly non-Muslim population, the consumption of millet beer and its production by women are widespread.

Dress

Dress is very important in Mali. Its significance extends far beyond the immediate function of body coverage because dress styles and cuts reflect on a society’s moral standards but also on the extent to which individuals comply with, or seek to challenge, these standards.

Many Malians are ready to invest considerable sums of money in a new outfit to be worn on the next important social occasion. Dress standards are usually gender and age specific, prescribing different zones and degrees of body coverage for men as opposed to women.

Regardless of the particulars of a dress cut, dress should be worn with dignity and self-respect expressed through slow, self-constrained body movements and, for women, a controlled yet still evocative movement of the torso. Of particular relevance to the great regional diversity in dress style is the influence that different religious traditions, most notably Islam but also different local African religions and Christianity, had on standards of proper dress.

The three most widespread types of male attire are these: First, the dloki ba (Grand Boubou in French), an often richly embroidered three-piece combination tailored out of 5 meters (ca. 16 feet) of cloth, which comprises loosely cut trousers, a men’s shirt, and a poncho. This garment signals prestige, power, and wealth and is the preferential ceremonial dress for men. The second type of male attire is the pipau, a one-piece, ankle-length caftan. The third type, the so-called three pockets (trois poches), a combination of shirt and trousers. In contrast to the pipau, which, when made of low-quality fabric and lacking any ornamentation, may indicate the owner’s low-class background (and minimal formal education), the three pockets are generally associated with a middle-class, Western-oriented intellectual identity. The latter is worn by state officials as well as by teachers and university professors. Business suits are mostly worn by members of the political elite, lawyers, and businessmen who maintain commercial networks with the United States and Europe.

Women’s attire encompasses a range of traditional outfits that follow standards of decent female dress and use industrial textiles, with varying degrees of elaboration. Western-style business suits do not enjoy great popularity; they are worn mostly by younger, unmarried women. The most popular dress cuts for women are the dloki ba, a full-length, poncho-style robe, as well as different varieties of the camisole (Grand Dakar). Like male dress, the cut and ornamentation of these robes vary from region to region, but they are all combined with ankle-length wrappers. They are made of bazin or printed textiles and are worn by professional women, such as employees in the private sector, politicians, and high-ranking members of the state administration. Comparatively less professional women prefer Western-style female dress (e.g., combinations of knee-length skirts and jackets). Still, over the last 20 years there has been a notable turn toward the incorporation of various international and cosmopolitan dress styles and trends, as illustrated by the popularity of fashion shows and beauty contests through which Western-style dress and also beauty ideals have become more predominant.

Another conventional, widely popular outfit among women is the combination (combinaison in French), which girls and women wear during their daily chores and which comprises a 2 meter-long (6.5 feet) square cloth (pagne) tied around the waist and a diversely cut blouse. Many dress cuts and embellishments are directly taken from the apparel of Malian female pop stars (or from soap opera heroines), whose televised performances and fancy display of recent fashion trends are eagerly followed by fashion-conscious urban women. Turbans, which indicate a woman’s married status, are popular items to manifest one’s hip status and knowledge about the newest fashions.

Regardless of their diversity, women’s dresses all respond to the norm that a woman should show self-respect by dressing properly, that is, by covering her body and concealing exact body contours. Most women do not doggedly conform to this standard of dress, but they make sure that their legs (and arms) are widely covered.

The textiles of which these various attires are made are either imports from neighboring African countries, China, and Europe, or they are the products of COMATEX (Compagnie Malienne de Textiles), a state-owned enterprise privatized in 1993. The most prestigious fabric is the damas or bazin that exists in several qualities. The bazin riche, imported from Germany, has the highest value and prestige. Also cherished by men, especially for dress worn on festive occasions and during ceremonies, are garments sewn from the highly prestigious, locally produced cotton fabric made of multiple stripes of hand-spun and handwoven cloth. The various patterns of these textiles, achieved by different colors and arrangements of stripes, reveal regional and ethnic varieties. Another fabric that has recently gained in popularity is the hand-spun and handwoven mud cloth fabric bogolan that, modeled on a traditional cloth fabricated in the heartland of the Bamana ethnic group, has become associated with Malian national identity.

Sports and Games

Soccer is number one on the country’s list of popular leisure activities. A common image of everyday life, in the village as much as in town, are the crowds of boys and young men who meet each and every afternoon on a soccer field in the neighborhood. It is here that the neighborhood’s male heroes are spotted and discussed by girls and that competition among male adolescents over social standing is fought out. Formally organized competition between soccer clubs at the neighborhood level is widespread. World cups and other international soccer competition events are closely followed by urban audiences; they constitute the favorite subject of daily conversation among many men.

Festivals and Holidays

A number of religious and state holidays are celebrated nationally; but as a rule, national holidays are respected in town and in the city rather than in rural areas, where people care little about most secular holidays. Among the most important secular national holidays are New Year’s Day, Armed Forces’ Day (January 20), Day of Democracy (March 26, celebrating the end of single-party rule), and Independence Day (September 22).

Depending on their Muslim or Christian faith, people also celebrate a number of religious holidays. In spite of the small number of Christians, holidays such as Christmas and Easter are commonly recognized as days of special celebration. Because of the Muslim lunar calendar, Muslim holidays do not have a fixed date but move through the year. Among the most important Muslim holidays in Mali are Mawlud, the celebration of the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad; and the holy fasting month of Ramadan, a period of a moon’s cycle during which an observant Muslim is not allowed to eat and drink during the day but is expected to engage in contemplation and supplementary prayer to venerate God and his will. In spite of this devotional intent of the fasting month, it is also a time of great enjoyment. People are allowed to eat only after sunset and before the sun rises again. Therefore, evenings, nights, and early morning are the time for family celebration and the consumption of great quantities of (often sugary) food. The lunar month of Ramadan ends with the holiday Eid al-Fitr (Zelicinin in Bamanakan).

The most important Muslim religious holiday in Mali is the Eid al-Adha (in Bamanakan, Zeliba, literally “the great prayer”), when the global community of Muslims (the umma) celebrates worldwide the end of the sacred pilgrimage to Mecca by slaughtering a sheep or lesser animal, in commemoration of Abraham’s willingness to submit (the literal meaning of islam) to God’s will and to sacrifice his son, on his behest. On that day, everywhere in town, especially around the main mosque, special communal prayers are organized.

Since Mali’s independence in 1960, its subsequent governments have regularly organized national cultural festivals. The most important of these, the biannual Youth Cultural Festival (Festival de la Jeunesse), brought together young singers, dancers, instrumentalists, and other performers from all the country’s regions to compete for the prize of the best regional performance group. The winner was then to move on to a pan-African cultural festival, organized in different countries of the continent. Mali’s governments, especially the first single-party government of President Keita, also participated in cultural exchange programs with countries outside of Africa. Still today, musicians and dancers who were once participants in this cultural exchange remember with great fondness these trips to foreign countries and the new inspiration they drew from their encounter with foreign performance conventions.

Since the privatization of the market of cultural and musical production in the early 1990s that followed the end of President Traoré’s single-party rule, state funding for national festivals has dried up. At present, several acclaimed cultural festivals are organized by international private enterprises and sponsor structures. Among them are the Festival on the Sand Dunes (Festival sur les Dunes), which takes place every year in the desert near Timbuktu, and the Festival on the River Niger (Festival sur le Niger), organized annually in Segu. World-famous artists perform at these international festivals, but entrance fees are so exorbitantly high that only Malians of relatively privileged economic background have a chance to attend. Apart from these international, high-profile festivals that visitors from all over the world attend, there are many smaller music festivals designed more specifically for Malian audiences and tastes.

Music and Dance

Mali prides itself on being home to several highly acclaimed musicians and world-famous music and performance traditions, such as the hunters’ music, the music performed by jeli singers and instrumentalists, djembe drumming, bala (xylophone) music, and music by women singers from the Wassulu region. Malian musicians have also integrated several musical styles from Latin America, North America, and other regions of Africa, such as samba, salsa, blues, rock, and highlife music. Music production modeled on European classical music is virtually nonexistent in Mali.

Historically, Malians viewed music, dancing, and other body movements as integral elements of a performance without separating out sound. This is illustrated by the literal meaning of the Bamana term for song (donkili), “call to dance.” There are also many overlaps between dance and other embodied performances that people refer to as “theater” or “ballet.” Many people in Mali feel that music, dance, speech, and song have deeply transformative effects that make them something not just for entertainment or “high art” enjoyment but also for a person’s moral edification.

Malian music can be classified into different musical categories or repertories, according to the occasions on which they are performed, the social identity of the person on whose behalf the music is made, and the musicians who perform it. There is great regional and ethnic variety in musical traditions and instruments. Most instruments have a long-standing local origin and are associated with particular occasions and ethnic groups. The guitar (introduced in the early 20th century), too, has become an intrinsic element of local and national performance traditions since the 1960s. In Mali’s south and in the neighboring countries, different types of the frame xylophone (bala) can be distinguished according to their shape and tuning system. Similarly, several varieties of the harp exist, most of which are associated with musical specialists—such as the maabuube and wammbaabe musicians and orators of the Fulani and the jeli instrumentalists of the Maninka and Bamana. Harps are all made of a calabash; they come in various shapes and are tuned and played differently. Some harps were played throughout vast regions of West Africa at least since the 17th century.

In addition to the karinyan, a narrow metal chime that women play by striking it with a metal rod, several drums serve as melodic-rhythmic instruments. They are the djembe, the dunun, and the tama, each of which is associated with specific musical repertoires, drumming traditions, and regional histories. The djembe is made from a single piece of wood, with an upper part having the shape of a huge bowl and a cylinder-shaped lower part. The tone height and pitch of the djembe can be adjusted by tightening or loosening the animal skin (usually goat) stretched across the bowl-shaped resonance body.


The World Stage

Malian music has received enormous attention on the international stage. In recent years, one could even say that Malian musicians have dominated the world market for African music. It is certainly true that the country has produced more internationally known artists than any other on the continent. Malian pop music has fused traditional and contemporary sounds to generate a sensation that has captured the global imagination. Leading artists include Salief Keita, Hebib Kaite, Nanou Cool, and Amadou and Miriam. Each year, Mali hoststhe Festival in the Desert to showcase its most promising musicians.



The dunun, a cylinder-shaped drum that consists of two heads or resonating bodies covered with goatskin, is also carved from a single piece of wood. The strings that run from one head of the instrument to the other side define the tightness of the animal skins spanned over each head. Depending on whether the strings are pressed down by the player (who holds the tama under his left arm and strikes it with a stick in his right hand) or loosened, the pitch of the tama changes.

The tambin is a wooden flute with three holes that historically was played by many Fulani groups on ritual occasions and sometimes also for entertainment. Today, it is widely used, along with the bala, the kora, and the electric guitar, in dance orchestras and during public concerts. Two other instruments widely played in Fulani settings are the one-stringed lute (molaandu) and the woogéru, a one-stringed fiddle made of a bowl-shapeded gourd covered with animal skin. The one-stringed fiddle also exists under the name anzad in the regions of Gao and Kidal, where it is played by Tuareg women during evening and nightly community celebrations. Although playing the anzad has declined in recent decades, the instrument still bears great significance for those who listen to it, reminding them of the cultural values associated with a heroic, precolonial past. The tahardent, a three-stringed harp, was historically played by Tuareg musicians as an accompaniment to their praise and genealogical recitations on behalf of their patrons. Over the last 50 years, new varieties of tahardent music have emerged that form part of world music. The tende, a mortar drum played by Tuareg men during the camel festivals and other public celebrations, is considered the music of ordinary folk partly because, compared to the years-long apprenticeships required for playing anzad music, to play the tende is considered an easy affair. Women may accompany the playing of the tende with songs or by drumming on the assakalabu, a calabash upturned in a basin of water that also exists as jidunun in Mali’s south.

In Mali, musicians and orators are often distinguished by birth from other people. For example, the Fulani, Bamana, and Maninka rely on professional instrumentalists, singers, and genealogists who belong to a distinct social group (called nyamakalaw by the Bamana and Maninka populations). Over the last decades, a number of nyamakala people have been highly successful in the international music market.

Until late in the colonial period, jeli or other nyamakala families lived next door to powerful and rich families for whom they acted as oral historians, public speakers, advisers, praise singers, and instrumentalists. Jeli clients thus played an important role in enhancing the honorable reputation of their patron family. Depending on his own economic standing and satisfaction with the jeli’s service, a patron compensated a jeli for his or her interventions with diverse kinds of gifts, such as food, cattle, and even slaves. Strict rules specified what musical genres women (as opposed to men) were to perform. While genealogical recitations were the exclusive domain of jeli men, praise songs were—and still are—the domain of jeli women. Both men and women could perform tasks of social mediation, but only jeli men were allowed to publicly speak on behalf of their noble patrons.

The praise traditionally performed by the musical specialists of the different ethnic groups has, in recent decades, become a (paid) profession in town. Contrary to the traditional ideal that a jeli should remain the faithful client of one and the same patron family, many jeli speakers and singers in town now perform for changing patrons, partly because their former patrons are no longer in a position to offer them material support. This is the case not only for people of jeli origin but also for the specialists formerly affiliated with Fulani and Tuareg patron families. Numerous jeli women show up at weddings and other public celebrations and, without being invited to do so, bestow their praise on patrons whom they may have never met before. As a result, as their critics complain, much of their praise consists of empty speech that lacks the deep meanings and artistic value of conventional jeli praise. People of free birth tend to view their public interactions with jeli singers as a mixed blessing. They might be eager to display their generosity toward a jeli. In off-stage remarks, however, they will express their fear of jeli singers, knowing well that they risk losing face if ever they refused to generously compensate the performing jeli.

Even if many people complain that the times of authentic jeli performances are over, they still cherish good jeli praise. Also, some jeli musicians and their music still play a central role in Mali’s musical traditions. In contrast, the tahardent music historically associated with the Kel Tamasheq nobility never became a cornerstone of national musical traditions. But following the forced migration of Tamasheq musicians to neighboring countries, tahardent music has developed into a new genre of entertainment music, the tak amba, which, characterized by evocative rhythms, is increasingly marketed at a global stage as authentic Tuareg music.

Music making in Mali has also been transformed by musicians of free-born origin who now engage in musical activities that once were the domain of jeli musicians. The pop star Salif Keita notably illustrates that music making, formerly closely associated with jeli and nyamakala origin, has been diversified under the effects of urbanization and the commercialization of music. Because Salif Keita comes from a freeborn family, his musical activities were initially strongly resisted by his family who considered them inappropriate for a free-born person and only gradually relented, in response to Salif Keita’s national and international success. Although Salif Keita is now one of Mali’s leading musicians, whenever he appears in public concert in Mali, he first requests permission to sing from those people in the audience who are of jeli origin. By this, Salif Keita openly acknowledges that his own social origins do not authorize him to engage in public speech. Women singers from the Wassulu regions, such as the pop star Oumou Sangaré, also exemplify musicians who have free origins and have benefited from the professionalization of entertainment music.

Djembe drumming also illustrates how the professionalization of music alters conventional, status-related rules of music making. Although a djembe could be played by anyone, drummers used to be of jeli or blacksmith origin. Today, however, with the rising popularity and commercial value of djembe entertainment music, jeli drummers increasingly compete with instrumentalists of other social origins over affluent clients.

Visual Art

Malian cultural artifacts, such as sculptures and masks, were traditionally made to play a role in ritual and religious practices. Their primary function was not to invite distanced contemplation as a work of high art, but to draw viewers and listeners into religious ritual and into powerful aesthetic and sensory experience.

African arts have become virtually synonymous with visual arts and even more narrowly with sculpture and masks, all of which were commonly fabricated as containers of supernatural forces and to help people get into touch with, and ensure harmony with, a universe beyond the visible world. Speech, song, and dance are also important elements of masquerades and other rituals during which a mask or sculpture is presented, as are the costumes accompanying a masquerade. Historically, numerous masks and sculptures were intended not for public view but only for settings with restricted access, settings characterized by different degrees of secrecy and demarcated by different degrees of initiation.

It is often difficult to date the age of masks and to classify them as belonging to distinct ethnic groups because historically, individual masks could move across wider geographical areas and attain new uses and significances. Rather than representing a timeless, static essence of Malian traditions, masks illustrate their malleability and mobility.

Bamana sculptures and Dogon masks illustrate the restricted, secretive context for which these objects were and are often made, and also the flexibility of sculptural elements and associated meanings as they traveled from one context of use to another. Bamana mask and sculpture carving used to be related to the Bamana initiation or secret societies (jow) that had an enormous significance for social and religious life. The rituals and objects of the initiation societies offered a way to address various physical and emotional afflictions and misfortune. Today, initiation societies are relevant in the resolution of local political conflicts, but their influence has been limited by the influence of Islam and state institutions. Initiation societies, such as the Bamana societies Ciwara, Kono, and Komo, centered on the manipulation of occult forces through the use of masks and other ritual objects. Still today, the most powerful objects need to be hidden from view, and access to them is carefully guarded and restricted. Only men can join these secret societies, but women could take over certain ritual functions without being initiated into the society’s secrets. While some cultic practices of the societies are conducted by a few initiates who are well advanced in age and secret knowledge, there are also public rituals that all members of a village may attend. This is illustrated by the different, public, and more secretive meanings and uses of the Kanaga, a mask for which the Dogon have become world famous. The Kanaga has a short pole on top, with two parallel, perpendicular blades attached to the pole. At the ends of each pole, two small flat boards are attached that point into opposite (upward and downward) directions. A crown of unbending red or yellow fibers encircles the face of the mask. Dance performances involving the Kanaga mask take place on the occasion of important funerals, when the passage of the deceased into the realm of the ancestors needs to be facilitated. Kanaga dance performances are spectacular, partly because of the sheer number of performing masks. During these performances, dancers make rotating semicircular movements with the mask while sliding its upper part on the soil.

Other masks are intended for public display and for maintaining good relations between humans and nature. The most famous example of this type of Bamana initiation society is the Ciwara, whose annual performances relate to agricultural fertility and to human and social reproduction. The masks are stylized representations of the antelope, the mythical character believed to have taught the Bamana agriculture.

Puppet masquerades are a very popular form of entertainment in the Bamana regions of Mali’s south. The carved, wooden puppets represent mythological figures and characters that are intended for social parody or moral edification.

Paintings are an art form that is detached from traditional Malian artistic conventions and aesthetic techniques. Most paintings contain naïve depictions of African traditional life. They are produced for the tourist market and for a small Malian middle-class clientele. While artists of the naive style often understand themselves as preservers of African traditional culture, other painters produce art that identifies them not as African painters but as cosmopolitan artists whose work engages with contemporary issues.
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A female merekun marionette puppet. In the Bamana regions of southern Mali, puppet masquerades are a popular form of entertainment and a medium for mythology, social critique, and moral edification. (Sabena Jane Blackbird/Alamy)

Several outstanding Malian film producers, such as Cheick Oumar Sissoko and Souleymane Cissé, gained world fame with their films, which acquainted international audiences with the complexities of social life and the rich historical and cultural heritage of Mali. Souleymane Cissé was born in Bamako in 1940 and trained in Dakar and Moscow before embarking on a career as filmmaker and playwright in Mali. His most famous films are Baara (Work, 1978), Finye (Wind, 1982), Yèlèn (Light, 1987), and Waati (Time, 1995), all of which won or were short-listed for international awards.

Cheick Oumar Sissoko, born in 1945, received several international awards for his movies Guimba (The Tyrant, 1995), Le Genèse (Creation, 1999), and Battù (2000).

Photography in Mali goes back to the 1930s, when professional urban photographers emerged in then colonial French Sudan. Some of these photographers established themselves in the capital Bamako as well as in the towns of Segu, Mopti, Bougouni, and Gao, and they became avid documenters of the changing faces and modalities of urban life. Two notable representatives of photography in Mali who, for a long time, struggled hard to gain recognition as artists in Mali’s national arena are Seydou Keita (1921–2001) and Malick Sidibé (b. 1935).

Seydou Keita was a self-trained amateur whose ingenious use of props in his studio photography made him popular among urban middle classes of the 1940s and 1950s. Only late in his life, in 1977, was the genuinely artistic value of his work acknowledged by national and international audiences. Malick Sidibé, the other internationally acclaimed Malian photographer, used his lighter 35mm camera to move around in town and document the festivities and family events of the new urban elite, thereby capturing the insouciance and spontaneity that energized Bamako’s nightlife in the late 1950s and early years of political independence. Sidibé received the Hasselblad Award in 2003 and, in 2007, the Lion d’Or at the Venice Biennale.

Architecture and Housing

The diversity of building structures and materials of Mali shows how Mali’s populations adapt to the climatic conditions and vegetation of the country’s different regions and to people’s sedentary, nomadic, and seminomadic lifestyles. Buildings integrate different local and Muslim architectural styles.

Historically, the nomadic populations of the Sahara and Sahel lived in temporary dwellings, such as tents made of a combination of wood and animal skins. But French colonial administrative policy, regulations imposed by the postcolonial state on nomads, the droughts of the 1970s and 1980s, and periods of civil war in the north have undermined nomadic ways of life.

The specific architectural style in which the medieval towns of Mali—among them Djenné, Timbuktu, Gao, and Segu—were built in the western savanna belt is generally referred to as Sudanese architecture. The most famous example of Sudanese architecture is the mosque of Djenné, the largest mud building in the world, which together with several other mosques attests to the successful merging of Muslim faith and religious practice with local aesthetic conventions. Other towns, among them Kayes, Kita, San, and Bamako, owe their historic buildings to the times of French colonial occupation. These former sites of colonial administration were designed as a central business district dominated by the historical colonial buildings and surrounded by residential districts.

Mud is the most important building material for sedentary peoples in rural areas. It is used in different ways, very often in the form of mud bricks. There are flat-roofed, rectangular houses, often replete with pierced parapet walls and crowded into tightly nucleated villages. There are also round houses that are capped by their thatched-roof bonnets and dispersed over the arid landscape. Intermingled with this range of sedentary buildings are the various nomadic, transient abodes made of thatch, woven mats, or skins, whose occupants used to live in a relationship of exchange and mutual dependence with their sedentary, mud-building neighbors. Against this diversity, the Sudanese mosque architecture appears as a unified, easily recognizable form throughout the area, even if it comprises several building styles that can be loosely identified with certain ethnic or regional identities.

Mosques built in the Sudanese architectural style have served as main physical manifestation of Islam’s presence; it incorporates influences from Muslim North Africa but also local aesthetic preferences. A more massive type of Sudanese mosque architecture represented by the mosques of Timbuktu and the tomb of Askia Muhamed in Gao can be distinguished from the Djenné mosque style with its balance of wall surfaces, in parapet construction, wooden dentils, and minarets that form an integral element of the facade.

Historic buildings that go back to precolonial times are fortresslike structures, made of mud bricks and surrounded by additional protective walls and built by local communities to defend themselves against the attacks of their enemies between the 17th and 19th centuries. Another historic building is the “vestibule,” a rectangular or circular edifice that has several doors, is built of solid mud, and still today houses extended families and serves as a symbol of family cohesion and patriarchal authority.

Because French colonial architecture imitated the Sudanese mud architecture, it is referred to as neo-Sudanese. Neo-Sudanese buildings exist in the former centers of French administration and commercial activities, such as Kayes, Kita, Bamako, and Segu. In spite of their historic significance and the fact that some of them house state administration and extension services, these buildings suffer at present from a lack of maintenance. The most impressive French fortress is the one located in Medine (near Kayes), a massive, two-story building built in 1855 under Governor Faidherbe, which comprises several adjacent structures, among them a powder magazine, a prison, and a school building, and is surrounded by a formidable defensive wall.

Types of rural settlements, building shapes, and architectural styles vary with the region, vegetation zones, mode of livelihood, and degree of influence from urban areas. Pastoral groups living on the fringes of the Sahara and throughout the Sahelian zone live in easily transportable tents made of thatch and animal skin and settle individually or in loosely arranged agglomerations. As long as the Kel Tamasheq were seminomadic, they lived in temporary camps of 5 to 10 nomadic tents that moved around to graze their herds or in hamlets that, in their mix of adobe houses and tents, were best adapted to their semisedentary, gardening and herding subsistence activities. Because many Kel Tamasheq and Moors in Mali’s north were forced to adopt sedentary lifestyles, they now live in compounds of tents or in permanent structures and mud houses.

Although many Fulani have turned toward livestock production and sedentary settlement in the late 20th century, Fulani settlement patterns still range from a traditional transhumant lifestyle to various modes of sedentary life. Those with a nomadic or seminomadic lifestyle live in season-specific settlements: dry-season and wet-season camps.

The sedentary populations of the Sahelian and savanna zones, in contrast, live predominantly in villages composed of compounds and also of some isolated houses. This also applies to many Bozo and Somono of the middle Niger belt region, who subsist mainly from fishing and who live, depending on their socioeconomic standing, in semipermanent and permanent buildings. In areas with a predominantly agricultural population, there are hamlets located outside the village and in closer proximity to farmlands that may over time turn into permanent settlements.

While traditionally houses in Mali were built out of mud and timber, today many people prefer, if they can afford it, to build houses of a mixture of earth and cement. House roofs are either thatched conical roofs or they consist of timber beams that support a flat terrace (made of mud bricks) on which inhabitants sleep during the hot season. In rural areas, it has become a sign of affluence and success to cover one’s houses with roofs made of sawn timber and corrugated iron sheets rather than of the relatively short-lived wood and thatch. However, this is an expensive and uncomfortable option because iron sheets retain heat much longer.

Houses are rectangular or circular mud buildings that, grouped in circles or semicircles, encompass a spacious courtyard that forms the social and spatial core of family life. A kitchen and a circular, thatched storage house complete this cluster of one- or two-room houses that together form an extended family’s residential unit. In addition to these family residences, there exist in most villages a number of buildings that are of communal interest and use, such as a building with an adjacent large lobby used for village meetings, a mosque, or a round, thatch-roofed sanctuary where ritual objects are kept.

The construction of sanctuaries and other buildings with ritual functions requires special preparation and knowledge. Before the construction is even launched, oracles need to be consulted and protective sacrifices need to be performed to ensure a smooth building process and a successful use of the site. Village mosques are of modest proportions and stylistic elaboration. They consist of a rectangular building to which a minaret has been added. In villages in close proximity to town or on the main roads, more and more mosques are found nowadays that feature architectural and stylistic influences from mosques in North Africa and the Arab world and thus reflect the aesthetic and doctrinal orientation of their foreign-based sponsors.

In town, the influence of Western-style architecture is more evident. Here, houses made of a mixture of mud and cement exist side by side with concrete houses, high-rise buildings, villas modeled on European mansions, and official structures and mosques built in the Sudanese style. Apart from mosques, historic buildings, and structures built under French colonial occupation, most buildings are of relatively recent origin. Many people live in homes made of cement and covered by corrugated roofs. Although climatically less adapted, many people prefer them because they are relatively stable, long-lasting, and appear as modern.

Medieval towns such as Timbuktu and Djenné have retained much of their ancient appearance and charm, whereas others ancient towns (such as Segu) have changed to modern-style towns with a mix of building types and architectural styles. Bamako, the capital city and largest urban center, has many structures built with concrete and steel. Under French colonial rule and after independence, Mali’s historic cities expanded, benefiting from colonial infrastructural developments and efforts to restore historic sites and buildings. Recent architectural innovations, such as the mixing of mud and cement, improve the stability and longevity of traditional-style homes but also invite the abandonment of some traditional building elements.

Literature and Oral Traditions

For centuries, Malian literary traditions have evolved at the intersection of Islamic Arabophone erudition and of regional- and local-language-based intellectual production. Mali enjoys an international reputation for its rich oral and musical traditions and has recently also gained a significant presence in the canon of written world literature. In addition to its rich heritage in Arabic scripts, Mali’s literary production has strong roots in its colonial past, when French school education established the Latin alphabet and French as dominant script and language of communication.

Contemporary Malian writers draw on Mali’s various oral traditions and integrate into their writings the insights condensed in parables, proverbs, songs, and other speech genres. Thus, rather than assume that literary writing simply replaces oral texts, oral and written literary production should be seen as complementary and overlapping domains of cultural creativity. The literary production of Malian authors illustrates that written and oral literature interlock, inform, and inspire each other in complex ways and thereby contribute to the continued liveliness of African literary productions, whether orally transmitted or conveyed in written form.

Malian writers struggle to mark their place in postcolonial and world literature because of the various economic, political, and logistical impediments that prevent their reception at the national level and limit their chances for international recognition. In spite of these difficulties in reaching and appealing to a national readership, Malian writers such as Ahmadou Hampâté Bâ, Massa Makan Diabaté, Aicha Fofana, Aoua Keita, Moussa Konaté, and Fily Dabo Sissoko have become authors of international renown.

To many Malians, oral speech genres remain a source of pride in their own cultural tradition because these texts, particularly if they related to their home locality, capture historical experience and timeless human wisdom, and generate emotional attachment and long-lasting commitments. Oral tradition refers to a range of textual and literary productions that are passed down not by employing written scripts but in oral form. A society’s oral traditions comprise accounts of historical events and persons, as well as other texts that store cultural values and social norms, such as proverbs and fables. Oral traditions therefore have a strong pedagogical function and play a key role in ensuring the continuation of the social and moral universe. Whenever a particular oral tradition concerns issues of political organization, it has a legitimating function for the political order, past and present. The transmission of oral texts does not operate as a process of mere reproduction but involves an adaptation and transformation of these texts, in response to the actual situation in which they are recited.

Most societies that belong to the contemporary Malian nation-state have historically relied on a very elaborate system of passing down their oral traditions. Prior to the arrival of French colonial troops in the second half of the 19th century, and still throughout the colonial period, Mali’s literary traditions were transmitted mainly by word of mouth. Some oral genres, such as proverbs, fables, riddles, and certain songs, were memorized and told by anyone in society. Other oral genres, such as family genealogies, certain forms of praise, and heroic epics, could be transmitted only by specialists of the spoken word, such as the jeliw or jaliw of the Bamana and Maninka (see above, under Dance and Music). Some of them, especially women, have enjoyed a remarkable success and international reputation as singers over the last decades thanks to mass media.

The oral traditions that the specialists of oral performances pass down are often associated with Mali’s different regional histories and centralized polities. The most famous of these, the Sundjata epic, is tied to the history of the Manding, the area covering approximately the triangle between Bamako, Kita, and Kurusa. Other epics, such as the one of Sonni Ali Ber and that of Dinga, relate to the Songhai Empire and the Soninke Kingdom, respectively. Although the facticity of these historical narratives has not always been confirmed and their reliability as sources of historical knowledge remains open to debate, epics such as that of Sundjata Keita have a central symbolic significance to the justification of social and political relations between different groups and families today. Other oral genres that are also performed by specialists are praise songs and genealogies that relate to the past of locally dominant groups.

Certain oral traditions are transmitted by people of inferior social origin. A notable example of this are oral traditions of the Soninke kingdom of Jaara (located in and around the town Niono) that have been passed down by female slaves. Whether oral traditions are in the hands of specialists, as in the case of the jeliw, or of nonspecialists, their memorization requires years-long training, musical and rhetorical expertise, and strong cognitive capacities.

Malian societies are often assumed to be “oral” societies, but this view is ahistorical and misleading. Particularly in the north, Arabic literacy and writing has played an important role in promoting literacy centuries before the arrival of French colonial troops. Arabic and Tifinagh (the script in which Tamasheq, the language of the Tuareg, was written) were in use in the Gao region already between the 11th and the 15th centuries. Starting in the 15th century several Muslim scribes of African origin who lived along the Niger Bend, such as Mahmud Kati and Abdherramane es Sadi, provided important information about urban civilization in this region. Muslim scribes and scholars used Arabic script not only for purposes of documentation and religious scholarship; they also composed literature (mostly poetry) in the local languages Fulfulde and Tamasheq.

A far-reaching consequence of French assimilationist cultural policy was that there never emerged a significant body of written literature in one of Mali’s national languages. This severely restricted—and continues to limit—the readership for Malian literature. Another serious implication of French colonial language policy was that French was the exclusive language of mass media, that is, of the newspaper Le Soudanais and, after its creation in 1958, of Radio Soudan. The legacy of this language policy continued in postcolonial times. French remained the most important language of communication. Even the privileged position of Bamanakan, which was gradually elevated to the primary national language after independence, can be seen as a direct outcome of French colonial language policy, which discouraged or directly repressed any artistic expression in local languages. Bamanakan owed its privileged position as the official national lingua franca to the effort of postcolonial governments to replace French as the primary language of communication. At the same time, this replacement created new dilemmas of language choice and limited readership for Malian writers because it perpetuated the relations of inequality between different national languages and bolstered the dominance of southern cultures and oral traditions. In short, Malian authors of written literature still struggle with the effects of colonial and postcolonial language policy because no matter which language they choose, they will find only a (regionally and linguistically) limited audience.

Media

The Malian press dates back to the colonial French Sudan, when the newspaper Le Soudanais, created by the French colonial administration for a Francophone reading public of merchants and administrators, coexisted with dailies such as L’Essor that addressed, a tiny, literate, African elite.

After independence, the number of Malian dailies dropped drastically as most of them were either prohibited or faced bankruptcy. L’Essor became the official organ of Modibo Keita’s single-party rule and, after his fall from power and the subsequent CMLN military regime, remained under governmental control. After the return to civilian rule in 1979, L’Essor and its news agency, the Agence Malienne de Presse, remained tightly associated with the new political leadership, covering mostly national events and government decrees and speeches.

With the new freedom of the press guaranteed under the new constitution of 1992, independent newspapers—such as Le Républicain, Les Échos, Nouvel Horizon, and Info Matin—started to compete with L’Essor, which, managed by the Ministry of Communications, nowadays keeps a certain independence from governmental policy in its news coverage. But, the impact of these newspapers on public opinion remains limited because they are followed only by literate segments of the urban population and by those who can afford them on a regular basis.

Since its creation in 1957, Malian national radio (then called Radio Soudan and renamed Radio Mali after independence) has remained the country’s most important mass medium. As an institution under close control of the ruling party, national radio has a strong legacy of disseminating governmental policy and of educating the masses. It offers news broadcasts, agricultural information, and other educational programs, and also entertainment and cultural and religious programs. Its main languages of broadcasting are French and Bamanakan, the lingua franca of southern Mali. It also offers short weekly programs in other national languages. Because its programs tended to privilege musical and oral traditions from the south, national radio has been an important motor in representing southern traditions as cornerstones of Malian national identity. Also, for more than 30 years, Radio Mali did not cover the entire national territory; reception of national radio was limited to certain, privileged areas of Mali and to certain seasons. In areas where national radio could not be received, international radio channels broadcasting in national languages, most notably Radio France International, Voice of America, and Deutsche Welle, often played an important role. The mushrooming of local vernacular radio stations that broadcast local music has challenged the monopoly of national radio and has forced political authorities to amend (some of) its programs and to create a second channel of national radio.

In 1983, national television was created. The national radio and television station Radiodiffusion Télévision du Mali was renamed Office de Radiodiffusion Télévision du Mali in 1992. The spread of television and video-recording technologies since the late 1980s, supported by the massive influx of low-cost technical infrastructure from Southeast Asia, has broadened television consumption among the urban populations. In recent years, the reception (via satellite) of international private television channels, such as TV5, Monde Afrique, BBC, and Al Jazeera, has become more widespread in town. Apart from its—highly popular—music talent shows and other programs, it broadcasts foreign television series, produced mainly in France, Brazil, Mexico, Germany, and the United States, and increasingly also in West African countries. National productions include a weekly program featuring Mali’s diverse local cultures and traditions and a television serial depicting daily family life in town.

Political liberalization of the early 1990s has prompted the mushrooming of a vibrant landscape of national and local radio broadcasting. Local vernacular radio stations, all of them serving towns and their immediate surroundings, have grown steadily in number, with varying longevity and program quality. Political constraints, too, prevent local radio stations from realizing the democratic potential that many Malian intellectuals attributed to them in the first years of their existence. The authoritarian and controlling prerogatives of the central state have remained in place and prevent the existing legal framework from guaranteeing the emergence of a diverse and truly competitive media landscape. Since 1996, the number of local radio stations in the northern areas has increased considerably, with new radio stations being created in Kidal, Gao, Menarka, and Timbuktu. But the majority of local radio stations are still based in Mali’s southern triangle.

Important reasons for the overwhelming success of local radio stations are that, by broadcasting local languages and oral and musical genres, they serve as platforms for local and particularistic claims and identities. They also enable forms of communication that are in continuity with established forms of socializing and exchange in unmediated settings.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Nouakchott

Major Cities: Nouadhibou, Rosso, Atar, Kaedi, Boghe, Kiffa, Tidjikja

Population: 3.8 million (estimates according to International Monetary Fund)

Languages: Arabic (official and national), Hassaniya (national), French (administrative and national), Pulaar, Soninke, Bambara, Wolof (all national languages)

Government Type: Presidential Republic (Islamic Republic of Mauritania)

Ethnic Groups: Arab-Berber (Bidan and Haratin), Fulbe, Soninke, Wolof, and other sub-Saharan ethnic groups; a small immigrant community of Koreans and European expatriates

Religions: Islam (99 percent); other (1 percent)



Introduction

Geography

Mauritania is situated in the western region of the African continent and is considered both a part of the Sahel and of the geographical Maghreb. It has an area of 1,030,700 square kilometers (397,955 square miles) and extends 1,515 kilometers (941 miles) northeast to southwest and 1,314 kilometers (816 miles) southeast to northwest. It is bordered on the northeast by Algeria, on the east and south by Mali, on the southwest by Senegal, on the west by the Atlantic Ocean, and on the northwest and north by the Western Sahara, with a total estimated boundary length of 5,828 kilometers (3,621 miles) of which 754 kilometers (469 miles) consists of coastline. Mauritania has four ecological zones: the Saharan zone, the Sahelian zone, the Senegal River Valley, and the coastal zone. Sand, varying in color and composition, covers 40 percent of the surface, forming dunes across the country except in the Senegal River Valley. Most of Mauritania north of Atar—about two-thirds of the country—has a Saharan climate in which daytime temperatures exceed 38°C (100°F) in most areas for over six months, but in which the nights are rather cool. The large northern arid region shading into the Sahara advances south every year, accelerated by drought and deforestation. It is characterized by shifting sand dunes, rock outcroppings, and rugged mountain plateaus, which reach elevations up to 500 meters (1,640 feet).

Mauritania’s surface structure is predominantly flat in the southern part, in particular between the River Senegal and the bay of Cap Timiris toward the coast. The north includes extensive lowland, which forms the western edge of the Sahara with its shifting sand dune fields. A short, steep climb leads over to the highlands in the central part of the country, which extend up to 500 meters (1,640 feet) above sea level. This part is characterized by rock outcroppings and the sandstone plateaus of Adrar, Tagant, and Affollé and individual inselbergs, including the Kediet Ijill, which is, with its 915 meters (3,002 feet), the highest mountain in the country. In the east, scree-covered plateaus lead toward the nondraining, sand-filled El Djouf Basin. The biggest river in Mauritania is the Senegal, which also forms the state border with the neighboring country Senegal.


Battle with the Desert

Mauritania is in the midst of a decades-long struggle with desertification. Today, roughly 75 percent of the country is covered by inhospitable desert sands. Only 10 percent of the land remains adequate for grazing, and less than 1 percent can support agriculture. As a result, farmers and pastoralists have steadily withdrawn to the cities in search of alternative sources of income. Since the 1960s, the urban population has grown from under 10 percent of the total population to 53 percent. Unfortunately, opportunities in the urban centers cannot keep up with population growth, and vast slums have emerged.
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A barren ridge in the Adrar, an arid plateau land in northern Mauritania. The center of the plateau is nearly devoid of water, while at its edge limited palm groves can be supported. (Feargus Cooney/Getty Images)

People and Ethnicity

Contemporary Mauritanian society draws from traditional structures. Horizontally, different ethnic and linguistic communities coexist. Vertically, status and dependency define the relationship between and within the ethnic communities of both the Arabo-Berber population, which predominately speaks Hassaniya-Arabic, and those comprising Pulaar, Soninke, Wolof, and Bambara speakers of sub-Saharan African descent. The Arabo-Berber population makes up the largest part of Mauritania’s population. The Halpulaar group of Pulaar-speaking communities consists of the Fulbe- and Toucouler-speaking peoples. The Soninke, Wolof, and Bambara speakers make up the rest of the ethnicities. The self-determined division, which exists in Mauritania, of bidan (white) and sudan (black) does not primarily signify complexion but rather linguistic and social identity. The bidan understand themselves as freeborn members of Arabic-speaking (Hassaniya) communities while distinguishing themselves from the haratin, the slaves or manumitted slaves of black African origin. Likewise, the sudani or kwar consider themselves as free members of their ethnic group, outside and independent from the bidan. However, sudan is also used as an external denomination for the haratin, the slaves, because slavery has officially been abolished. Thus, sudan is likewise applied to the haratin, the manumitted slaves of African origin. Recently, the sudan have occasionally also been referred to as hadr (greens). The origin and meaning of the name haratin (singular hartani) is controversial. There are interpretations that refer to a linguistic origin. Linguistically, the term haratin could derive from the Berber root “HRTN,” signifying a mixed shade of white and black. Other suggestions include a linguistic relationship to the Arabic word hurra or huratayn, “to be freed,” indicating that slaves were freed twice, once in Islam and once from slavery.

In 2000, an estimated 40–45 percent of Mauritania’s population was understood as belonging to the haratin. Slavery continued to exist in Mauritania throughout the 20th century. Several laws were issued by Mauritania’s parliament that made the practice of slavery illegal and a criminal offense starting in 2007. Under the constitutional reform introduced in 2012, persons convicted of slavery can be sentenced to up to 10 years in prison. On February 27, 2014, Mauritania agreed to adopt a roadmap to end slavery with assistance from the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. Furthermore, a special tribunal has been established to prosecute crimes connected with slavery, which is designed to take Mauritania closer to actually eliminating slavery.

Languages

The official, national language of Mauritania is Modern Standard Arabic. It is used in audiovisual and print media, schools and universities, and in administration. Classical Arabic with more formal vocabulary is used for religious and ceremonial purposes and for certain literary genres. As part of former colonial French West Africa, Mauritania has retained the French language in administration as well as language of instruction in schools and universities, secondary to the use of Arabic. In particular the elite of the country are interested in having their children brought up bilingual in both French and Arabic. However, after the takeover of the military regime in 1978, the use of Arabic in government, administration, and the justice system has increased and intensified the Arabization in the country.

The local oral Arabic variant, which is spoken in Mauritania, is Hassaniya. The Banu Hassan imported it to Mauritania in the 14th century. The Banu Hassan were a branch of the Banu Ma’qil, a Yemeni nomadic tribe that settled in Tunisia in the 13th century. They moved into the Sanhaja region in what is today the Western Sahara and Mauritania in the 14th century, fighting a 30-year war against the Lamtuna Arabized Berbers who claimed ancestry from the Himyarites. The influence of the Banu Hassan in the region resulted in the adaption of the Arabic variant they spoke, consequently leading to a strong Arabization of Mauritania.

Today Hassaniya is spoken by the majority of the inhabitants of Mauritania but used predominantly orally in everyday life activities. The Bedouin and nomad lifestyle characterize the vocabulary of Hassaniya. It is also partially influenced by Wolof and Znaga, the original Berber language spoken in the region. Other African languages spoken in Mauritania are Pulaar, Soninke, Wolof, and Bambara.

Religion

In contemporary Mauritania there is a strong relationship between Islam and politics. Because most members of Mauritania’s ethnic communities are Muslim, Islam is often depicted as the common identity of a very diverse society. Essentially most Mauritanians are Sunni Muslims. In some places local Islamic practice is mixed with non-Islamic spiritualistic forms showing influences from sub-Saharan African groups settling in Mauritania and Berber customs and traditions. The Christian and Jewish communities are small and made up mostly of European expatriates.

Since a stronger Islamization during the Almoravids reform movement in the 11th century, Islam has been the base of political and social life in Mauritania. Most Mauritanian Muslims follow the Maliki School of Islamic Law. The Constitutional Charter of 1985 has declared Islam the religion of the state, and with it sharia law is the applied law in the country. Since the medieval period, Sufi orders have played an important role in the expansion of Islam. The two dominant ones in Mauritania are the orders of the Qadiriyya and the Tijaniyya. There are also more regionally confined ones, including the Shadiliyya, established in Boumdeit and the Tagant region, as well as the Ghoudfiya, which is more widely spread in Tagant, Adrar, Hodh ech Chargui, and Hodh el Gharbi. Many political and anticolonial movements such as the one occurring during the Shur Bubba wars (1644–1674) against the Banu Hassan and those under Al Hajj Umar Tall (1794–1864) against non-Islamic Bambara groups were guided by Islamic principles. Islam was also a major force in the conflict between the French colonizers and Shaykh Hamallah, who resisted cooperating with French authorities and was exiled from 1925 to 1941.
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Prayers outside of a mosque in Nouadhibou. Islam has been the chief religion among Mauritanians for centuries. Since independence, Islam and sharia law have been enshrined in the constitution of the Islamic Republic of Mauritania. (Claire Soares/Reuters/Corbis)

Mauritanians revere some Islamic leaders and saints from different Sufi orders as holy men. Among them are Shaykh Nasir al Din, who led the Shur Bubba wars; Abdoul Kader Kane (1853–1891), who used Islam as an ideology to mobilize the indigenous people against the French colonizers; and Ma al-Aynin (d. 1910) who fought against the French rule in the Western Sahara. Throughout the country one can find important mosques and religious centers of learning. Some historical mosques such as the ones in Kaedi, Boghe, Chinguetti, Boutilimit, Tidjikja, Walata, Tishit, and Mederdra are well known beyond Mauritania.

Because Islam in Mauritania serves as both a cultural identity and a religious legitimization of contemporary politics, it is important to understand the link between the two. There is an understanding of Islam as being interpreted and represented by the ‘ulama, who are close to the government, as well as by Islamist brotherhoods. In addition, small political movements, such as the African Liberation Forces of Mauritania, have understood that Islam has a great mobilizing capacity. Since the 1970s, Islamist associations have become an important political force in Mauritania and have contributed to increasing Islamization of society.


Great Cities of the Western Desert

The lands comprising modern-day Mauritania have, for centuries, played host to important routes of the trans-Saharan trade. Though this trade dates to Antiquity, the trade truly gained steam during the Islamic period, as the camel was well established in the Sahara and Islamic powers arose on both sides of the desert. Great trade cities like Chinguette grew famous as conduits of wealth and as origin points for the pilgrimage to Mecca. Thus, a number of Mauritanian sites were well known across the Islamic world from early on. Today, there is an effort to restore the great cities of Mauritania’s past.



Social Customs

One of the most important rites of passage is the naming ceremony of a newborn child. For boys, this right of passage is followed by circumcision, which commonly takes place before the age of 18. Girls are usually circumcised after birth by being given a clitoridectomy by female artisans, who use the sharpened fingernail of their right thumbs. These early attempts to restrain female sexuality are often undertaken by parents who want to ensure the marriageability of their daughters.

Another important lifecycle event is marriage. Every Mauritanian is expected to marry and have children. Marriages are often arranged between families, and girls usually enter into their first marriage between the ages of 7 to 20 while first-time husbands are rather in their twenties or thirties. Stylized etiquettes of courtship and seduction regulate the relationship between the different sexes, and sexual contact is not allowed before marriage. The husband or his family has to provide the dowry, which depends on the status of the bride. It can be paid in any kind, but women prefer jewelry as it has a higher portability. Furthermore, in case of a divorce, livestock could often be more easily reclaimed by the husband than the wife’s custom-made jewelry.

In the wedding ceremony, the bride and groom pledge themselves to the marriage with an Islamic marriage contract called aqd. There are also two parties, the aqd party and the marwah party, the latter being a reception to send the bride off to her new family.
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Mandinka men at a traditional naming ceremony. Naming ceremonies celebrate the birth of a child and welcome it into the community. Similar traditions are common to ethnic groups all over West Africa. (Keiko Hiromi/Polaris/ Newscom)

In terms of general education and training in conduct, children are also instructed in the etiquette of eating, conversing, and working, Mothers, aunts, and grandmothers teach boys and girls from an early age on how to pray and how to clean themselves spiritually in order to prepare for prayer.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Until the beginning of the 21st century nearly 80 percent of Mauritanians were nomads searching for a living in the hostile desert. However, due to several factors, many of them environmental, the nomadic way of life is slowly regressing as society is changing and adapting to the modern world. Urban growth in Mauritania has been considered as being contemporaneous with the birth of a multilingual nation and the establishment of a modern state. However, as in other regions on the African continent, Mauritania is also characterized by the interlaced existence of tradition and modernity. Despite recent urbanization, Mauritanians have remained attached to ways of life characteristic of rural cultures. Tradition is often expressed through the cultural practices and social norms of the various ethnic groups that inhabit the country. Modernity has found entrance into Mauritania’s society on many different levels, especially mass media and new technologies, including social media.
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Pedestrians walk the streets of Nouakchott. Mauritania’s arid climate has meant that much of the nation’s population growth centers on urban areas. This has led to new challenges as Mauritanians seek to expand housing and infrastructure accordingly. (Attila Jandi/Dreamstime.com)

Mauritania’s society is multiethnic. All ethnic groups living in Mauritania are socially stratified and divided into a social class of “nobles” or “freeborn” and a social class of “slave” descendants. A third category is the stratum of castes consisting of groups of endogamous artisans and musicians arranged along the lines of vocationally linked social hierarchies. Habitually, the “nobles” or “free persons” are associated with agriculture or in the case of nomads with herding, scholarship, and trade. Although slavery has officially been abolished in Mauritania, the memory of slavery and the slave trade, persisting into the present, has left a deep imprint on all groups in the country. Most Mauritanian societies distinguish between “slaves” that descended from those acquired through trade or war, which could have been sold, and those born in their masters’ household, who would normally not have been sold or alienated.

Castes constitute a small part of the social pyramid, ranging from 5 to 10 percent of the total population. The most common caste occupations are metalworking, music making and entertainment, leatherworking, and woodworking. Societies vary greatly in the number of castes they distinguish. In Arabo-Berber Hassaniya-speaking society, castes play an important, but not central, role. The two major castes are those of blacksmiths, who may also practice other crafts in addition, and those of bards. The Soninke and Bambara have bards, blacksmiths, and leatherworkers, while the Bambara add woodworkers, calabash menders, and a second category of bards. The Fulbe and Tukulor distinguish 12 castes, with partially overlapping specializations. The occupations associated with castes are restricted to their members, who are trained from childhood on in their professions, and professions are not open to “freeborn” persons.

Up until the 1960s and later again after 1978 when big droughts affected Mauritania, the nomadic lifestyle predominated among the people living in the desert and the Pulaar-speaking communities. Many people lived in tents and moved with their livestock. This lifestyle is still very common in the rural areas of Mauritania. Families group their tents in encampments, with the chief’s tent usually placed in the center. When the droughts increased, many people started to settle down in urban centers, in particular in the capital Nouakchott. Some continued to live in tents, which they set up at the edge of the city. This rapid urbanization had an impact on peoples who were used to a nomadic lifestyle, forcing them to learn new skills. Women continued with weaving and mat making. Many men had to enter into service as unskilled laborers, except for those who where literate and could find work in the government. Unfortunately, rapid urbanization has led also to increased garbage buildup, which has not been matched by waste management efforts, causing problems of hygiene and leading to diseases. Thus, in 2007, the city of Nouakchott started a campaign called “A clean city for everyone,” which appealed to inhabitants to keep the city clean. Additionally, uniformed sweepers moved through the city to take care of waste.

Mauritania’s capital is growing constantly, accounting today for one-quarter of the total population of the country. Few commercial forms of entertainment are found in Nouakchott. The French and Moroccan cultural centers offer occasional live productions and exhibitions. Nevertheless, most Mauritanians enjoy watching videos at home as even in the capital city of Nouakchott no cinema exists. Thus, DVD rental stores enjoy increasing popularity. A rapidly growing number of local restaurants offer food and service of varying quality. A large sports stadium, built by the Chinese government, hosts sporting events featuring Mauritanian, other African, and European sports teams.

Employment

Mauritania faces various challenges in creating a solid infrastructure for economic growth that would also allow for creating jobs and reducing unemployment. The current unemployment rate is estimated to be about 32.5 percent. Mauritanian youth experience considerable difficulties in entering the labor market. The employment-to-population ratio for the 15- to 24-year-old demographic is roughly half that of Mauritania overall. Also, among women there is a very high unemployment rate, higher even than that of men.

Agriculture is understood to provide work for 50 percent of the labor force. Since 1985, the mining and fishing sectors have been on the rise. Successive droughts, the encroachment of the Sahara on previously arable land, and poor water and resource management have had a negative impact on the agricultural sector. The rural labor markets in Mauritania are a major source of inequality and impoverishment. Most wage labor is confined to the village or local level. But, labor migration is also widespread, within rural areas as well as from rural to urban areas. There is also a growing reliance on seasonal wage labor, in both agriculture and the rural nonfarm sectors. In Mauritania, the poorest workers are domestic workers, casual agricultural workers among the many female widows, and petty vendors working for other traders. The informal sector plays a major role in Mauritania’s economy. Mauritanian traders, for example, are even involved in petty commerce in Senegal and Côte d’Ivoire and sometimes trade as far away as Central Africa.

In recent years, the Mauritanian government, the World Bank, and nongovernmental organizations have developed the microfinance sector by fostering self-employment and income-generating activities. Also, the rising mining sector and the export industry are undergoing significant growth. This burgeoning sector offers opportunities for the promotion of the national private sector and is opening up new employment opportunities.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Despite a significant transformation in contemporary society, in particular the shift from pastoral to urban lifestyles since about 1970, lineage remains the core of social life and loyalties among all ethnic groups in Mauritania. Gender roles and concepts of femininity are based on the social order of the specific ethnic group and mirror status, ethnicity, and religion. Traditional practices and beliefs, supported by Islamic teachings and poor access to education, have often confined women to domestic roles. However, despite the patriarchal orientation of society, women enjoy substantial influence over the reproduction of both culture and society. In Saharan societies that were and are still engaged in long distance trade, women play a vital role in shore-side institutions and family-run caravan trading. And there, as well as in other parts of Mauritania, Muslim women are relatively powerful and independent, despite the fact that they live in a patriarchal society. This is particularly true if they manage to maintain an independent economic status.

Among the bidan, young girls usually spend their childhood among their extended family and are instructed in their future roles as wives and mothers within this familial group. Among the nomads, girls learn how to maintain their tent, make mats, and choose new encampment sites. Traditionally, girls received less Koranic education than boys, just enough for what they needed to pray. Marriage is often an ostentatious and costly affair. The prospective groom pays a sum for the bride. Mostly, first marriages are arranged between families and the preferred choice for the bidan, and Fulbe as well, is to marry a cousin. The father of the bride performs the arrangement. The consequence of these arranged marriages is a high divorce rate. The divorce rate is lower among black African groups, who have a much greater percentage of polygamous marriages than the bidan. One of the reasons often cited is the fact that bidani women keep the children after a divorce while in Fulbe and Wolof societies, the men usually assume responsibility, the children stay with them or with the mother of the father. Bidani men and women divorce and remarry several times. The reason for this is different interpretations of the concept of marriage among men and women. While bidani men believe that they can have more than one wife at the time, bidani women rarely accept that their husband would take a second wife. This can often lead to men entering into secret marriages with women in other towns or villages, a practice that seems to have been even more common in the past. Before the 20th century, men often took concubines rather than co-wives, a practice that seemed to have caused fewer disturbances because it was easier to hide.

Marriages are principally understood as social contracts between families. Women often use marriage relationships to forge alliances. By marrying one’s children into economically strong families, women can form kin relationships with people who were previously unrelated, or reinforce preexisting relationships through for instance marrying the children off to cousins.

In recent decades, environmental and economic challenges have affected Mauritania’s traditionally patriarchal social organization. Droughts in the 1970s resulted in population shifts, and the prevalence of the nomadic lifestyle among many of the bidan. While women formerly undertook the role of caretaker of the household and the children, husbands were supposed to provide for the household. Economic hardship has forced women into income-generating activities, propelling shifts in Mauritania’s social hierarchy. Furthermore, divorced women were often left without support by their former husbands and had to look for work to support themselves. These environmental and demographic shifts have also impacted the positions of haratin women, who gained economically and politically and therefore were often able to move upward within highly stratified Mauritanian society.

Cuisine

Mauritania’s cuisine consists of local products such as millet, wheat, barley, beans, watermelon, and dates. It is a typical cuisine of the people of the Sahel. The most famous dishes are based on couscous. Apart from these traditional products, other foreign goods such as rice or potatoes are also eaten, while globalization has influenced methods of food preparation and culinary uses. Mauritania’s cuisine also builds on the resources the natural environment provides. Fishing along the coast as well as the raising of livestock, vegetable gardening and growing cereal grain provide the cuisine’s major base ingredients. Food is eaten from a common dish set on the floor on a cloth, using the right hand only.

Dates, milk, and bread are the basic staples of Mauritanian food. During the early period of Islamization, influences from southern Spain and the Middle East entered the Mauritanian kitchen as well. Ingredients of Andalusian cuisine such as olives, olive oil, and herbs as well as spices imported from the Middle East became part of food preparation and consumption. The Berber influence is found in the most popular dishes such as delicious tagines, which are meat stews flavored with herbs and simmered for a long time in earthenware dishes.

Neighboring North African elements as well as sub-Saharan influences in particular stemming from Senegal are also visible in the cuisine. Typical Mauritanian dishes are stewed camel meat over rice, couscous, or spaghetti; grilled and dried fish; and salads of seasonal vegetables, usually tomatoes and cucumber. Flat bread can accompany some meals as well. Especially popular are Senegalese-style dishes; such as rice and fish stew (tiebudien); fish or bean balls; and chicken stew with onions (yassa poulet). French fries are served with most dishes, including sandwiches. In more urban areas, where contact with French culture was greater, French cuisine and in particular French-style baguettes were introduced and are in particular consumed for breakfast. Drinks include camel’s milk mixed with water and sugar (zrig) or sweet mint tea.

Special foods are prepared to mark important and festive occasions such as the annual Islamic festivals, weddings, or funerals. Next to camel, the most common meat eaten in Mauritania is goat. An example of a meat dish is meshoui, which is whole roasted goat. It is adapted from its Moroccan original. Couscous dishes are very popular throughout North Africa and are considered very festive as well.

In Mauritania, food preparation and the sharing of food and drink play a large role among the various ethnic groups. Hospitality is considered to be a major virtue, and guests are always welcome. In particular, the tea ceremony has a special place among desert communities, where the serving of three glasses of sweet green tea, flavored with mint, is the basis of hospitality.

Dress

In Mauritania, dress can express status, social belonging, ethnicity, and religion. Women wear the malafa, a lightweight cotton cloth of about 13 by 5 feet (4 by 1.5 meters) wrapped around the entire body, and they cover their hair with a veil. This large amount of cloth is also meant to protect against severe heat, sun, and wind. Many malafas are made from Indian and Chinese cottons. In the southern part of Mauritania and in the more rural areas women wear traditional boubous and headscarves. Jewelry accompanies clothes in matching colors. Jewelry often reflects age and marital status. Among the most prestigious jewelries are powdered glass beads called kiffa, which are imagined to possess protective and healing power and to stimulate fertility. Throughout the country, men wear the more traditional boubou, which is often made from blue cotton and can resist hot temperatures in the country as well. Men of more affluent backgrounds choose light fabrics with white or golden embroidery. Underneath the boubou men usually wear baggy trousers, which allows air to penetrate. Turbans and shawls often supplement dress. In more urban centers, youth may wear Western clothes.

Sports and Games

The most popular sport in Mauritania is soccer. Rugby is a minor but growing sport as well. Mauritania is part of the International Rugby Union. Mauritania’s national soccer team, known as the Mourabitounes, has achieved little success over the past decades, which is attributed to the political problems the country has gone through, but also to poor funding. Mauritania also lacks a soccer infrastructure and few official stadiums exist: the Stade Olympique, the Fire Ould Cheikha Boidiya Stadium, and the Municipal Stadium in Nouadhibou. The only Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA)-approved stadium with a capacity of 10,000 spectators is the Stade Olympique. Mauritania’s Football Federation, with the help of FIFA, has worked on improving the situation with efforts including extending and improving domestic leagues and improving the youth sector. In 2013, a new youth center was opened in Nouadhibou and the Stade Olympique will be renovated and expanded. The top club division, Premier Division, has increased in size from 9 to 14 clubs, and the clubs in the second division will be extended to 16. The opening of a third division aims to satisfy popular interest in soccer. The nation’s best-known and most successful team is ASC Garde Nationale of the Mauritanian Premier League.

People of all ages in Mauritania enjoy playing a board game called golorgal. In Hassaniya, the term used to describe the game is kraur. It is played on a wooden board. Two rows of six small cups are scooped out to form the playing surface. A larger cup sits at each end. The playing pieces may be pebbles, beads, or seeds. The aim of the game is to move these beads from cup to cup and acquire the beads of the opposing players.

Dance and music-related games exist as well. One of the most popular is the game of Anigur or “pin play.” This game simulates a duel with swords by using sticks. During the duel, women play drums and ululate to encourage the men. Usually the game is set up between two competitors but can involve more depending on experience and strengths of the Anigur player. The Anigur player is usually a very popular person who is invited to special occasions such as weddings and official ceremonies.

Another game is the Lebaat el dabous, a danced competition between two teams of men. The game is also part of wedding celebrations and official ceremonies. It begins with the singing of songs by women and the playing of traditional instruments such as the arden, the tidinet, or drums. Lined-up teams present specific dances. In these dances, sticks are used to represent everything from canes to swords. Like Anigur it usually attracts a large audience and takes one of the most important places among popular Mauritanian games.

Festivals and Holidays

Mauritania is a Muslim country and therefore most festivals and holidays celebrated throughout the year are feasts, which are based on the Islamic calendar, such as Eid al-Fitr, Eid al-Adah, and 1 Muharram, which marks the Muslim New Year. In addition to these, Mauritanians celebrate Mawlid an-Nabi, the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad, which is a noncanonical festival. Both the end of Ramadan and the return from a hajj are celebratory events. If a family can afford it, it is usually expected that a large animal such as a lamb will be slaughtered and shared with all family members. Rites of passage such as childbirth, marriage, or funerals are likewise big celebratory events, on which occasion families and friends congregate.

In the northern part of the country, people celebrate Gutna during the months of June and July, marking the season when dates are harvested. Harvest time is also the period of the year when weddings are performed, as it is traditionally the time when food is available to feed the guests.

The only national holidays are Independence Day on November 28 and Constitution Day on July 10. Other national festivals that are celebrated are the Festival of Folk Music and the Festival of Nomad Music. Every year on May 25, Mauritania celebrates the anniversary of the founding of the Organization for African Unity, known today as the African Union. The day is memorable around the continent and is sometimes called Africa Day, for short. It is marked by conferences, exhibitions, and displays celebrating different African cultures in the country and beyond.

Music and Dance

Mauritanian music is representative of two worlds, the Islamic devotional life of North Africa and the rhythmic energy of sub-Saharan Africa. Musicians in the country are finding ways of merging traditional music with contemporary sounds. Mauritania’s folk music consists of lullabies, work songs, game songs, courting songs, and religious praise songs. The more classical traditional music is sung by the griots, the iggawen. Griots are local bards who are in charge of the performance of a wide repertoire of genres reaching from genealogies to historical accounts, praise songs, or proverbs. The style of the iggawen often conveys a synthesis of Arab-Berber, Wolof, Fulbe, Soninke, and Bambara music. Originally, the iggawen were the advisers, genealogists, and praise singers of the nobility and attached to the “tents” of bidan warrior chiefs. Still today, the iggawen perform at private events. However, unlike their counterparts in Mali, Senegal, or Gambia, the iggawen don’t perform epic songs. Female iggawen and male iggawen play different instruments. The traditional male instrument is the tidinit, a small hourglass-shaped lute with two melody strings and two or three shorter strings for decorating the main tune. Contemporary male iggawen often use the electric guitar, too. The female instrument is the ardin, which has some resemblance to the kora, a string instrument commonly used by West African griots. There is also the tbal, a large kettledrum, which was traditionally played by women.
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A griot performs at a wedding ceremony in Nouakchott. Griots are traveling musicians whose music includes geneologies, praise songs, and histories. Griots are present across West Africa, and the depth and accuracy of the histories they memorize is such that historians rely heavily upon their accounts in piecing together the West-African past. (Joe Penney/Reuters/Corbis)

The birth of modern iggawen music is often attributed to Sidaty Ould Abba (b. 1924). He started to give interpretations of classical music with the acoustic guitar. Together with his brother Cheikh Ould Abba and other musicians, among them Sid Ahmed Bekaye Ould Awa, Ahmed Ould Dendeni, Isselmou Ould Nevrou, Mennina Mint Aliyuen, Majouba Mint Meyde, and Ahmedou Ould Meyde, he gained a national reputation by performing a traditional repertoire and recording it for the radio during the 1960s. His daughter Dimi Mint Abba, maybe one of the most famous female griots, gained national acclaim for her new style of “Moorish” music, which was still faithful to the traditional, inflexible rules and modes of “Moorish” music, but slower than the traditional repertoire. The lyrics consisted of poetic texts in classical Arabic, but not in Hassaniya.

In the 1970s Jheich Ould Abba, a blind virtuoso player from Atar, developed a new style that became known as jakwar, after the French fighter jets that flew over northern Mauritania during the Saharan war. In his music, he combined rhythms of Haratine folk music and the “Moorish” classical music. Jakwar was often played at weddings. Some iggawen, such as Hammadi Ould Nana, introduced the electric guitar to the music style. The most popular classical musician of the 1990s was Muhammad Ould Chighaly. He often performed together with his brother Jheich Ould Chighaly.

Current popular iggawen are Nora Mint Seymali and her younger brother Sidi Ould Seymali. Among female musicians, it is Mneitou mint Nevrou who has gained national acclaim and is considered one of the greatest contemporary singers Mauritania has seen. She performs together with her husband, Luleide Ould Dendenni. Mauritania’s most internationally successful artist is Malouma mint Meidah. Her father is Moctar ould Meidah, one of the most popular griots of his generation. Malouma’s music includes a blend of Wolof, Pulaar, and Moorish styles with Arabic popular music and American R&B.

Among the Afro-Mauritanians, the Wolof are best known for mbalax music, a musical style popular in the neighboring country of Senegal. Mbalax fuses popular Western music and dance, such as jazz, soul, Latin, and rock, with sabar, traditional Senegalese drumming and dance music. In the Pulaar-speaking community the music differs among different castes. Some few griots or gawlo also exist. They are responsible for two different styles: lele (sung poetry that praises female beauty, cultural pride, and the love for the land) and goumbala (praise songs for warriors). The griots usually accompany their performance with the hoddu lute. Famous Fulbe griots are Ali Hamadi Ali Sy, Amadou Koly, Amadou Tamba Diop, and Samba Miriam Diallo. Some griots, like Samba Dembe Djadje Ba and Djombolo Ba, also use the electric guitar. Inspired by the music of Baba Maal, singers such as Ousmane Gangue and his group Koode Pinal have developed Pulaar neo folk music. One of the most popular singers of the contemporary music scene of Nouakchott is Moussa Watt.

In the Soninke community along the lower Senegal valley, the heartland of the precolonial empire of Ghana, traditional Mande griots, called gesere, perform historical epics and praise songs, as their counterparts in Mali, Senegal, or Gambia do. They play the ganbare, a gourd lute, and some play the guitar. The Soninke have also developed modern dance music. The most popular contemporary artist is Hawa Djimera, who performs with a variety of instruments, among them ganbare, electric guitar, talking drums, and keyboard. Daby Toure, a Mauritanian-born musician of international reputation, who is now living in Europe, mixes the traditional music of Soninke, Pulaar, and Wolof with modern, Western-style pop music.

Increasingly the rap and hip-hop scene is becoming more popular among Mauritania’s youth. It is strongly influenced by the art scene of neighboring, especially Francophone, countries and among them in particular by Senegal. In lyrics and video clips, the artists engage with topics of daily life and concerns of the youth, such as poverty, corruption, drugs, and illegal immigration. Often the songs merge all national languages together, presenting a multicultural image of modern Mauritania.

Visual Art

Mauritania’s artistic heritage is ancient. Among the oldest artistic findings is rock art dating back to the Neolithic Period ca. 5500–2000 BCE. This art is attributed to pastoral societies. The earliest known stage of rock art in the Sahara, the Early Hunter, Wild Fauna Period or Bubalus Period, dates back to about 12,000–6,000 years ago, and is characterized by naturalistic engravings of wild animals, in particular Bubalus antiquus, an extinct form of buffalo identifiable by its long horns.

In Mauritania, the best-known rock art is concentrated west of Bir Mogrein and in the Adrar, Tagant,and Tichitt-Walata areas. It consists mostly of rock engravings but occasionally also paintings of big wild fauna (elephants, rhinoceros, and giraffes) and depicts recurrent images of wild animals, cattle, and hunts of ostriches or antelopes. Occasionally, one can find representations of elephant and gazelle hunts as well as scenes of collective activities such as dances or fights. The most depicted themes are those illustrating cattle. Most of the Mauritanian rock art belongs to the posterior Lybico-Berber Period, when horses and carts were engraved.

Situated along ancient trans-Saharan trade routes, the ancient oasis towns of Chinguetti, Wadan, Tijika, Qasr el Barka, and Tishit or Walata have attracted nomads, as well as settlers, from sub-Saharan Africa. For example, the oasis city of Walata is known for its buildings made from reddish clay, whose courtyards contain ornamented murals painted by haratin women. Inside the houses, the areas around doorways and niches are decorated with brilliant white wall paintings in the form of arabesque medallions.

However, most artistic expressions of the Arab-Berber population and the Pulaar-speaking communities are those characteristic of nomadic societies. Articles of daily use including horse or camel blankets, storage chests, containers, knives, and ceremonial tools are often highly decorative. Art is especially expressed through decorative dresses, sandals, amulets, headdresses, girls’ anklets, and the body decorations such as tattoos or body paintings.

The contemporary visual art scene of Mauritania is still very small. Most contemporary visual artists, such as Ba Djibril Ngawa, are active in the capital Nouakchott. However, no art schools exist in which artists would receive formal training. Film production and cinema are likewise not very developed. However, one of West Africa’s most famous contemporary film directors and producers, Abderrahmane Sissako, hails from Mauritania. His film Bamako (2006) captured many prizes, including the First Film Award of the Council of Europe, given at the Istanbul International Film Festival in April 2007. His film Timbuktu (2014) was selected for the Palme d’Or in the main competition section at the 2014 Cannes Film Festival. Another well-known Mauritanian filmmaker is Med Hondo. All his films have been made in exile from his production base in Paris. He began with short films before his feature debut Soleil O (1969). The film, featuring an attack on neocolonialism, reflects on his 10-year experience in France and his involvement there with the avant-garde theater. The blend of audio-visual complexity, narrative, reportage, animation and cinéma-vérité, theater, documentary, nightmare and actuality, makes it a major groundbreaking work of African cinema. Other films include The Niggers Next Door (1974) depicting life of Africans in exile in France; West Indies (1979) commenting on the unequal relationship between France and the Antilles through the use of music, dance, and song; and Watani: A Word Without Evil (1997) looking at the rise of fascism and the treatment of blacks in contemporary France.

Architecture and Housing

A wide variety of building materials and techniques can be found throughout Mauritania. The material used largely defines these techniques: stone, mud, or wood. The best examples of stone cities are found in Mauritania at sites like Shingit, Wadan, Tijika, Qasr el Barka, and Tishit. Very widespread are also buildings made from clay. These houses are highly colored, in particular on the entrance and the inside. Clay provides the advantage that it absorbs heat due to its natural cooling mechanism. Entrances and portals are often decorated with Islamic symbolism reflecting special meanings for the inhabitants. Houses are built with a big courtyard, which is used as outdoors living space and which can be beautifully ornamented. Houses vary in height, but one- and two-story houses are the most common.

The architecture in the oasis towns is reflective of many influences beyond exhibiting the functional task of sheltering dwellers from the extremes of the desert climate. For example, the mosque and other stone buildings in the Oasis of Chinguetti show resemblances to mosques constructed by Manding architects on the Niger River. It is assumed that the ostrich eggs set atop the four pinnacles of the minaret share symbolic meanings of fertility, purity, and adherence to Islam associated with eggs adorning mosques along the Niger River.

Haratin masons constructed the oasis city of Walata. The stone buildings in that city are covered with reddish clay and their interior courtyards are ornamented with murals painted by haratin women. Bidan patrons owned these houses. Their windows and doors are framed in white. The doorways are decorated by whitewashed panels, which lead to the wife’s bedroom and the central, decorated courtyard.

Excavations have shown that also Koumbi Saleh, the capital of ancient Ghana, as well as its sister city, Awdaghast, were both built of stone. The most common method of building in stone in the area uses split limestone in dry-stone wall constructions. The limestone used in the buildings comes in the colors green, yellow, or rose depending on local availability. The outer faces are usually left unplastered although sometimes the inner surfaces are plastered in clay while a mud mortar is used for some of the walls. Buildings in cities are often arranged on a rectangular or square plan in neighborhood settlements. In villages, buildings can be arranged according to a round plan or with rounded corners.

However, the most important architectural form of the Sahara is probably the tent. Tents are used by nomads, differ regionally, and exhibit features characteristic to each ethnicity. Most tents are either mat or leather covered and made in a way that they can be easily assembled and carried around. Berber tents are often made out of straw mats that are put upon an armature of bent acacia roots. Tents are sparsely furnished. The bed is usually located in the center and is easy to disassemble and tie to a camel’s back. Leather pouches and packs arranged along the walls are used to hold clothing and personal belongings.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Literature and oral tradition in Mauritania have always been highly esteemed. Until the 20th century, Arabic in its classical form and its local variant Hassaniya were the most popular media through which written and oral texts were conveyed. Additionally, oral texts were also transmitted in the non-Arabic languages Wolof, Soninke, and Pulaar. These languages were and are occasionally written in Ajami, a version of Arabic script that was adapted to African languages. Literature produced before the 19th century was preserved in Saharan libraries, which contained works on the Koranic sciences, Arabic language studies, Sufi literature, works of jurisprudence, scientific manuals, general literature, historical accounts, commercial documents, and general correspondence. In the 20th century, after Mauritania had become a French protectorate in 1903 and a French colony in 1920, French became an additional language in which texts were written. However, Mauritanian literature written in French has been a relatively recent phenomenon and enjoys less popularity than literature written in Arabic.

For many centuries, all of Mauritania was popularly known in the Arab world as Bilad Shinqit, “the land of Chinguetti.” Chinguetti was one of the best-known centers of Islamic learning on the African continent. Other centers of Islamic learning could be found in the Saharan oasis towns of Wadan, Tishit, and Walata, and also in desert encampments, such as Gebla. In addition to religious training, the schools in these centers taught students rhetoric, law, astronomy, mathematics, and medicine. Many Islamic scholars resided in these oasis towns and produced a large amount of Arabic literature. Some, however, lived a nomadic existence, following seasonal migration patterns and tending to their herds while pursuing a scholarly career at the same time. In fact, many of the Saharan university-type settings (mahadra) tended to be itinerant institutions.

However, Saharan education rested, to a great degree, on the oral transmission of knowledge and texts. Thus, Saharan scholars produced a very rich tradition of oral literature. Poetry was an art form popular in family gatherings but was also a written means of communication. Written poetry followed the rigid metric of classical Arabic (shi’r). In Hassaniya poetry, verse is syllabic and builds on local folksong rhythms. This popular poetry is called leghna or gna (from Arabic al-ghina, or “song”) and has much more flexible rules. Both poetic traditions were either recited or chanted and were composed by men and women. Many of the scholarly groups that emerged from these centers of Islamic learning became involved in the production of Islamic knowledge and the formation of Saharan libraries. Many of the manuscripts produced in Arabic and Ajami before the 19th century were kept in private libraries. However, most of the scholars had also engaged in extensive long-distance trading activities in order to finance their scholarly activities.

Traditionally, Hassaniya oral literature was preserved and transmitted by ruwat, who learned the work of a poet by heart. In Hassaniya, but also in the non-Arabic languages, poetry and other literary genres such as proverbs, sayings, riddles, tales and oral histories, as well as oral traditions are very prominent. These oral texts address social relationships, the material world, wealth, patience, work, responsibility, modesty, and other aspects of the human condition. Some of these texts are also oral traditions, which reflect on the political, cultural, and historical past of the region. Although poetry in the region is attested to going back to the 15th century and before, some of the best-known poets lived during the 18th and 19th centuries. One of the most famous is probably the Sufi poet and scholar Shaykh Muhammad al-Mami (d. 1865). A comprehensive account of Mauritanian poetry can be found in Al-Wasit by al-Shinquiti (d. 1913). It contains poems in classical Arabic and Hassaniya but also important accounts on history, geography, and folklore of the region.

In the Pulaar-speaking community, songs and oral poetry are the most popular genres. Very famous are genealogical songs (fantang), which glorify the past and contain panegyrics for famous warriors and nobles of the lineage. Dominant is the anthem of the shepherd, who has to stay in constant contact with his herd. His song provides the best way to cope with his loneliness. Other epic songs (goumbala) are those which address the warrior culture and are sung on the battlefield, providing support and encouragement. Others refer to fisherman (pekane), hunters (kerondes), weavers (dilere), and their vocations. Most of the poetry and songs identify with either a special caste or distinct social class of the society. It is only the lele that applies to the entire society. The lele is a more recent phenomenon and is derived from the Arabic word for night, “layle.” As such, it addresses themes like love or the beauty of the night. Finally, there is also Islamic poetry, some of it written in Ajami. It refers to three important figures of Islam in the Pulaar-speaking community: the Prophet Muhammad, Cheik Tidiane, and Cheikh Oumar (a disciple of Cheikh Tidiane). One of the best-known Pulaar poets is Oumar Ba.

In the Soninke-speaking community, oral literature is often focused on rites of passage, such as birth, circumcision, or marriage. The Soninke have also developed a rich repertoire of Islamic religious literature. Some of the oral poetry refers to Sufi orders. After Mauritania’s independence from France, Soninke cultural associations were founded, which focused on the creation of contemporary literature and poetry in Soninke. One of the best-known Soninke writers is Ousmane Moussa Diagana. Less is known about the literary corpus of the Wolof society. Best known are tales and oral histories, proverbs, and praise songs. The Wolof are more or less confined to the region of Rosso (Traraza), and one of the main themes addressed in the oral texts is cohabitation with the Arab-Berber population in this region.

In the early 1980s, novels written in Arabic became very popular in Mauritania. Ahmad Wuld’ Abd al-Qadir evokes rural Mauritanian life in the 19th century before the transformation evoked by modernity. Shaykh Ma’al-’Aynan depicts the struggle between rural and urban life in his novels. Up to the present day, Mauritania is among those Francophone African countries with the lowest production of literature written in French. It was not until the late 1970s that poetry was produced in French. Some of the best-known Mauritanian poets who wrote in French are Oumar Ba, Djibril Sall, Ousmane Moussa Diagana, and Bios Diallo. During the 1980s, the first French novels appeared in Mauritania. The first French novel is attributed to Tene Youssouf Gueye, who addresses life in the Pulaar society, in particular of the region around Kaedi. Other contemporary writers are Di Ben Amar, Moussa Ould Ebnou, El Ghassem Ould Ahmedou, Harounda-Rachid Ly, and Abdoul Ali War—and most recently M’Bareck Ould Beyrouck. M’Barouk’s novel Les nouvelles du désert was among the five works selected for the 2010 edition of the Prize “Ivoire de la Littérature africaine d’expression francophone.” The novel deals with topics such as the duality between nomadic and city life and the issue of citizenship.

Media

Mauritania’s government operates all national radio and television networks, broadcasting in French, Arabic, and several African languages. Currently Mauritania has at least 30 daily or weekly newspapers. There are privately owned ones, among them Le Calame, L’Eveil-Hebdo, Rajoul Echaree, Akhbar Nouakchott, and Nouakshott Info. The government-operated daily, Ach Chabb, is published in French and Arabic. Horizon, another government daily, is published in French. Mauritania’s TV and radio stations are state owned. In 2010, however, the government passed legislation to open broadcasting to the private sector. Mauritania’s public television (Television de Mauritanie) and radio stations (Radio Mauritanie) offer local programming in both Arabic and French.

In recent years, the number of Internet-based news agencies and news portals increased and so did the overall usage of the Internet by the population, including social media. Nevertheless, in 2012, only 4.5 percent of the total population had used the Internet; 3.2 percent of the total population was actively participating on Facebook.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Port Louis

Major Cities: Beau-Bassin, Bel Air, Curepipe, Grand Baie, Mahebourg, Phoenix, Quatre Bornes, Rose Hill, Vacoas

Population: 1.3 million (2012 estimate)

Languages: Creole, French, English, Bhojpuri, Mandarin, and Urdu, among others

Government Type: Parliamentary Democracy (Westminster model)

Ethnic Groups: Hindus (Indo-Mauritians, 68 percent); Creoles (27 percent); Chinese (Sino-Mauritians (3 percent); Franco-Mauritians (2 percent)

Religions: Hinduism (48 percent); Christianity (32 percent); Islam (17 percent); other (Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism, 3 percent)



Introduction

The first Dutch colonists named Mauritius after Maurice of Nassau, Stadtholder and Prince of Orange and one of the founders of the Dutch Republic (United Provinces) in the late 1500s. Mauritius and its people are a relatively a new creation, having begun as a colonial society in the late 1600s, and later forged into a modern nation in 1968. The nation reflects an unparalleled ethnic and cultural diversity in relation to its Indian Ocean neighbors. This diversity is the result of colonialism and migration, the former acting as a trigger of the later. Outside of the inevitable tensions that come with such diversity, aspects of blending between the cultures have contributed to unparalleled social and political stability on the island. Thus, the “unity in diversity” mantra has proved true for Mauritius even as the various ethnic communities have managed to preserve their distinct cultural heritages over the centuries. Over that period, the traditional and modern have blended, but the legacy of the past has endured in many facets of life of the nation and people.

Geography

Mauritius is one of the three islands that are collectively referred to as the Mascarene Islands—the other two being Réunion and Rodrigues. Except for Réunion, which is an overseas department of France, the Republic of Mauritius is made up of the islands of Mauritius, Rodrigues, the Cargados Carjos Shoals (St. Brandon), Agalega, and about 22 minute islands to the northeast of Mauritius, the main island. It is located in the southwestern Indian Ocean, and covers an area of approximately 720 square miles. Mauritius also lays claim to Tromelin Island and the Chagos Archipelago, currently ruled by France and Britain, respectively. The geology on most of the islands is of volcanic origin, as evidenced by the upland lava plateaus, volcanic peaks, and the rock material covering other landscapes.

Mauritius experiences a tropical, relatively warm, maritime climate with all-year-round sunshine. The southeast trade winds are a major element of the climatic regime and are sometimes responsible for the intertropical convergence system and the resulting cyclones that often sweep across the islands between December and March. Such extremes of weather notwithstanding, the tropical climate has enabled the thriving of coral reefs off the shores of most of the islands, with beaches and shallow lagoons also adding to the beauty and idyllic view, especially of the main island of Mauritius. Its geographical isolation from continental Africa ensured the emergence of distinct flora and fauna. However, early Dutch, French, and British settlers decimated many of the native plants and animals. Human settlement during the colonial period led to indiscriminate hunting, while economic development during the same period led to drastic ecosystem changes that contributed to the disappearance of some native plants and animals. The most affected animal of importance was the giant dodo, a flightless bird believed to be related to the pigeon. The dodo initially thrived in Mauritius’s predator-free environment but became extinct by the end of the 1600s following the island’s colonization. The bird has since dominated Mauritian folklore and been immortalized as a national symbol in films and paintings during later years. In the course of its evolution on the Mauritius Island, the dodo developed to an incredible height of three feet and weighed almost 50 pounds, contributing to its flightless nature and making it an easy target for early Dutch colonists. Prior to this, the dodo’s existence had a lot to do with thousands of years of Mauritius’s isolation from the rest of the world. This geographical isolation accounted for the island’s late contact with the rest of the world and also helped preserve its pristine natural environment.

People and Ethnicity

Mauritius has an extraordinarily multiethnic society. This diversity is due to a long history of outside contact with foreigners, many of whom settled permanently on the islands. Arabs are believed to have been the first to visit the islands before the 12th century, but they left no traces of permanent settlement. Contact with the West began in the early 16th century, first with the coming of Portuguese sailors, followed by attempted Dutch settlement during the latter years of that century. However, it was the French (1721–1810), and later the British (1810–1968), who first registered successful colonial settlements in Mauritius. The colonial period witnessed sustained migration into the islands from Africa and Asia that added to Mauritius’s ethnic mosaic.
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Women present offerings at a Hindu temple on the island of Mauritius. Situated well into the Indian Ocean, Mauritius historically has been a crossroads between India, Africa, and Indonesia. (Kevin Allen Photography/Dreamstime.com)

Indo-Mauritians (Hindus), descendants of Indian migrants, are the largest ethnic group. A majority of them came as indentured laborers starting in 1834, following the abolition of slavery in Mauritius. Many originated from northern, central, and southern parts of India. Various subgroups of Indo-Mauritians exist, discernible along religious and linguistic lines. They include the Biharis, Tamils, Telegus, and Marathis. The Creoles, descendants of African and Malagasy slaves, are the second largest ethnic group. Many are also a product of intermarriages between slave descendants, Indians, Chinese, and Europeans. The fact that their ancestral lineage is connected to a multitude of other ethnic or racial groups denies the Creole claims to an “authentic” culture. The descendants of Chinese migrants constitute the third ethnic group, the Sino-Mauritians. They arrived in the late 19th century as indentured laborers, although some came much earlier as free migrants. Of the early colonial European settlers, the French presence has left a more pronounced mark on the ethnic composition of the islands in the form of the Franco-Mauritian ethnic group. They are the minority, but their cultural dominance is reflected in the French language they have bequeathed to the rest of the population.

With about 1.3 million people (2012 estimate) and a population density of almost 1,600 people per square mile, Mauritius is one of the most densely populated countries in the world. Most of this population is concentrated in urban areas, given that much of the country is committed to agriculture. An important factor that has contributed to population increase in the islands is the successful eradication of malaria, a disease that remains the largest killer in many countries in the tropics.

Languages

The ethnic diversity of Mauritius has yielded a multilingual society. The several languages spoken closely follow the different ethnic groupings. The main languages are Creole, French, Bhojpuri, and English. English is seldom used in everyday conversation, but it is the undeclared official language. For example, the government utilizes English for its communications and written documents. English is also used in National Assembly proceedings, though Creole and French are also alternatives. English is the main medium of instruction especially in public (state) schools. While English is not widely used in public communication, its adoption and use in aspects of national importance reflects a strong British colonial legacy on Mauritius. In contrast, it is the French language that dominates both the social and business arenas. So dominant is French that it is prevalent in media, literature, and many forms of cultural expression in Mauritius. Just like English, French has strong foundations in the colonial period, but it is more widely used relative to the former. French in the islands is associated with high culture; the educated and the business classes thus frequently speak it.

However, it is Mauritian Creole that is commonly spoken across Mauritius’ ethnic divide. Creole emerged as part of the 18th-century institution of slavery. It was used by slaves to communicate among themselves and with their French masters. If English is the nation’s undeclared official language, then Creole is the de facto national language, cutting across the islands’ ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity. Its appeal to a wide spectrum of Mauritians has ensured that the majority of the population speaks Creole, not just the native Creole ethnic group. It therefore serves as a strong unifying element among the disparate ethnicities. This is so despite the fact that French vocabulary dominates Mauritian Creole. Furthermore, there are various dialects of Creole based upon the various ethnic communities and upon the purposes for which they are being used. Generally, Creole and French dominate the daily life of Mauritians.

More importantly, ethnic communities in Mauritius also closely identify themselves with the original languages of their ancestors. This has contributed to the preservation of the cultural and ethnic heritage of the various communities. For example, those who speak French and Creole—and they are the majority—closely identify themselves with French and Creole ancestors. Conversely, Indian migrants that are largely Hindus often identify themselves with such Asian languages as Hindi, Bhojpuri, Tamil, Telegu, and Marathi. The same applies to Sino-Mauritians who speak Mandarin as the language of their forbearers, while Muslims easily identify themselves with Arabic. However, for all ethnic groups, Creole has become a near-consensus language of communication between themselves and with members of other groups.

Thus a closer view of languages spoken in Mauritius reveals the lack of an officially acknowledged national language. Consequently, language issues, more than anything else, have elicited nationalistic tendencies since independence in 1968. The lack of a designated national language has occasionally sparked a national debate on the need for a definite language policy with a view to having the government designate any one language to play that role. The importance of the debate dominated national politics in the 1970s and early 1980s. The issue topped the political agenda of the Mouvement Militant Mauricien (Mauritian Militant Movement, MMM), first as an opposition party and later as the ruling party. The movement unsuccessfully pushed for the adoption of Creole as the national language in Mauritius.

The failure of this proposal was the result of national resistance encountered from various segments of Mauritian society that wanted to preserve their social and ethnic interests. Resistance was particularly strong from those who preferred French as the popular language for the nation, reflecting the strong cultural influence of the Franco-Mauritians. Furthermore, Creole was perceived to lack a standardized orthography as compared to French and English. Class interests have also been very much at the root of this failure, with some Mauritians considering Creole as lacking sophistication given that its origins are linked to the history of Mauritian slavery. It is for these reasons that English remains the medium of instruction in schools from grade 4 onward, while French is compulsory in the school curriculum due to its cultural importance to Mauritian history.

In spite of 158 years of British colonization, lasting until independence in 1968, just a minority of the population speaks English as their first language. French language and culture have retained a remarkable influence across the islands’ various ethnic communities. Furthermore, African languages vanished on the islands. Mauritian Creole, itself not an African language though African descendants there speak this language, is a hybrid of French and Malagasy words.

Religion

Religion plays an important role in the life of Mauritians. There is an obvious devotion to religious norms and practices at a personal and community level. The sheer number of religious groups, festivals, and sanctuaries that exist is evidence of the fact that religion is at the heart of most Mauritians. The pattern of religious affiliation on the island also enables us to comprehend the broader distribution of the various ethnic communities at a national level, since religion and ethnicity in Mauritius are closely linked. Religion thus passes as a distinct marker of ethnic identification on the island.

The existing religions are also intimately tied to the social and cultural history of the islands, particularly contact with the outside world. For example, Christianity took root after Dutch colonization (1638–1710), but French and British colonialism were largely responsible for the entrenchment of the religion. Roman Catholicism came via French rule, while Protestantism, particularly through the Anglican Church, became established after the British conquest of the Islands in 1810. Roman Catholics are the majority of the Christian community and have a larger following among the Creoles and Franco-Mauritians, although a few Sino-Mauritians and Indo-Mauritians are also Catholics. Catholicism has also produced individuals with national influence across the diverse religious spectrum of Mauritius. These include Father Pierre Jacques-Desiree Laval (1803–1864), whose proselytization efforts led to the conversion of many African, Malagasy, and Indian former slaves. Laval also identified with and strove to uplift the poor and socially marginalized in the postemancipation period, and was later beatified by Pope John Paul II on April 24, 1979. The legacy of Father Laval to Mauritius’s Christian faithful is the presence of the saint’s shrine at Sainte-Croix, where thousands go on a pilgrimage every year to mark the anniversary of his death. The other renowned Christian personality is Jean Margeot, the bishop of Port Louis who was later appointed by the Vatican as Mauritius’s first cardinal in 1988. The Protestants, while being minority Christians, have over the years become more diverse to include Adventists, Assembly of God, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Baptists, among others.

Asian migrants during the colonial period introduced such eastern religions as Hinduism, Islam, Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. Hinduism is the largest religion given the large Hindu community that migrated from India. Reformist Hindus subscribe to religious precepts of the Arya Samaj branch of Hinduism, while the conservative faithful tend toward the Sanathan version of Hinduism. Sanathan Hinduism venerates a trinitarian deity, namely, Brahma (the Creator), Vishnu (the Protector), and Shiva (the Destroyer). Sanathanists also venerate an array of Hindu sacred books, most notably the Vedas, the Bhagavad Gita, the Angas, and the Upevedas. On the other hand, Arya Samaj rejects polytheism, strives for the simplification of the Hindu ritual, seeks to promote gender equality, aspires for equal justice, and supports the abolition of the caste system. Because of its reformist tendencies, Arya Samaj has over the years provided a fertile ground for Hindu nationalism, drawing a huge following from the lower caste of that community.

However, the central belief of both branches of Hinduism converges at the three central tenets of the religion, namely maya, karma, and samsara. Meditation, offering of gifts, and recitation of the mantra are also key practices of all Hindu converts. The Hindu faithful in Mauritius have also forged strong religious ties with India, their home of origin. As a result, many travel back to India for a pilgrimage to Hindu holy shrines. Ganga Talao (Grand Bassin) is a major holy shrine of the Hindus in Mauritius. The lake is to the Mauritian Hindu what the River Ganges is to the Hindus in India. Since the 1970s, there have been efforts by the Hindu Council of Mauritius to promote unity among all Hindu groups in the islands.

Islam is the minority religion, and its main adherents are Indian immigrants from northeastern and western India. Many of the Muslims belong to the Sunni Hanafi sect. The most important mosque on the island is the Jummah Mosque in Port Louis, run by the Meimons, a group of Sunnis from Gujarat in western India. The control of the Jummah Mosque by the Meimons has accorded them influence over Mauritius’s Muslim population. Many other mosques are scattered as far as the central plateau region as well as northern Mauritius. The majority of the Sunni adherents belong to the lower classes of the Mauritian working population, as they are descendants of the Indian indentured labor migrants. A small section of the Sunni, the Surat, are conspicuous due to their business acumen in selling luxurious merchandise in the country.

Aside from the Sunnis, there are several Muslim minority groups in Mauritius. These include the Shia, Ahmadi, and the Agakhan sects. Whereas the Shia and Ahmadists originated from India, the Agakhanites migrated into the country from Eastern Africa. In spite of the Indian origins of the majority of Mauritian Muslims, most draw inspiration from the larger Muslim areas outside India, especially from the Arab world. Consequently, Arabic is used in Islamic religious institutions and ritual, although Urdu and Creole are also used, with the latter widely used in Muslim proselytization. Aside from Islam and Hinduism, other Asian religions of note in Mauritius include Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. These are prevalent among the Sino-Mauritians.


Baitakas

Baitakas, social associations among Indo-Mauritians, reveal the extent to which religion has pervaded theeveryday social relations and practices of this section of the Mauritians. They are founded and financed bythe wealthiest and most influential sections of the Hindu society but open to membership through paymentof a fee. They run centers where recreation and rituals are held. Members assist each other in times of need,especially during funerals. Members of committees that manage baitakas are not usually men of high ritualstatus but those who command social influence. Members can borrow and use the association’s property.These associations are common in rural areas.



Religion has played an important part in educational development in Mauritius, both at the formal and informal levels. There are educational institutions associated with the various religious groups. The Catholic Church, for example, has been instrumental in the establishment of public and private schools, some of them very prestigious. Each of the different religious groups teaches their doctrines to infuse values and morals among their faithful. There is also widespread belief in witchcraft and sorcery, so much that witchdoctors and sorcerers are frequently consulted to relieve sickness and other physical abnormalities. These traditional practices are cherished as a way of enhancing religious and moral doctrines of the respective ethnic communities.

Social Customs

Mauritians of all backgrounds esteem and celebrate life in its various cycles. They also strive to consolidate traditional norms that govern their social world and that of strangers whom they may encounter on the island. Since theirs is not a closed society, Mauritians are also open to innovation in ways that tend to enrich their social institutions.

Life is elaborately celebrated right from birth. Elaborate ceremonies mark the naming of newly born individuals, which normally involves shaving of the baby among the Hindus, an animal sacrifice by Muslims, or baptism among Catholics. Religion thus plays an important role in helping to create an identity in the early lives of individuals.

Naming also closely follows ancestral lineages as well as religious lines. Muslims, for example, usually ascribe traditional Islamic names to their children; likewise, Indo-Mauritians (Hindus) tend toward traditional Hindu names. Naming of individuals proceeds along religious and ancestral lines. Religious names are common particularly among Muslims and Hindus, while lineage is important in the naming patterns of Creoles and Sino-Mauritian communities. However, among all these communities, European names, normally of French and English extraction, are also common.

While growing up, an individual’s socialization through formal and informal learning is important. Home and community environments often provide early learning experiences. Each family, while building on the rich traditions to which its history is connected, socializes its children with regard to family and societal norms. Religion and ethnic history of a family provides the context of what children learn and experience within the informal home settings. The primary language of the family is an important element of the curriculum at that level, so much that communities of South Asian ancestry teach and speak Asian languages to their children at home, while Franco-Mauritians induct them in French language. As they grow up and experience the world beyond their immediate families, these children eventually attempt to learn other languages such as Creole, the popular language of communication across the various ethnic groups. They may do so without losing their mastery of French, which remains the “sophisticated” medium of formal education and social etiquette.

Formal (modern) education also contributes to social development of an individual’s life in Mauritius. The critical importance of school education is proven by the fact that the Mauritian population (age 15 and over) is the most literate in Africa and the surrounding Indian Ocean islands. The high literacy levels have ensured that education is a highly sought-after service, very competitive, and therefore an important rite of passage for the youth. The system reflects strong influences from the British public education structure. Both primary and secondary education are free and compulsory. Given the linguistic diversity of the Mauritian society, considerable educational time is spent on language training aimed at exposing the learners to as many of the island’s languages as possible. In spite of this effort, it is rare that a learner will demonstrate mastery in all of the almost five languages taught. The general schooling period in Mauritius (from primary to secondary to university) lasts 14 years.

Interpersonal communication is important, particularly with respect to manners and language used. The multilingual nature of the Mauritian society ensures that the language used to communicate in public or private environments matters. Creole is preferred for individuals coming from different ethnic communities, or people familiar with each other. Creole is also used frequently between members of the majority working-class population. This is because it is unlikely that people in the same large working environment such as an industrial complex belong to the same ethnic community.

As a sign of social respect, appropriate titles are used to address men or women. Such titles often follow the French cultural model that exhibits politeness and respect. For example, greetings can be accompanied by such terms as Monsieur (“Sir” in English, Misie in Creole), Madame (“Madam” or “Mrs.” in English), and Mademoiselle (“Miss” in English, Mamzel in Creole). Age and blood relations also determine titles used to show respect, since it matters whether one is talking to elders, uncles, aunts, or cousins. Mauritians are also sensitive to words spoken in certain social settings.
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Children arrive at school in Bambous. With an adult literacy rate approaching 90 percent, Mauritius is one of the most literate countries in Africa. In large part, this is due to the fact that education is both free and compulsory. (Peter Ekin-Wood/Alamy)

While swearing is common, the propensity of some words to cause embarrassment or psychological harm to those they are aimed at is high. Words with sexual themes are likely to offend women, children, and the elderly folk, but could elicit approval from social groups who resonate with contexts in which those words are spoken. The same applies to humor or jokes. While a sense of humor is part of the Mauritian society, jokes directed at subjects considered taboo could cause embarrassment or even hurt some individuals. Mauritians draw humor from the island’s rich social milieu of the diverse cultures that straddle both town and country. Greetings are also a vital component of socialization and familiarization. In the process, many Mauritians cherish personal social space. Generally, shaking of hands between men and women is an unusual custom, but this depends on the prevailing social setting. For example, shaking of hands is common among family members and individuals familiar to each other. It is also courteous to express a sense of gratitude with traditional terms as mersi (Creole for “thank you”) or Orevwar (Creole, for “bye”). Generally, Mauritians are very hospitable people, so much so that visitors to the islands are likely to feel at home in public and in private encounters.

The inevitability of death is recognized by each of Mauritius’s ethnic communities. Certain rites pertaining to the religious precepts of each community mark the death of a relative. Most of the religions believe in life after death, with Hindu and Muslim faithful believing in reincarnation and rebirth. Rites for the dead are elaborate among the communities, often accompanied by vigils, processions, prayers, chants, and hymns. While Muslims and Christians bury the dead, Hindus cremate them.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Mauritians are very welcoming and friendly. Their multicultural history has made them a society open to peoples from other cultures. This, however, does not imply a lack of conservative nature of some members of the island’s communities such as Indo-Mauritians and Sino-Mauritians. Yet, generally, the sociable nature of the island’s communities is quite noticeable. To some greater degree, Creoles in particular stand out in their sociability. Most of the island’s population go about in a casual, leisurely manner, and lack a sense of punctuality. However, punctuality is a virtue in the business world, where one has to adhere to scheduled appointments. This reflects the influence of demands of the modern world of employment on the newer generations of Mauritians.

There is a striking difference between rural and urban Mauritius, with respect to population distribution along ethnic lines. The urban rural divide is very nearly evenly split, 40 percent of the population resides in urban centers while 60 percent lives in rural areas. Residential areas in towns reflect a strong class influence, with poor and low-wage earners dominating the slums and the modest housing areas. Wealthy Mauritians fare well in cities, where they own large houses and vacation homes on beachfronts. On the other hand, the agricultural origins of the island’s rural economy have ensured the continued domination of the rural areas by the Indo-Mauritians who initially came there to work on the sugarcane plantations. Numerous small villages in the sugar plantations and milling factories in the north and northeast characterize their settlements. While many Creoles live in urban areas, some have remained in rural, mainly fishing villages.

Whether rural or urban, most Mauritians are given to enjoying their free time, either during public holidays or long weekends. Family members and their friends spent time together in homes over certain pastime activities as watching television, eating and drinking, or reflecting on family experiences. Others, usually the well-to-do families, organize trips to any one of the numerous beautiful beachfronts such as Le Morne, Brand Baie, Blue Bay, and Flic en Flac. There are wide ranges of leisure activities for enjoyment. These include, but are not restricted to, barbeques, hiking, mountain climbing, diving, and various kinds of watersports such as windsurfing, sea kayaking, and waterskiing. Trips to explore Mauritius’s wild nature are also an option for many people, both local and foreign. Popular destinations include the Black River Gorges National Park, the Botanical Gardens in Pamplemouses, and the wildlife sanctuaries at Casela Bird Park. Trips to historic sites and monuments at Le Morne and Cap Malheureux are also important to some individuals as well as visitors.

Some Mauritians use their free time to visit markets and do shopping. Bazaars (popular shops) are common in major cities such as Port Louis. Shoppers go to buy fancy items such as handicrafts, paintings, and fashionable items. Many people frequent the Craft Market at the Caudan Waterfront in the capital city.

Employment

For a long time, agriculture has been the mainstay of the Mauritian economy. This is not surprising given the historical origins of the plantation economy that initially thrived on slave and, later, indentured labor. The sugarcane sector has been responsible for the largest segment of employment for many Mauritians, particularly in the rural areas. However, fishing is common among Creole communities living in certain coastal areas. The colonial agricultural-based economy spawned socioeconomic divisions along class—and even ethnic—lines, so much that the wealthier sugar estate and factory owners (mainly Franco-Mauritians) overshadowed the poverty of the majority of the laborers, many of them Indo-Mauritians. The need to uplift the welfare of the laborers led to social reform movements, or political parties such as the Mauritian Labor Party. Basdeo Bissoondoyal, a leading politician of the Mauritian Labor Party, renowned Hindu priest, and scholar of the mid-20th century, was instrumental in pursuing the cause of the poor working classes of Mauritius.

Since independence, economic diversification has been evident, thereby expanding the employment sector. The sugar industry has been at the core of this expansion, providing the private capital and public revenue for industrial and infrastructural development since the middle of the 1970s. Consequently, on top of sugar manufacturing, textile production has also taken root. Economic diversification has spawned development of other key sectors such as transport, construction, engineering, and technology. The largest beneficiary of this diversification has been the Mauritius Export Processing Zone (EPZ). The EPZ has spurred the manufacturing industry, broadened the export sector, and led to growth in international trade.

Trading relations have been strong and stable with several African countries, particularly South Africa, North America, Western Europe, and India. Growth in international trade has also benefited from the country’s membership in regional economic organizations such as the South African Development Commission, the Common Market of Eastern and Southern Africa, and the Indian Ocean Commission, among others. Such links have also resulted in trade and tax agreements beneficial to the Mauritian employment sector and overall economic performance. More importantly, these economic developments have expanded employment opportunities for Mauritians, particularly for women, many who have gained employment in EPZ-related sectors. Traditionally, men have tended to dominate employment in technology, engineering, and industrial sectors.

It is almost impossible to talk about economic development in Mauritius without mentioning the role of tourism. Tourism is one of the leading economic sectors—the other two being agriculture and textiles manufacturing. The hospitable nature of Mauritians has aided in the growth in tourism, and so has the island’s pristine natural environment, particularly the natural beaches and historical sites. Also, certain high-tech and social developments have helped to transform economic development and influenced employment patterns as well. For example, Mauritians have ventured into the cyber sector since the beginning of the 21st century, and Ebene city, located almost nine miles south of Port Louis, is the country’s “Cyber City.” The advent of the Internet has spurred the development of high technology communication and data-processing infrastructure, and with it, a growth in employment opportunities in the private sector. Furthermore, easy access to education, and the resulting high literacy rate, have also contributed to economic development. The younger, educated population, exposed to multilingual training, has expanded local private and international business networks beneficial to the national economy. Economic diversification has not only broadened the export economy, but also increased employment opportunities for Mauritians.

The positive economic performance of the Mauritian economy since independence has ensured that the country ranks highly in development performance in Africa and among its Indian Ocean island neighbors. Since the 1980s, employment growth has steadied at slightly below 10 percent, one of the highest in Africa. The average wage for an unskilled labor is about 4,000 Mauritian rupees a month, which is relatively higher in comparison with most African countries, but low by Western standards. However, according to economists familiar with trends in the Mauritian economy, the spurt in employment opportunities has also had negative implications. These include a strain in the labor market, growth in workplace absenteeism, redundancy in labor, and decline in individual productivity. The global recession of 2008–2009 hit the economy, denting the tourism and manufacturing sectors, particularly the textile industry, and led to reliance on cheap foreign labor by companies from the island. This is not to suggest that Mauritius has ceased being, or will soon stop being, the dynamic economic hub that it is.

While industrial manufacturing has grown since the 1980s, agriculture remains a dominant economic occupation. Sugarcane has been the hallmark of the agricultural enterprise since the 1700s, but Mauritius is also known to export crops such as bananas, tea, potatoes, tobacco, rice, and tomatoes on a commercial basis.
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Modern high-rise buildings in Ebene. Ebene is a center for the tech industry in Mauritius. (Youssouf Cader/ Dreamstime.com)

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The family, whether nuclear or extended, is the basic unit across all the ethnic communities in Mauritius. Franco-Mauritian families strongly cherish nuclear family settings and so family members are closely bonded. Social gatherings over important functions and festivities such as weddings and holidays enhance cohesion among family members. Given the importance attached to the family unit, there is much community investment in the institution of courtship and marriage. So much so that Hindu and Muslim families often arrange marriages for their children. For some of them, parental involvement commences at the courtship stage.

To many of the communities, courtship is part of cultivating an intimate relationship that is expected to result in marriage. The main reason why Indo-Mauritian and Sino-Mauritian parents and relatives are likely to aid their children in courtship and arranged marriages is due to these communities’ strong Traditional Religious and ethnic conservative tendencies. This is the same with strictly Muslim communities. The aim of parents’ involvement in these premarriage arrangements is to ensure that their children marry within the family’s religious precepts and cultural traditions. This is the norm rather than the rule, since Muslims are likely to accept an outsider marrying into their community as long as the latter is willing to convert to Islam. Furthermore, younger urban-oriented Mauritians feel less bound by such cultural pressures and are likely to court and marry outside of their religious or ethnic traditions. Creoles seem more open to courtship and marriage to individuals from the other religious and ethnic groups given their mixed origins. However generally, marriages in Mauritius are more intraethnic than interethnic.

Marriage is an essential component of one’s life cycle and is usually endorsed with festivities and celebrations. Weddings are the most common form of celebration for couples that decide to marry. Creoles and Muslims tend to engage in more Western-style weddings as opposed to the traditional Hindu weddings. For the wealthy, weddings are followed up with quite elaborate honeymoons, spent either within or outside of the country. Irrespective of the ethnic and religious contexts, once married, women in Mauritius still have to navigate the distinctly patriarchal society at family and community levels. Within the home front, the women are considered submissive to men. As a result, men and society in general relegate to woman traditional roles such as tending children and doing kitchen chores, while the men socialize or seek ways of meeting the material needs of the family.

Patriarchy and its impact on gender relations in Mauritius has a long history, which goes back to the foundation of the modern Mauritian society in the 1700s. One reason for the dominance of men is that men outnumbered women among all categories of ethnic communities that formed the colonial society. European wives often joined their European colonist men but never transcended the latter’s numerical strength. The same pattern applied to the slave (of African, Malagasy, South Asian origin) and Indian communities. Though many male members of these communities had wives, women remained a minority in terms of numbers. It is probable that the shortage of women may have encouraged interethnic marriages. Yet such intermarriages failed to redress the existing gender imbalance in colonial Mauritius.

Over the years, gender imbalance worked against the women, since, as the colonial society evolved, men became more visible in the public sphere than women. Women were abused and denied fundamental rights until the late colonial period when political reforms were initiated to mitigate their plight. It was not until 1959, for example, that women were allowed to vote. After independence, women’s rights movements emerged in the 1970s that continued to agitate for an end to gender inequality in Mauritius. As a result, legal obstacles to women’s rights were gradually removed. Toward this end, the oppressive Code of Napoleon was abolished and the constitution amended in the early 1980s. These reforms paved the way for the recognition of women’s rights in marriage and initiated a check against gender discrimination against women in public roles.

As a result of these changes, the employment of women in the formal sector has increased since the 1980s. This increase is also accounted for by economic diversification that has created employment opportunities for women, particularly in the Export Processing Zone. Access to modern education and expansion in the economy has afforded younger women entry into the modern employment sectors such as textile manufacturing. Many other women are also found in the teaching, health, and service sectors. Both men and women, mainly of the younger generation, work in such industries as tourism, a popular service industry. On the reverse, the older generation of women is still confined to the traditional roles particularly within rural settings. In spite of these positive developments, most businesses are still operated by men.

The raising of children is the responsibility of both the nuclear and extended family members. The role of extended families in the rearing of children helps free up the women from their traditional home chores so they can participate in formal employment away from home. In spite of this, women working in modern formal sectors are still obligated by society to fulfill their traditional duties of bringing up their children and their house chores. Men, on the other hand, engage in income-generating activities that aid their role as breadwinners of their families. Women, however, complement this family obligation by their participation in the wage economy.

Cuisine

Food consumed in Mauritius reveals an influence from the island’s tropical location and the immense cultural diversity that characterizes the country. What can be considered as a distinctly Mauritian cuisine is one that contains spices, vegetables, and seafood. However, at more localized level, local foods vary from one ethnic community to another, reflecting strong traditional influences of the cultural and historical backgrounds of each community. Thus, there is usually a tinge of Africa, South Asia, China, and Europe to tastes and flavors of foods and drinks that are consumed. Given the larger proportion of the South Asian population, a more ubiquitous Mauritian cuisine exhibits an influence from that region. Of particular note is the widespread use of chili peppers and various kinds of spices such as cardamom and cloves. Other foods that enjoy a widespread consumption around the country are also of South Asian origin, especially rice, which is also the staple of Mauritius. The other popular Asian food is minn (Chinese noodles).

Rice is consumed fried, boiled, or cooked in spices. It is served with vegetables, meat, or seafood, and is also widely popular in the islands. Seafood comes in various forms, so much so that it is common to witness the consumption of oysters, shrimps, prawns, octopus, and salted fish. Common Mauritian vegetables consumed in relatively large amounts include chou chou (choyotte), lalo (lady’s finger) and a local eggplant known as brinzel. The latter is popularly used in preparing the gato brinzel, a delicious Indian snack. Mauritius is famous for its curries and sauces that are usually served with meat, seafood, or vegetables. Sauces come in various tastes and with different types of combinations. Rougay, for example, is a popular sauce that has tomatoes, garlic, onions, chilies, and ginger as its main ingredients. The spicier vinnday is made from a combination of vinegar, mustard seeds, and turmeric.

While these popular dishes easily pass for “national” cuisines based on their widespread consumption across Mauritius, there are also cuisines that are distinctly “ethnic.” That is, there are foods that are unique to specific Mauritian communities that consume them because of a long history of cultural association that ethnic communities have with those foods. Aside from contributing noodles to the Mauritian national food repertoire, the Sino-Mauritians also consume delicacies such as fried vegetables, oyster sauce, fried rice, meat, and fish. On the other hand, Creoles mostly consume seafood, fresh vegetables, pulses, beans, and corn. On their part, the Muslim community enjoys briani, a combination of fried or boiled rice, spices, onions, potatoes, and meat. Franco-Mauritians tend to value French tarts (baked dish with a pastry base) and milk coffee.

Desserts are also an important component of Mauritian food. Just like the other foods, the various types of desserts are associated with the different ethnic communities. From the Franco-Mauritian tradition come the French cakes and pastries, while the Creole community is known for its corn pudding. Flavored manioc cookies with an assortment of fresh fruits mixed with ice cream is a popular dessert across communities.

Tea and coffee are the most common beverages consumed in the islands. While teas of different flavors are readily available to the general population, the middle class tends to consume coffee prepared in the Western style. There is also a wide range of local and international alcoholic drinks. The Green Island, a popular local rum drink, is a cocktail of cane sugar, cola, fruit juices, and coconut milk. South African and French imported wines are also available but at expensive prices. Given the prevalence of coconuts, coconut milk is a widespread soft drink. Apart from coconuts, many other tropical fruits are available in abundance due to the favorable tropical climate. The fruits add to the island’s food varieties, and range from papayas to pineapples, bananas, guavas, and mangoes, among others. The fruits are consumed whole, processed into fruit drinks, or used in desserts.

Mauritian foods and drinks are taken in homes as family meals and at numerous festivities such as weddings. Many restaurants in urban areas also prepare and sell them. Indian and Sino-Chinese restaurants are common places to access Mauritian cuisine, though other eateries also abound. A few Japanese and Italian restaurants offer alternative eateries, while different kinds of foods, mainly local delicacies, are sold on the streets. These are mainly snacks such as roti and samosas.

Dress

Colonialism, religion, ethnicity, and modernization have had an immense influence on dressing trends in contemporary Mauritius. Rural and urban environments, as well as class, have also shaped Mauritian attitude toward what an individual wears. For some of the communities, history and tradition have fashioned their dressing ideals, although the dress code has either remained conservative or been gradually transformed over decades of cross-cultural interactions. Even as early as the 18th century, communities on the island could be identified through the dressing code. For example, the Malabar, descendants of migrants from southern India, were distinct for their long muslin gowns and an assortment of jewelry, earrings, and bracelets. The women were similarly dressed, but were adorned with more jewelry than the men.

Indo-Mauritians have since adopted a more consistent, common, traditional dress, the dhoti kurta. This garment is tied around the waist and flows down to the feet like a skirt, with a combination of a top that can pass for a shirt. The women wear the sari (saree), also wrapped around the waist covering the lower body down to the feet, with one end draped over the shoulder. The sari in particular is considered as the ideal symbol of Indian tradition that typifies the modest woman, and is commonly used by many Indo-Mauritian women, both in rural and urban areas. Today, the sari has taken on various designs, manufactured to appeal depending on the occasion. Subsequently, there are saris for casual wear, parties, weddings, and festivals. Most Hindu women also paint a tika (red dot) on their forehead, usually to symbolize their marital status; but without a doubt, such women, usually married ones, have their physical appearance enhanced by wearing the sari.

Creoles generally tend to wear brightly colored clothes. While Creole women prefer full dresses accompanied by matching headscarves reflecting a true traditional touch, it is not unfamiliar for some of them, especially in urban areas, to wear skirts and blouses. A strong religious influence on dressing is evident within the Mauritian Muslim community. Muslim women cover their heads with a headscarf, while the men put on the traditional Islamic cap, though this is optional, especially among the younger Muslims. Traditional Islamic clothing is more common during Muslim religious festivals.

Since Mauritius experiences a warm tropical climate all year round, this has also influenced clothing trends. Loosely fitting clothes, open shoes, or sandals are commonly preferred by many people. Those who frequent beaches are also likely to wear similar outdoor clothing. In such locations, men could wear shorts and sandals while the women have light clothing. In the evenings, especially during dinner, men wear casual clothes, a combination of long trousers and short-sleeved shirts, while women prefer short dresses. In spite of the hot or warm temperatures, and by rule, it is rare for Mauritians of all backgrounds to walk around in revealing clothes. People in rural areas are particularly averse to loose, revealing forms of dressing. As a matter of fact, nudity is completely unacceptable. This is strictly a matter of upholding the morals of populations that have a conservative tradition.

Rapid economic development and the increasing role of a larger segment of the population in the public and private sectors have had a significant impact on the dressing code. One’s profession largely determines the clothes to wear. Men in the business sector tend to be formal in their dress; they prefer Western-style suits and ties, while women wear a skirt or cotton trousers with a blouse to match.

Sports and Games

Mauritians have a knack for all types of games and sports that belong either to the past or the modern era. Some traditional games have origins in the past and have survived into the present, thereby adding to the country’s rich cultural heritage. Most of the traditional games, where they still exist, are less strenuous but involve ability to balance between light physical movement and thoughtful processes. An example is the sapsiye of Chinese origin, which involves competitors juggling a bundle of elastic bands (or any other material) on one foot without letting the bundle fall on the ground. The other is hopscotch (La Marelle), a hopping game played on a flat, bare ground marked with intersecting lines that form various shapes. Competitors hop across the lines, from one shape to the other, without stepping on the lines. Each competitor has a marker (stone or small bean bag) used to mark spots where one is able to advance on the marked area. Variants of hopscotch exist, but the French and Chinese versions are more common. Then there is the marbles game, canettes, involving glass marbles that competitors roll, throw, or knuckle, aiming at knocking an opponent’s marbles out of position. Winning the game depends on the ability to knock out as many as possible of an opponent’s marbles.

Aside from the traditional games, Mauritians are known to enjoy certain sports that date from the colonial tradition. Horse racing is probably the most popular, which dates as far back as the early 19th century when the Mauritian Turf Club established a racetrack in 1812 in Port Louis. The racetrack has evolved into the elegant Champ de Mars that attracts a competitive horse racing annual event every May. The event attracts competitors and horses bred in various parts of the world. Thousands flock to the various annual events. Many other spectators watch the race on national television. Still others cash in on the event through gambling. Gambling itself is a common pastime on the island, particularly in the capital city and in towns such as Curepipe.

Another distinctively popular local Mauritian sport is La Regatta. It is an annual sailing competition held in the Mahebourg Bay on the southwestern coast of Mauritius. The athletes compete using the traditional Creole fishing boat known locally as the piroque, a version of the 18th-century French chaloupe. The boats have a flat bottom and are made out of wood resistant to splitting, while the sails are woven from unbleached cotton, the final sails being produced in different splendid colors. La Regatta competitions vary based on the sizes of the boats. Hundreds of fishermen from southwestern Mauritius attend the event to either compete or watch and cheer, amid a festive mood that includes the eating of traditional foods and the playing of sega music. La Regatta has evolved over time, but may have started in the 18th century by a group of local avid sailors or village fishermen who enjoyed going out into the open seas.

Given its abundant exposure to the Indian Ocean waters, the numerous beaches, deep and shallow sea beds along the 207 miles of coastline, a warm tropical climate throughout the year, and a rich marine life particularly the distinct coral reefs, Mauritius has some of the finest water sports in the world. A few of of these are played for competition, while others are purely for leisure and tourist attraction and, therefore, are accessible to the wealthier section of the Mauritian population. This is because of the expensive nature of the high-technology facilities that accompany the water sports. The most common of these sports include water skiing, windsurfing, kayaking, sailing, and kite surfing. Kayaking is popular in the clear water lagoon areas of Amber Island. Kite surfing, on the other hand, heavily depends on the strong trade winds that blow by Mauritius between June and September. Kite surfing is common in Le Morne, Cap Malhereux, Anse La Raie, Blue Bay, and Baie du Cap, among others places. Snorkeling (and deep-sea diving) is also common in places such as the Trou aux Biches, Mont Choisy, La Cuvette, Grand Bay, and Pereybere Beaches in northern and northwestern Mauritius.

To the vast number of water sports can also be added other modern sports such as golf and cycling. Golf is not widespread and is only popular with the wealthier segments of the Mauritian population, as well as the tourists who can afford to play the sport on the picturesque golf courses that skirt some of the beach areas. Cycling has developed over the years, while mountain biking takes enthusiasts to the rugged central plateau and Black Gorges areas. These, and various athletic events of national or global importance, are also major attractions to tourism. There are two significant annual athletics events in Mauritius. The first is the Royal Raid, a race and trekking event held in the scenic country of southwestern Mauritius. The race covers a distance of almost 48 miles, though the actual distance covered by participants depends on certain categories of the race for which they entered. The other is the Marathon de I’lle Maurice from Le Morne Village to Saint Felix Public beach, over a distance of almost 28 miles along the southern coast. The route winds through the spectacular natural environment of the south coast within the view of the offshore lagoons.

Various ball sports are also widely watched or played in Mauritius. These include football (soccer), volleyball, basketball, rugby, and handball. Of these, football is the most popular, resonating with everyone across ethnic and class lines. There is a local obsession with international soccer, particularly the English Premier League, more so than there is with the local football teams. It is not uncommon to see Mauritians in urban and rural areas adorn shirts and other sports insignia associated with English football clubs such as Manchester United, Liverpool, and Chelsea. The local domestic league is dependent on semiprofessional players, while the national football team has consistently ranked low in Federation of International Football Association world rankings.

Franco-Mauritians play rugby, which is administered by the Mauritius Rugby Union. Racquet sports that are played by a minority section of the population include badminton, squash, and tennis, while “special” sporting activities that are not as popular include weight lifting and power games. There are also sports that are quite exclusive as they relate to the cultural heritage of certain ethnic communities. These include Asian martial arts such as sumo, tae kwon do, wushu, karate, judo, and jujitsu.

Thus, while Mauritians are avid fans of many games and sports, they enjoy watching more than actively participating in them. The exceptions are the few traditional sports such as La Regatta. Furthermore, just like in other aspects of Mauritian life, sports and games are a product of the fusion between old and new, past and present. Yet, even with the prevalence of modern, Western sports and games, certain sports and games aid our glimpse into the evolution of Mauritian society over the centuries.

Festivals and Holidays

Mauritians have many festivals that are performed as part of their religious rituals, and also celebrate national holidays that appeal to every citizen across the country. New Year’s Eve is celebrated on January 1 by all Mauritians to welcome the New Year. Thousands keep vigil until midnight, and set off fireworks as they witness the transition from one year to the next. The end of slavery on Mauritius Islands in 1835 was certainly a major historical development that is observed every year on February 1. It is marked by the laying of wreaths at a slaves’ monument in Mahebourg and in Company Gardens in Port Louis. Many Mauritian Creoles also observe International Creole Day on October 28. It is celebrated in solidarity with other Creoles around the world. Gains have certainly been made in politics and other public spheres to accommodate previously marginalized communities such as the Creoles; yet the legacies of slavery have persisted in terms of racial discrimination and social marginalization of Creole, a language associated with the descendants of the slaves.

Aside from celebrating the end of slavery, Mauritians also remember the contributions of indentured laborers to the country’s heritage and development. The indenture system was completely abolished in 1924, but the remembrance of the migrant laborers is usually marked on November 2. Labor Day is observed on May 1 in solidarity with other workers in the world, and used to reflect on developments in the working environment of Mauritian workers. One of the most important public holidays is National Day, when Mauritians celebrate their independence from Britain in 1968. This date, also known as Independence Day, is observed March 12 every year, and is celebrated with music, dance, speeches, foods, drinks, and cultural performances.

The diversity of religion has also yielded a variety of vibrant cultural festivals that are unique to the various ethnic groups. None of the groups have as many religious festivals as the Indo-Mauritian community. One of their most notable festivals is the Maha Shavaratree (Great Night of Shiva) held every February through March, to honor Shiva, one of the major Hindu deities. The pilgrims, wearing white clothes and carrying a wooden arch decorated with flowers, head to the Ganga Talao in southern Mauritius whose waters are perceived to be as sacred as those of the Ganges River in India. Once they arrive at the lake, the devotees pray and offer food offerings, as they pour water on themselves for purification. With almost a half a million pilgrims flocking to the Ganga Talo every year for the festival, the Maha Shavaratree is the largest gathering of the Hindu faithful outside of India.

Mauritian Hindu believers also celebrate the triumph of good over evil. The joyous mood is marked during the Holi Festival, also known as the Indian Festival of Colors. The festival is known for the colored water or paint that the faithful throw at each other, wishing each other good luck. The festival also involves the lighting of a huge bonfire throughout the celebration during the month of March. Hindus also venerate truth as a virtue and celebrate its value during the Divali (Diwali) Festival, which is commemorated for five days during October or November. Also known as the Festival of Light, Divali is usually observed by abundant lighting inside and outside of Hindu houses at the start of sunset. The faithful trust that the lighting guides the Hindu goddess of wealth and good fortune, and that the light casts away darkness that is associated with ignorance.
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Hindu practitioners make offerings at Grand Bassin at Ganga Talao Lake, widely considered the holiest place in the country. Every year, almost 500,000 pilgrims flock to this site for the Maha Shavaratree, the largest Hindu religious gathering outside of India. (Natasha Ethrington/Alamy)

There is also the Cavadee (Cavadi) Festival celebrated in early February mainly by Indians of Tamil origin. Its rituals involve piercing certain parts of the body as a symbol of atonement by its followers. They also proceed to the temple in a state of trance, while hoisting on their shoulders the cavadee, an arch covered with flowers, with pots of milk at the base. Mauritian Tamils also perform the Thaipoosan Cavadee in January and February to honor the deity Muruga, to symbolize triumph over ignorance and evil, and to express remorsefulness. The worshippers fast and cleanse themselves then they hold processions to the temple while carrying the cavadee, which they place at the feet of their deity. Ougadi is the third of the main Tamil festivals observed in Mauritius. It is celebrated in March to mark the Tamil New Year. The Hindus of Marathi origin from Maharashtra in Western India mark the Ganesh Chaturthi festival. This is held in August or September to honor Ganesh, the Hindu deity of wisdom.

Muslims mainly celebrate Ramadan and Eid al-Fitr. They fast and offer prayers during daytime in the holy month of Ramadan. Those that can afford perform the hajj, a pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca in Saudi Arabia, where they join with hundreds of thousands of other Muslims from around the world. Eid al-Fitr marks the end of Ramadan and hajj, and is celebrated with feasting and thanksgiving. Members of certain Islamic sects hold festivals that reflect on their ideal beliefs or their loyalty to certain Muslim patriarchs. Such are the Shia Muslims who celebrate Yamsey in memory of Hussein, the grandson of Prophet Muhammad. They do so by beating drums and shaking tambourines.

The major festival of Sino-Mauritians is the Spring Festival that ushers in the Chinese New Year. This takes place every January, but the actual date is determined by the differences between the lunar and solar calendars. The celebration lasts one month, starting with rituals such as house cleansing, avoiding the use of cutting gadgets such as scissors and knives, and food offerings. Red color and firecrackers grace the occasion, both believed to scare away evil spirits. The traditional food associated with the festival is a “wax cake,” made from flour mixed with honey. The cakes are distributed to friends and relatives to symbolize plentiful harvest in the following year.

Christmas and Easter are the main Christian holidays on the island. Christians celebrate Christmas to mark the birth of Jesus, while Easter is a remembrance of the resurrection of Jesus. Every year during early September, thousands of Christians also go on the Pierre Laval Pilgrimage at the shrine of the venerable 19th-century Catholic bishop Pierre Jacques-Desiree Laval. Laval’s shrine is located at Sainte Croix in Port Louis. Many Christian faithful flock there with the hope of receiving physical healing.

Music and Dance

Mauritians live and express their life through music and dance. Mauritians’ music derives from various influences while Mauritian dance reveals choreography that has widespread origins from Africa, Asia, and Europe, the very continents that gave forth their ancestors and traditions. Music and dance from these geographical areas as practiced by the islanders have blended into styles that are uniquely Mauritian. However, a few of the styles are also evident on the neighboring islands such as Réunion and Seychelles.

The most popular music and accompanying dance is sega. It is a Bantu term meaning to play, dance, or enjoy. Thus sega has African origins, as it was first sung and danced by African and Malagasy (from Madagascar) slaves on the island as early as the 18th century. The slaves sang and danced the sega probably to communicate news, relieve themselves of stress, and as a means of protest. Since then, the lyrics have been enriched to include wide-ranging themes of historical, social, and political relevance. However, social themes still dominate, most focusing on courtship, relationships, and love. Furthermore, over the years, European and even Asian styles have influenced the composition and performance of the sega, though much of the original version still dominates. Today, sega has been adopted by Mauritians of all ethnic backgrounds and is played on all occasions. It can thus be concluded that sega has helped to strike a degree of unity across generations and ethnic communities in Mauritius.

The dance that accompanies the traditional sega has a strong, sexual expression. Commencing from a slow rhythm to a matching slow beat, the erotic dance graduates to a pulsating momentum, with the dancers, especially the women, gyrating their hips and the hands moving about freely. As they do so, they regularly wave their long gowns suggestively while moving to the beat of the music. Their male counterparts wear short trousers and shirts. The singers and dancers can also wear large straw hats. Traditional sega dance clothing is brightly colored, reflecting the prevalence of the ideal Creole dress code.

Instruments played in the sega are many and varied, but about three can be regarded as traditional to the music. The most distinct is the ravanne (ravann), a large drum fashioned out of wood and goatskin, with cymbals attached to its wooden frame. In order to generate a desired tone and intensity when being played, the ravanne is usually warmed by fire or hot sun, which allows the surface of the goatskin to stretch to the maximum. The other notable instrument is the triangle, an iron rod forged into a triangle shape. It is usually struck in a rhythm to match the singing and dancing. Finally, there is the maravane, a box like instrument, which contains dried seeds known as collier-cipaye. The maravane is usually shaken to enrich the percussion that constitutes the traditional sega. The range of instruments played in the sega has increased much more than the dance style. Improvised instruments include household items such as pans and cooking utensils, as well as sticks and horns that can easily be acquired from the immediate environment. More important has been the adoption of modern Western instruments such as drums, synthesizers, and electric guitars.

Generally, the original traditional sega as inherited from era of slavery is quite prevalent across Mauritius. It is performed outdoors around a fire, but not necessarily in the pristine mountains and forests that often provided the backdrop of sega performances in the days of slavery. The use of modern instruments is rare in traditional sega dances. Modern, more improvised sega is danced indoors at parties and other organized social functions, and the performers savor the moment with modern musical instruments. Thus, while sega dance has pervaded the mainstream of the Mauritian society, its nature varies from location to occasion. This is largely due to the ability of its performers to improvise on singing, dancing, and the instruments used. In fact, the intensity of the dance can also be altered to fit the context. For example, the pace of the dance can be extremely intense as is the case on Rodrigues Island. Other variants of sega can also be experienced in the neighboring island nations such as Seychelles and Réunion.

As sega has evolved over the years, it has been used as a means to express the concerns of some social classes such as the urban poor of Mauritius. This has helped to enrich the genre. Such new forms of the music emerged in the 1980s following an attempt by its Mauritian composers to infuse it with Caribbean reggae. This resulted in seggae, a more popular style of sega that resonates with thousands of Creoles in the poor suburbs of Port Louis. Seggae has also found its way into many areas of Mauritius, and like its traditional version, it is often played on Mauritian radio stations. Probably more important is that the evolution of seggae reflects the extent to which sega has been influenced by global connections. Mauritian pioneers of seggae have forged social relations between Mauritian Creole population who consume their music, and the Rastafarian Movement in the Caribbean.

Sega also serves Mauritius’ tourism sector. Tour proprietors have tapped into the dance to boost the economy of the sector, while enhancing the cultural heritage of the island’s diverse population. Large hotels organize performances by segatiers (sega dancers and singers) to perform for visitors. Some wedding parties also hire sega performers to entertain their guests. Generally, organized sega dances, particularly in a multiethnic setting such as that at a public function or a hotel, is likely to reflect a combination of the influence all the traditions of the various ethnic communities—Creole, Indian, Chinese, and European. The resulting dance and music then becomes a highly hybrid form of sega, but one that communicates the unity in diversity of the cultural heritages of Mauritius and its peoples.

Outside of sega, which is largely a Creole heritage, each of the other Mauritian ethnic communities also have music and dance performances that reflect their ancestral traditions. The refined and elegant Indian dances are at the core of the Hindu community. The sita and tabla, traditional Hindu musical instruments, usually accompany Indian dances. The women dancers are usually clad in colorful saris, as they reveal their gracious, thoughtful, slow, but expressive dance movements. Bollywood music is also popular in the community. Furthermore, Bhojpuri songs that are common among the Indo-Mauritians, while they reflect on the traditional Indian styles, have also taken on some elements of sega.

Sino-Mauritians perform dances that are choreographed to emulate the mystical creatures of Chinese folklore such as dragons. Western, particularly British, American, and French, music and dance traditions are evident among the European populations of Mauritius. French music and artists are familiar and easily accessible in recorded forms from outlets such as Harbour Music in Port Louis. Hip-hop, rock, and jazz are also popular to a cross section of the Mauritian population. Ballroom dancing, with particular influence from the European polka and quadrille, are present in some towns, but they are not widespread around the country. Operas are frequently organized by the Opera Mauritius Festival, but are yet to become popular.

Visual Art

Whether through painting or sculpture, the visual arts of Mauritius are imbued with the island’s natural history, legacy of slavery, and cultural heritage. The government, through the Ministry of Arts and Culture, has strived to preserve the architecture of historical and national importance, and also directed such efforts at visual arts that are equally significant. Sculpture and painting have been particularly important since the colonial era, as pioneers, through sculpture, re-created memories of both real and mythical world. Malcolm de Chazal’s surrealistic and mystic paintings, known for their untamed interpretation of the world through bold colors, have become world renowned. Prosper d’Epinay’s Paul Virginie bronze monument built in 1944 in Pourdre d’or in northern Mauritius is based on local folklore inspired by Bernardin de St. Pierre’s novel Paul et Virginie. More recent sculptures have drawn from local, improvised material while preserving the island’s history. Such is the 15 sculpture at the Caudan Water Front, built to commemorate the 15th anniversary of this commercial part of Port Louis. The sculpture is a product of local ingenuity utilizing plastic pipes.

The island’s rich artworks are displayed in galleries, especially at the high-end market of Le Caudon Waterfront Craft Market in Port Louis. The elegant galleries at the Craft Market include Blue Penny Museum Boutique, Didus Art Gallery, Lindsay Sal Silk Painting, Mauritius Glass Gallery, MAST, and Old Mauritius. One can find various examples of Mauritian arts and crafts in the market. These include highly crafted postcards; posters depicting Mauritius culture; paintings by famous local artists with images that capture everyday scenery; hand-painted silk products such as scarves, cushions, and kitchen cloths; and decorated products made from recycled glass. Marine technology and a tradition of sea-faring has also been at the center of Mauritian society. This tradition has also been brought to life in local craftwork. As a way of preserving marine technology and seafaring tradition, models of ships, boats, frail rafts, and schooners fashioned from teak wood are displayed at MAST. Handcrafted batik shirts, pareos, customized mugs, and wall hangings depicting aspects of “old Mauritius” are also visible at the Craft Market.

Highly crafted works are also imported into Mauritius from places such as India. Indian craftworks have a big market on the island, including hand-woven carpets, chain-stitched rugs, Jamawar shawls, embroidered bedcovers, and coats from wool and silk produced by skilled Kashmir craftsmen. These are sold at Warp and Weft at the Craft Market.

Some centers in rural and urban areas offer training opportunities in handcrafted artwork. Additionally, expressive arts such as drama and other cultural performances have also benefited from such training. However, Mauritius does not have an indigenous film industry, though Western and Indian movies are watched in homes and public theaters. Some of the large cinemas with state-of-the art facilities include the Star Cinema house at the Bagatelle Mall of Mauritius that has six theaters with a total seating capacity of 1,200. Others are Cine Klassic Movie Theater and Cinema Star at the Caudon Waterfront, and Cinema ABC in Rose Hill. Shows from Hollywood are popular, though Bollywood movies appeal mainly to the Indo-Mauritians. Cinemas are broadcast in French with a few in English, though Indian movies are also common.

Architecture and Housing

Across Mauritius, architecture combines traditional and contemporary styles of European, Asian, and local trends, and from which one can hardly isolate the imposing influence of the island’s history and culture. The fact that history has accounted for the largest influence on the types of buildings seen in Mauritius today is evident in the sheer number of those buildings that have been declared as national monuments and cultural heritage sites by the government and the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization.

Dutch ruins at Vieux Grand Port in southeastern Mauritius are a record of the oldest settlement on the Island. Mahebourg may offer the oldest trace of French architectural presence in 18th-century Mauritius. The town contains relics of the earliest permanent buildings constructed in the form of an old French house that is today a historic museum. However, it is in Port Louis that the wealth of colonial architectural design resides. Founded in 1735, Port Louis has the essence of French architecture, particularly in the Place D’Armes with its palm-lined square and buildings that date back to the 18th century. Notable historic buildings in the capital are the Government House constructed between 1729 and 1735, and the Chapel and Shrine of Marie Reine de la Paix and its ornamental gardens. Others include the Le Reduit, the traditional French colonial residence, graced with its elegantly manicured gardens.

The British added onto the existing French designs in 19th-century Port Louis. The citadel at Fort Adelaide (La Citadelle), build between 1835 and 1840 to safeguard against potential riots from French settlers opposed to slave abolition and against external French invasion, stands at 240 feet above sea level. The Theatre of Port Louis, constructed in the early 1820s, takes after a classic London style with a capacity of 600 people. The General Post Office building reflects trends in architectural evolution of colonial buildings in 19th-century Mauritius. The design of the roof, external arches, clock, and inscriptions on the front part of the building reveal the urbane workmanship that characterized British rule in Mauritius.

Besides the French and British architectural designs that define Port Louis, the later wooden traditional Mauritian houses built within the city during the colonial period betray the influence of colonial styles, particularly their large verandahs and porches. Thus, even with the proliferation of skyscrapers and their stunning modernist architectural designs that tower over Port Louis’s urban landscape, the old colonial buildings have endured, refusing to be consumed by the new building styles. Ideally, when it comes to buildings, the past and the present have never merged completely in Port Louis, given that past, present, and even future trends can all be discerned from the mix of the city’s architecture. A clear gaze over the city from the high elevations of Fort Adelaide reveal to the eye the old and new structures that reflect the composition of Port Louis’s architectural heritage.

Similar trends can also be seen in many other parts of Mauritius, although even there, continuity in historical influence seems to dominate the architectural landscapes. The Red Roof Chapel (the Notre Dame Auxillatrice) in Cap Malheureux in northern Mauritius is famous for its red roof and fascinating woodcraft that defines its interior. The inside also contains a holy water basin crafted from a giant clamshell. Still in the north, in the Mapou Village, the Chateau de Labourdannais built between 1854 and 1859 depicts a blend of French and British styles. This two-level historic building is surrounded by a double colonnaded gallery that protects it from the sun while making it easy for fresh air to circulate from outside. Its central hallway is sandwiched by a dining room on one side and a living room on the other, with the latter room designed in French style. The bedroom also reflects French tradition, but the dining room is furnished in the Victorian tradition. Two lion statues stand at the entrance to the chateau gazing over a water pool. The statues bear the signature of J. J. Ducel, the doyen of French art during the 19th century. Although most of the building has been renovated and restored, the original style is still imposing and reveals the ideal 19th-century maisonette.

The foundation of the colonial economy based on sugar plantations and milling also dictated housing trends whose legacy is still alive on the Island. Such is the case with those buildings that grace the St. Regis resort in Le Morne. Its architecture and landscaping draw from local and European heritage, depicting an ambience typical of a Victorian baron’s manor on a colonial sugar estate. It exhibits a colonial authenticity with its numerous rooms, terraces, and colonnades of the kind of Victorian renaissance. Its furnishing borrows from a combination of French, British, and Indian traditions, while the interior design, particularly its walls, depict Mauritius’s natural history. Some buildings, like Le Nef, the home of the iconic poet Robert Edward-Hart, have a visually intriguing architecture with construction material drawn from seashells and coral reefs.

Architectural designs of some of the buildings in rural and urban areas are inspired by religious ideals of the local peoples. Dravidian temples dominate the landscape of Hindu temples. More specifically, Sanathan and Arya Samajist temples are adorned with displays of rich ornaments, statues, and deities. Maheshwarnath Temple in Triolet Shivala Village, known for its bright colors, is the biggest Hindu temple on the island. Mosque buildings with their traditional minarets are difficult to ignore, while cathedrals, both old and new, are marked with architectural structures and symbols dear to Christendom. Chinese pagodas perpetuate a cultural heritage venerated by the Sino-Mauritian community.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Literacy has a long history in Mauritius. A small portion of the island’s population could read and write at least by the late 18th century. The introduction of a printing press in 1768 helped in creating a literate population, through the production of newspapers, almanacs, and books that were consumed by certain sections of the people living there. The French colonial elite collected and read books by leading Western thinkers and writers such as Voltaire, John Locke, Jean Jacques-Rousseau, and the Baron de Montesquieu. Early literary writings on the island covered themes on the prevailing social and political environment in revolutionary France and North America.

The early slave communities in Mauritius used the power of their memory to preserve their languages and other traditions. Following years of rapid social and cultural fusion among the slave plantation populations, proclivity toward specific ancestral languages dissipated and was eventually replaced by the more unifying Creole language. It is through the latter that Creole folklore and history have been preserved into the present. It is also possible that contact between slave (and later free colored) populations on one hand, and the literate European community on the other, facilitated access to reading and writing to the former.

As the demand for education grew and literacy expanded, the French language dominated Mauritian literature, though literature in other languages also emerged. The prevalence of French had a lot to do with a strong French colonial tradition. It is not surprising, therefore, that the works of notable French language writers have been identified with the colonial era on the island, with a later generation emerging after independence in 1968. Such outstanding writers include Leoville L. Homme, the famous 19th-century poet, and Robert-Edward Hart (1891–1954), a French-Irish poet remembered for such works as L’Ombre Etoillee (1924), Le Cycle de Pierre (1934), and Plenitudes (1948). Malcolm de Chazal (1902–1981), both painter and poet, wrote works that thrived on themes such as myth, spirituality, and the natural world. Among Chazal’s notable works are Sens Plastique (1948) and Petrusmok (1951). Loys Masson, is known for Delivrez-Nous du Mal (1942), L’Etoile et la Clef (1945), Les Tortues (1956), and Le Notaire des Noirs (1962). Other leading Mauritian poets and novelists whose works appear in French include Jean Fanchette who wrote Alpha du Centaure (1975), and Marie-Therese Humbert of A L’Autre Bout de Moi (1979) and Le Volkameria (1984).

A popular novel in Mauritian literature is Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Paul et Virginie, published in 1787. It is a romantic classic published in French and based on a true story of a shipwreck that occurred off the island in 1774. The author and the theme of the novel are immortalized in a bronze sculpture in the Curepipe Municipal Gardens and at the Pamplemousses Botanical Gardens. The sculpture, fashioned by the famous Mauritian artist Prosper d’Epinay, depicts the author carrying Virginie, the heroine of his classic work.

Popular literature in English is lacking given the predominance of French in established literary works. Any such works in English are limited to academic texts commonly used in English-language programs at tertiary institutions. This notwithstanding, a few authors such as Azize Asgarally and Lindsey Collen have distinguished themselves in works written in English. Asgarally’s notable works include Home Again (1964), The Hell Hot Bungalow (1967), and Somewhere in the Crater (1971), while Collen, who is also an activist of gender equality and social justice, has authored There Is a Tide (1990), The Rape of Sita (1993), Getting Rid of It (1997), and Mutiny (2002). Indo-Mauritian writers whose works have enriched English as a language of literary text in present-day Mauritius include Anand Mulloo and Deepchand Beeharry. Themes of their works have focused on Indo-Mauritian identity, as well as social and political struggles of Indian migrants in Mauritius.

Some Mauritian authors have focused on producing texts that promote an Asian presence in Mauritian literature. Such works appear in Hindi, Urdu, Marathi, Telegu, and Tamil. Of these, Hindi literature is more popular, reflecting writings by poets, playwrights, and novelists such as Bhagat Madhuker, Somdath Bhuckory, and Abhimanyu Unnuth, whose writings have dominated the latter half of the 20th century. Themes of their texts draw largely from the experiences of Indo-Mauritians in Mauritius. For example, Unnuth’s Lal Pasina (1977) is a classic novel that explores the economic and cultural struggles and adaptation of Indian Hindu migrants in 19th-century Mauritius. Some of these works, especially those by Unnuth, are read widely outside of Mauritius, particularly in India.

Literature in the Creole language is not as established as that in French; neither does it have a foundation comparable to works in English and Hindi. This is largely due to a long history of marginalization of Mauritian Creole as a language of literary expression. It was only after independence that pressure mounted against the authorities to recognize the language as the national language and as the language of education. Often times, this pressure took on political dimensions as scholar-political activists such as Dev Virahsawmy, through the Mouvement Militant Mauricien (MMM) that he founded in 1968, campaigned to have Creole language and literature popularized in Mauritius. Though less successful in this campaign, Virahsawmy succeeded in writing notable literary works in Creole. These include Liconsing Finalay (1980), Zeneral Makbet (1981), Li (1982), and Dokter Nipat (1983). Virahsawmy’s cultural and political views influenced themes in his writings, which ranged from political satire, race relations, to cultural chauvinism. Virahsawmy used the political platform to call for cultural reforms so as to enhance the value of Creole heritage within the broader spectrum of Mauritius’ national life. For this, Virahsawmy was met with harsh criticism from those opposed to nationalizing the Creole language for literary purposes.

Several Mauritian writers have been recognized for their outstanding contributions to literature. Robert-Edward Hart was awarded the Legion of Honor by the government of France in 1950. The Mauritian government also converted his coral stone cottage (Le Nef) in Souillac in southern Mauritius into a national museum in 1964 in his honor. Jean Fanchette received the Le Prix de la Langue Francaise by the French Academy in 1976 for his novel Alpha du Centaure, while Virahsawmy’s The Prisoner of Conscience (1972) earned him the first prize of the 11th Concours Théâtral Interafricain in 1981. The Prince Maurice Prize is the main annual event organized to recognize the best works on the theme of love, written in either French or English.

Aside from its rich literary tradition, Mauritius also has well-established folklore traditions based on African, Malagasy, Indian, Chinese, and European traditions. A popular figure in local folk narratives is the Lougarou, a mythical human like wolf widely believed to appear during a full moon with the intention of terrorizing the islanders. The narrative is often told to children to scare them into developing respectable behavior. There also exists a rich collection of riddles on the island stretching far back into the days of slavery. For example, sirandane is a Creole riddle game that originated among slaves and the European settlers, is composed of either poetry or word play, and takes on a question-answer format. The riddle reflects on daily life with moral lessons to be learned.

Media

The advent of the printing press contributed greatly not only to the island’s literary culture but also to the development of the media. About three newspapers existed by the time of the French Revolution in 1789. In the first three decades of British colonialism, the Mauritius Gazette, a progovernment publication, was the main medium of printed communication. The origins of freedom of the press emerged in the early 1830s largely due to pressure from conservative colonial leaders such as Antoine Zacharie Adrien d’Epinay (1794–1839) who were opposed to government social and political reforms. D’Epinay founded the Le Cerneen, a mouthpiece of the French sugar barons on the island. The Le Cerneen remained the most consistently published newspaper in Mauritius, and subsequently the oldest newspaper published in French language until it folded in the 1980s. A more vibrant media evolved with the publication of the La Sentinelle from 1843, which countered the conservative ideals of the Le Cerneen. La Sentinelle was founded by Remy Ollier (1816–1845). He was a civil rights leader and journalist for whom the emancipation of slaves and the improvement of the social and economic lives of Colored Mauritians were important causes. The newspaper provided the platform through which pressure was put on Britain and the colonial government in Port Louis to initiate reforms favoring the lower classes in Mauritius.

From the 1920s onward, major newspapers took sides with major political parties. Le Peuple Mauricien became the mouthpiece of the Maurician Labor Party, while the Advance (founded in 1940) was closely allied to the Union Mauricienne. Anti press laws in the 1980s eroded any gains made in liberalization of the press as the government bonded newspapers against possible defamation from published content. This led to a more partisan press, but with the enactment of more media reforms in early 1990s following pressure from journalists, there sprung up more daily newspapers and weeklies than before. Freedom of the press has since been engraved in the national constitution.

Thus for many years, newspapers have been the chief means of disseminating public information in Mauritius. The most widely read newspapers are Le Mauricien and L’Express. Aside from the dailies, weekly newspapers have also been important. The most important of these has been the Weekend. Most have been published in French, which has remained the language of the media. A few are published in Mandarin to cater to the Sino-Mauritian population, and in English for a minority of the population. While no major newspaper or daily is published in Creole, political cartoons and other forms of satire in mainstream publications sometimes appear in that language. The print media has largely provided the platform for local debates on politics and other national issues. Dailies and weekly publications have also provided the public with information on national and international news, sports, arts, education, and entertainment.

Television and radio are the main means of broadcast media in Mauritian. The Mauritius Broadcasting Corporation administers television and radio broadcasts. Broadcast media supplements newspapers and weeklies as channels for disseminating information on news, sports, business, and education. Television and radio are also main sources of entertainment in the media sector on the island. Televisions air cultural and sporting events that are broadcast across the country. Mauritians also have access to international channels such as the Canal France International, British Broadcasting Corporation, Sky News, and Indian channels. Just like in the print media, French language is also dominant in the broadcast media. This is partly due to the historical factors that have favored French over the other Mauritian languages. It is also the result of continued cultural aid from Paris that is directed at educational and information sectors. Some entertainment programs on national television are also aired in English, Hindi, Mandarin, and Creole, so as to cater to certain specific groups.

Mail services, dating back to the 18th century and provided by the Mauritius Post Office, have facilitated information exchange. Telephone services have increased the speed and distance with which information is transmitted across the island. Postal stamps provide a medium for preserving and educating the public on Mauritius’s rich cultural and natural history. Over the years, stamps have been embellished with major plants, monuments, and fauna common to the islands. On the other hand, telephone services have been revolutionized by the introduction of cell phone technology. Mauritius Telecom provides landline telephone services, while the largest cell phone service providers are Cell Plus and Emtel. The introduction of the Internet has been important as a means of passing across social and business information, and a means of storing official and personal data. However, its revolutionizing potential is hampered by the fact that the Internet is limited to urban areas and is largely utilized by the wealthy section of the population.

Further Reading

Allen, M. Philip. 1975. “Mauritius: The Ille De France Returns.” In The Politics of the Western Indian Ocean Islands, edited by John M. Ostheimer, 193–227. New York: Praeger.

Benedict, Burton. 1965. Mauritius: Problems of a Plural Society. London: Frederick A. Praeger.

Bowman, W. Larry. 1991. Mauritius: Democracy and Development in the Indian Ocean. Boulder, CO: Westview.

Carmeri, S. Yoram, and Thomas Hylland Eriksen. 1998. Common Denominators: Ethnicity, Nation-Building and Compromise in Mauritius. London: Bloomsbury Academic.

Cleary, Tim. 2011. Mauritius—Culture Smart!: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. New York: Kuperad.

“Dance in Mauritius: Traditional Séga!” http://discoverthebestofmauritius.com/anglais/culture-in-mauritius/mauritian-dances-and-musics/dance-in-mauritius-traditional.html. Accessed March 20, 2014.

De Marigny, Isabelle Desvaux, and Valentine Henriette Lagesse. 1990. Living in Mauritius: Traditional Architecture of Mauritius. London: Thames & Hudson.

Macmillan, Allister, ed. 1991. Mauritius Illustrated: Historical and Descriptive Commercial and Industrial Facts, Figures and Resources. Papeete, Tahiti: Société Nouvelle des Editions Du Pacifique.

“Our Mauritian National Heritage: The Historical & Heritage Value of the General Post Office of Mauritius.” 2012. http://www.lemauricien.com/article/our-mauritian-national-heritage-historical-heritage-value-general-post-office-mauritius. Accessed March 8, 2014.

Vaughan, Meghan. 2005. Creating the Creole Island: Slavery in Eighteenth-Century Mauritius. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Selvon, Sydney. 1991. Historical Dictionary of Mauritius. 2nd ed. London: Scarecrow.


Morocco

Raphael Chijioke Njoku

[image: Falola]


Quick Facts

Capital: Rabat

Major Cities: Rabat, Casablanca, Fes, Marrakech, Tangier, Agadir

Population: 33.2 million (approximate)

Languages: Arabic, Berber (Tamazight, Tachelhit, Tarifit), and French

Government Type: Constitutional Monarchy (King Mohammed VI)

Ethnic Groups: Arabs, Berbers

Religions: Islam (99 percent); Christianity and Judaism (1 percent)



Introduction

Geography

Located at the intersection between Europe, Asia, and the rest of Africa, the Kingdom of Morocco (Al mamlaka al Maghribia) is the most westerly of the North African states. It is one of the three Maghreb (Arabic for “further west”) states comprising Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia. Morocco’s 2014 population estimate is put at 33.2 million, and the annual rate of growth is about 1.2 percent, with a crude birth rate as high as 18.8 per 1,000 (2010 estimate) and a mortality rate of 5.6 deaths per 1,000 population. The capital is the coastal city of Rabat, although the chief port city of Casablanca is the largest and most popular. Cultural ideas and institutions are as varied as geographical conditions.

The total size is 174,000 square miles (446,550 square kilometers) including plains, ranges of mountains, and stretches of desert wasteland. Altogether, Morocco is a little bit larger than the state of California in the United States. It borders the Atlantic Ocean to the west; to the north are the Mediterranean Sea, the Strait of Gibraltar, and Spain; to the south are Western Sahara and the Sahara Desert, and to the east is Algeria.

The country’s geography is divided into five regions by a stretch of rugged mountainous landscapes. The Rif Mountains border the Mediterranean to the north from Ceuta to Melilla, with large areas of flanking plateau, valleys, and rich coastal plains. The coastal plains of western Morocco stretch from the northern city of Tangier southward to Essaouira, where the High Atlas interrupts the plains that reach the sea at that point. The mountains are distributed into three areas, the Middle Atlas, the High Atlas, and the Anti-Atlas ranges. To the south of the Rif and the Sebou (Sebu) River basin is the Middle Atlas, separated from the eastern fringes of the High (or Big) Atlas further south by the valley of the Abid River. The High Atlas mountain range extends some 450 miles in length and 40 miles in depth and divides the country into two delineated climatic zones—one that receives the westerly winds from the Atlantic and one that is influenced by the proximity of the Sahara. The Anti-Atlas to the south, the homeland of the Amazigh Berbers, is connected with the High Atlas by means of the volcanic massif of Siroua. Further down to the south of the Anti-Atlas are pockets of oases (smara), seasonal rivers, and little island towns. These complex networks of mountains, plateaus, valleys, rivers, seas, and oceans bring about climatic diversities.


The Question of Western Sahara

Western Sahara, situated along the African coast southwest of Morocco proper, was a colonial possession of the Spanish. Roughly the size of California, the area was sparsely populated. However, it does hold considerable oil and phosphate reserves. These potential revenues encouraged embattled Moroccan king Hassan II to annex the territory. In October of 1975, he organized the “Green March,” an advance of 350,000 Moroccans into Western Sahara, ostensibly to reclaim lands rightfully belonging to the kingdom. In truth, Morocco has no historical claim to the region. The local Sahrawi people quickly began to offer guerrilla resistance, and the invasion provoked considerable international condemnation. However, Morocco continues to administer the region today. By 2001, enough Moroccans had immigrated into Western Sahara to constitute a majority, and it seems that Morocco has little intention of withdrawing.



[image: Falola]

Errachidia Oasis in the Atlas Mountains. This range spreads across the south of Morocco, and its Berber population traces its roots back to early antiquity. (M. Lenny Photography/iStockPhoto.com)

People and Ethnicity

Morocco harbors small linguistic communities, which were once independent. Today, ethnic boundaries are less salient with centuries of miscegenation and the predominance of Islam and Arabic as the language of power and identity. Thus, Berber or Arab identity has become more of a reflection of personal behavior rather than of membership in a distinct and delimited ethnic group. Morocco’s Arab-Berbers constitute a 99.1 percent majority of the population. Its indigenous Jewish elements make up 0.2 percent of the population. Other minorities comprising black Africans and European immigrants make up about 0.7 percent of the population. The population’s statistics, which are divided into rural and urban dwellers, present an interesting combination of youth and ethnic solidarity.

About 27.8 percent of Morocco’s 33.2 million people are under 15 years old. One-third of the people are urban dwellers, and about one-third of this number live in Casablanca alone. Segments of the urban population are composed of educated Moroccans, foreigners, wealthy businessmen, and small local grocers who represent the epitome of the adaptable trading spirit of the Arab world. The local Berbers predominate in the mountainous countryside. They claim to be of European descent, because of their fair pigmentation in addition to their blue or green eyes, and originally called themselves Amaziah. The ancient Romans first called them Barbarus, source of the word “Berber.” There are three distinct Berbers: the Ruffians of the north, the Chleuhs from the Middle and High Atlas, and the Soussi in the southwest.

Most of the ancestors of modern Morocco’s Jews (the Sephardi) arrived after the defeat of Arab control of Spain by Christendom in the late 15th century. Others, who were originally Berber speakers, later converted to Judaism and lived in various parts of the country. Some of the Sephardi lived in special Jewish quarters called mellah. Others settled in cities, entering fast-moving businesses including commerce, artisan trade, illegal currency exchange, and trade in precious metals like silver, gold, and diamonds. The Jewish population has diminished because of emigration to the state of Israel in 1948 and the rising tide of Pan-Arabic consciousness that followed.

A considerable, but rapidly dwindling, European community (comprising the French, Spanish, British, and other Westerners) also lives in the big cities. Many members of this immigrant population are expatriates employed by the Moroccan government as teachers, technicians, corporate business managers, and so on. Their role in managing the country’s economy is crucial.

Languages

The three major languages in Morocco are Arabic, Berber, and French. Arabic, or precisely Moroccan Arabic, is the official language, spoken by over 95 percent of the population. The popular Moroccan (colloquial) Arabic form is spoken in the inner cities, plains, and mountains of Morocco. Modern Standard Arabic, the language of the Koran, is widely used in the media, correspondence, speeches, and for most higher learning, especially in philosophy and religious studies. While Arabic has greatly influenced Berber life and customs, the indigenous culture has in turn influenced the pronunciation of classical Arabic in Morocco more so than elsewhere in the Muslim world.

About 30 percent of Moroccans are Berber speakers, most of whom also speak Arabic. Berber, which belongs to the Afro-Asiatic language family, is encountered in different local tongues, but the three most principal dialects include the Tarifit spoken near Al Hocema; the Tachelhit predominant in the southwestern region near Agadir, northeast of Marrakech and east of the Draa Valley; and Tamazight spoken in the Central Atlas region. Although the Berber language is one of the few indigenous African languages that developed a script, the people lack the cohesive ethnic identity that a language can help create. The indigenous tongue has been undergoing a process of metamorphosis (or Arabization) as many Arabic words make their way into everyday usage.

French is the main language of business, government, and international relations. The schools’ curriculum promotes learning of the French language in order to uphold interaction with the non-Arab world. Despite the position of Arabic as the official language, French has proved indispensable for businesses and interaction with Europeans and Francophone Africa. There are about 20,000 Spanish speakers in Morocco. Nonetheless, Arabic remains a top priority because the national educational philosophy is informed by the teachings of the Islamic holy book, the Koran.

Religion

Islam

Islam (literally, “submission”) and its ideals permeate all aspects of sociopolitical order in Morocco. It determines the attitude of the majority toward social action, their comprehension of reality, governmental power and authority, interpersonal and group relationships, reaction to events and changes, and how they reflect on and even foresee their future and that of their country. Article 6 of the Moroccan constitution identifies Islam as the state religion (al-Islam din ad-dawla), and nearly 99 percent of Moroccans are Sunni Muslims. Other small minority religions like Christianity and Judaism make up the rest.
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Members of the Tijaniyya Brotherhood pray during a ceremony in remembrance of Sheikh Sidi Ahmed al-Tijani. Al-Tijani founded the brotherhood in Morocco during the late 18th century. (Fadel Senna/AFP/Getty Images)

Generally, Islamic ideology structures frames of reference against which “natural attitudes and behaviors” toward the world (worldviews) are constructed. It often provides answers to emotional, psychological, and material wants. Moroccans turn to religion to deal with problems of insecurity, troubled relationships, witchcraft, and other sufferings of life—like unemployment, poverty, sickness, and death. Worldviews determine key concepts in which social actions and behaviors cohere. The basic tenets of the Islamic religion offer the believer a comprehensive meaning to life. In some places, these overlap with the indigenous Berber belief system and practices. Thus, understanding this complexity gives the complete worldview of Moroccans.

In Islam there is no separation of the sacred from the profane. The ultimate essence of life is to please God (Allah), through obedience to his will, for the attainment of the reward of paradise after death. Because the spiritual in Islam both detects and renews the temporal, creed and deed are like two sides of the same coin; hence Islam is seen as a total religion. Muslims are expected to be community oriented—that is, to be their brother’s keeper. Although not written in the Holy Koran, the “Five Pillars” in Islam (i.e., the cardinal articles of the faith), exert enormous influence on all aspects of society. These fundamental beliefs and practices, required of believers to attain the reward of paradise, are derived from both the Koran, and the recorded lifetime practices of Prophet Muhammad (known as Sunna) as observed by his close relations and acquaintances. The Koran is compiled from the recorded sayings and activities of the Prophet. These recorded sayings and activities are called the hadith. The Sunna constitutes the basic ideal in Muslim behavior. Muslims who strictly adhere to the traditions of the Prophet are known are Sunnites. The other major sect in Islam, known as the Shia (the party of Ali), constitutes a minority of approximately 15 percent of Muslims worldwide. They also adhere to the traditions of the Prophet, but fundamentally disagree with the Sunnis on succession. Overall, the Five Pillars in Islam comprise the Islamic testimony or shahada, daily prayer or salat, almsgiving or zakat, fasting or sawm, and pilgrimage or hajj.

Although not part of the Five Pillars, some Muslims now consider jihad, Arabic for “striving” or “struggle,” as the sixth pillar of Islam. The essence of jihad is that Muslims must vigorously promote the cause of their religion through acts of verbal persuasion, exemplary work, personal demonstration of spiritual force, and by war when the occasion demands. In this context, warfare becomes a sacred duty, and those who died in the cause of a jihad gain the reward of paradise as martyrs (shahid) to their faith. In reality, a true jihad is rarely justified as Muslim factions often engage in wars to achieve vested interests.

The Koran, like the Bible, teaches the existence of guardian angels, resurrection and life after death, heaven and hell. Islamic doctrine teaches believers to respect and show kindness to their parents and to eschew adultery as a dirty practice. Muslims are cautioned against covetousness and murder, although the latter is permitted under a just cause. Muslims must give full measure and weigh with even scales. According to the teachings of the Prophet, a true believer must do unto others that which he desires for himself. In Islam, wealth that is not accumulated through usury, gambling, prostitution, and such vices is considered as divine. Poverty is seen as the work of the devil. The enslavement of fellow Muslims is forbidden, likewise lust, homosexuality, idolatry, and immodest attire for women. Also prohibited are the use of alcohol, gambling, suicide, and eating of pork or other animals that are not killed in accordance with Muslim rites.

In Morocco, the pre-Islamic Berber indigenous belief systems and practices have blended with the tenets of the new religion to produce a unique brand of Islam in practice today. In other words, Arab conquest of Morocco in the seventh century and the subsequent conversion of the local Berbers to Islam, did not automatically result in a total destruction of the local culture. In the cities, the religious observances follow the stricter, orthodox form of Islam. In the countryside, where Berber culture is predominant, Islam has mixed with local customs to form a unique brand representing an amalgam of Koranic practices with pre-Islamic belief in brotherhoods (sing. agurram; pl. agurramen), the veneration of local saints, belief in the existence of spirits (djinns), the evil eye (dhittawin ta’affanain), and other unorthodox ritual practices. Particularly, women alienated from public practices of mainstream Islam and political power have clung to these hybrid cultural traditions, and as such, continue to pass them on to the younger members of their families.

Christianity

The Romans brought Christianity to Morocco prior to the coming of Islam. But the German Vandals, who dominated the North African region from 430 CE, expended every effort to obliterate the Christian heritage in Morocco. While the Vandals hounded the Catholics and destroyed their churches, they favored the Jews and granted them freedom of religious expression. After about 23 years, the Byzantines defeated the Vandals in 553 CE and tried to restore the authority of the Catholic Church in Morocco. This effort met with Berber indifference, and little success was made until the arrival of the Arabs in the seventh century. Today, Christianity in Morocco is chiefly the religion of European settlers, recent immigrants, and locals numbering about 350,000. The Christian minority is regarded as being second-class citizens. This has forced young people from Christian families to move to the big cities or overseas in search of a better opportunity.

Judaism

Moroccan Jews form the largest Jewish community in the Arab world. The earliest evidence of a Jewish presence is found on tombstones dated to the second century. Many of the Jews moved into Morocco from Carthage (Tunisia) along the Mediterranean coast. Others arrived through the Libyan corridor. They easily mixed with some local Berber groups in both the mountains and oases of Morocco and Algeria. In the period of the Inquisition between the sixth and seventh centuries, Jewish community increased as a result of incursions of Spanish Jews and mass conversions of Berbers. On the average, about 70,000 Jews lived in Morocco until the late 1940s when the state of Israel was created. This, together with the outbreak of Arab-Israeli wars of the 1950s and 1960s, forced many Jews to leave Morocco in large numbers.

The Moroccan Jews have developed a fascinating tradition of rituals and pilgrimages to the tombs of holy men. Across Morocco, one can identify about 13 such famous sites. Every year on designated dates, Jews from around the world visit these graves. The grave of a particular pious rabbi of Moroccan origin named Israel Abu-Hatseira draws the largest number of pilgrims. There are still synagogues, old-age homes, and Jewish restaurants in Casablanca, Fez, Marrakech, Rabat, and Tangier, but a substantial Jewish population in Morocco is a thing of the past. The the suicide attacks on four Jewish targets in Casablanca that occurred on May 16, 2003, have not helped in assuring the Moroccan Jews that their lives are safe in this North African region.

Social Customs

Among a plurality of social customs and practices in Morocco are occasions that commemorate family events such as the birth of a child, circumcision, marriage, death, and the return of a family member from a pilgrimage (hajj) to Mecca, in addition to major religious festivals and holidays. Others are occasions that renew community belongingness; sporting and musical competitions; and events that commemorate national unity such as the Independence Day anniversary and the Green March Day. Cultural lifestyles mirror the resilience of indigenous occupational practices and culture, as well as emergent Western lifestyles rooted in the modern economy.

Traditionally, Moroccans are gregarious and friendships are best attested to in the existence of a diverse and pervading sense of religious and familial brotherhoods. Dramatic salutations like hugging, kisses, and prolonged handshakes are aspects of manners through which people express their sense of hospitality and feelings. A visitor to the traditional open markets in Morocco may find the atmosphere charged with varied forms of activities and excitement, such as intellectual, sporting, and religious discussions; haggling, gossip, and laughter; singing and dancing; intersections of prayers; chanting by magicians; acrobats, storytellers, and snake charmers; and ceremonial greetings or obeisance (ahlan wa sahlan or assalaam). These aspects of customs and lifestyles reflect the diversity of the social setting and extensive knowledge of the people about their society and world around them.

As a culture, interpersonal relations follow a code of behavior that places emphasis on respect or dignity (karama), generosity (karim), honor (sharaf), sharing, and hospitality. Religious customs are of the utmost importance and influence in the day-to-day life of the people. Ideally, the expectations of good morals and ethical standards of honesty are considered as being an integral part of interpersonal relationships. Hospitality is held in so high regard in all regions of Morocco that it has become a central part life in society. It is common for the rural inhabitants to invite strangers and acquaintances to their homes for lunch or dinner. On such occasions, the visitor is offered some choice meals like meat and other delicacies that are not even part of the family’s everyday menu. In Moroccan custom, people use their right hand to eat, and to use the left hand to eat is considered offensive. Usually meals are served at home with a communal plate—which simply means that everybody eats from the same bowl. It is polite for the visitor to take only what is immediately before him, and to accept all that is offered to him.

Ceremonies

As found in every culture, ceremonies in Morocco involve formalized series of acts set by ritual, protocol, or convention. Some of the ceremonies are associated with rites of passage, while others are connected with the people’s belief systems. Through ceremonies, individual participants demonstrate their respect for conventional acts of politeness or social etiquette. As observers in the prescribed ceremonial procedures, individuals are able to reaffirm their commitment to others and to their customs. Ceremonies are full of action, songs, dancing, prayers, and merriment.

The arrival of a child is celebrated with a lamb feast on the seventh day following the birth. It is usually an occasion for parents, family relations, and friends to come together and rejoice over the arrival of their newest member. Elaborate prayers are offered, and the lamb meal is part of the ritual to symbolically welcome the newborn. Often the child’s name is selected to reflect either his or her family history and/or religious identity. Such names as Mohammed (Muhammad), Essbai, Musa (Moses), Ali (Noble), Suleyman (Solomon), Fatima, and so on are the most common preferences. Where the name of a child tells a history about his or her place of origin, family, and religion, it involves long names. As a patrineal society, the child takes the first name of his father as encountered in such names as Musa Ibn Essbai (i.e., Musa the son of Essbai).

The baby is circumcised during the early stages of infancy. This entails the removal of the foreskin of the penis on male children at infancy. Although not widely practiced in Morocco, female circumcision comes in the form of clitoridectomy or excision of the clitoris. For the male, the circumcision ritual introduces the newborn into the culture and religion of his local community. For the female, it marks an important preparation for the adult role she would play as a married woman. As part of the initiation ceremony, a feast is held for the child and participants offer gifts to the baby. After this rite of passage, a boy spends more time in company of his father and other adult males, and he accompanies them to the mosque for Friday prayers. Similarly, a girl starts to spend more time in company of her mother and other adult females in preparation for her future married life.

The traditional Koranic education is a highly valued part of the developmental stages of human life in Morocco. The ability of the learner to complete the memorization of the Koran is considered a fundamental part of a child’s upbringing and development. Thus, such an occasion is marked with a weeklong family celebration. Today, while Koranic education is still an important part of Moroccan life, Western education has taken a position of preeminence because it best equips the individual with the ability and skills to fit well into the demands of the modern economy. Some Moroccans now celebrate the graduation of their sons and daughters from colleges and universities with prayers of thanksgiving, banquets, music, and dances.

On occasions when initiation ceremonies mark the transition to adulthood like in the event of a wedding, they are observed as a community event. Marriage is one of the most important ceremonies of Morocco. It is the crowning of life expectations for the couple as well as their families and kinship. Lavish weddings are still the norm rather than the exception. However, because of individual differences in lifestyle, class, level of Western educational attainment, and family background, wedding celebrations vary from family to family. Increasing numbers of the younger generation are beginning to observe a more moderate celebration.

Funeral ceremonies (salatul janazah) mark the last of the rites of passage. Burial in Morocco is both a family and community affair, and in Islam, the dead (Al-Dafin) are given a simple and quick burial, often before sundown only hours after one is pronounced clinically dead. As a tradition, it is compulsory that a divine service, which is conducted outside the mosque, be held in honor of the dead for the eternal repose of the soul. The corpse goes through a process of purification with ceremonial washing and is wrapped with a shroud. However, the corpse of a martyr is usually buried unwashed and not shrouded. Martyrs are buried in the state in which they died as a testimony to their cause, and they expected to be rewarded for their bravery and sacrifice.

As part of the emergent folk Islam in Morocco, ceremonies for the dead are continued in saintly veneration of the marabouts. In this context, life after death takes on a different dimension. Special blessings or rare divine favors (baraka) are said to imbue those saints and noble men to whom certain local communities and neighborhoods have become attached. Baraka is part of everyday life, a concrete manifestation of God’s will, and it is invoked to explain how some things occur. However, for the Western-educated elite, this form of loyalty to local saints is becoming outdated.

Among other key celebrations that fall within the category of family events is the commemoration of the return of a member from the annual religious pilgrimage to Mecca called hajj—one of the Five Pillars of the Islamic faith. Moroccans who can afford the costs of the journey are among the millions of pilgrims from over 70 Muslim countries around the world. After returning, male pilgrims take the title al-haji, while female pilgrims assume the title al-haja.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Contemporary Morocco is a contrasting paradox of the old and new, the village life and city life, the poor and rich, and the educated and uneducated. While the country was introduced to the world capitalist system and modern professional careers under the colonial tutelage, precolonial professions like pastoralism, farming, hunting, pottery, and other crafts are still a part of everyday life. Despite increasing modernization, the agricultural sector of the economy has remained in the hands of the rural farmers. The Berbers of the Atlas region and Tuaregs of the south are mostly cattle herdsmen or pastoralists. In the rural areas, living conditions vary a great deal. While the nomadic herdsmen often live in tents made of wool or goatskin, some sedentary farmers have their own houses built in a more traditional manner, with stone or clay. Herdsmen are relegated to a lower status on the social hierarchy.

Those who have the opportunity to live European lifestyles, like the emergent elite and young people, are found mostly in the big cities like Rabat, Fez, Casablanca, and Meknes. Urban life presents a contrasting view of old and new residential quarters. While the older and more conservative people live mostly in the old quarters (old medina), the business and political elite tend to occupy the more modern buildings and quarters (new medina). Their affluent consumption and lifestyles are demonstrated in the form of expensive cars, palatial homes, adornment of flashy and expensive clothes and jewelry, and consumption of lavish foods and beverages.

Unlike in the past, it is not uncommon to find young people at casino joints, nightclubs, bars, and restaurants. In such towns as Marrakech and Agadir, modern nightclubs—some featuring erotic belly dancers—coexist alongside traditional modes of musical entertainment, such as folk dancing. These dualities of lifestyle express the continuing dynamics of social reordering that is going on in modern Morocco.
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Diners indulge in an evening meal at stewed snail stalls in Marrakech. While traditional cuisine and entertainment continue to flavor nightlife in Morocco, Western-style restaurants, nightclubs, bars, and casinos are also major draws for the late-night crowd. (Alistair Laming/Alamy)

With regard to gender relations, Moroccan women are gaining more freedom and liberty as stipulated by Article 8 of the 1996 constitution. Before the 1980s, few women had any role to play in politics because the conservative male ruling elite considered gender issues to be secondary factors. Women have gained powers through new career opportunities in government, academics, law, medicine, and other jobs with significant responsibilities. For example, Nawal el-Moutawakel, who won the 400-meter hurdle gold medal at the 1984 Olympics, served as secretary of state for youth and sports between 1997 and 1998. The younger generation is increasingly turning its back on polygamy, while adopting tastes for European lifestyles and mannerisms. While big families are still desired by many, the educated elite are increasingly opting for a smaller family sizes.

Employment

Morocco is blessed by nature with arable land, abundant water with fish and salt deposits, and generous quantities of phosphates and other minerals like iron ore, manganese, lead, and zinc. Its scenic beauty has made possible a vigorous and ongoing tourist trade. The economic potentials of these resources partly explain why control of Morocco was desired by foreign powers. Morocco’s modern economy consists of industries such as mining, food processing, leather goods, textiles, construction, and tourism. Grain, citrus, wine grapes, and olives are grown in commercial quantities. About 50 percent of the population work in the agricultural sector, 35 percent in the service industry, and 15 percent are engaged in industrial-related jobs. The per capita income of Morocco is about US$5,400 (2012 estimate). The average life expectancy at birth for the total population is approximately 71 years (male = 68.06/female = 72.74).

Morocco has an unemployment rate of 23 percent (Edge 2006: 135). While most of the population can only find casual, seasonal, or itinerant jobs, there are no state-sponsored employment insurance or social security benefits for the unemployed. Unemployment has led to the establishment of several male and female brothels in the big cities, particularly in Casablanca and Marrakech. Although there is a growing middle class; the gap between the rich and the poor has widened in recent years, thereby provoking increasing social unrest and food riots that became rampant in the 1980s.

Like most African economies, the Moroccan economy is mainly agricultural, despite the government’s ambitious quest for industrial development. With the government’s support, farmers are gradually adjusting from the traditional practices to more effective, mechanized methods. The arable lands support the production of cereal crops, such as barley, wheat, and corn. Other significant cash crops include different types of citrus fruits, wine, vegetables, and olives. Moroccans also raise livestock to meet domestic needs. The developing industrial sector provides opportunities for the unemployed. Morocco is one of the leading producers of phosphates in the world. And with the high number of bodies of water in the area, fishing has become a prosperous industry, providing income for some citizens. Meanwhile, the government is encouraging the development of small businesses in line with its policy of diversification, industrialization, liberalization, and modernization of the economy that began in 1993. Several government-owned companies have been sold to the public, including insurance, banking, mining, transportation, and hotel businesses.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Enduring indigenous Berber customs, Arab and Jewish family practices, and European influences have all combined to delineate contemporary kinship practices, family organization, marriage traditions, and notions of gender relations in Morocco. Since the 1970s, for instance, some of the newly educated elites, especially those who received their degrees in the Western world, have returned home to establish monogamous marriages and establish what is often referred to as more “individualistic” nuclear family practices. But the majority of Moroccans have continued to adhere to multiple marriages, large families, and close kinship and family ties.

As a universal institution, the family is both an organic and social unit of acculturation. Members are linked by blood, and new members are incorporated through marriages. For the welfare and continuity of a unit, members often maintain a common residence, as well as follow instituted norms for production and reproduction. This communal connection ensures for generational continuity through prescribed codes of sexual relationships. The family provides social security with the more privileged assisting the poorer members with the basic necessities of life. As is widely practiced in most parts of the world, kinship in Morocco is structured along patrilineal lines—the organization of a household is based on male blood ties.

Lineage

A typical traditional family system retains a link between the present generation and past generations of members who often lived within the same house or compound comprising several households whose members have common blood ties. A household consists of a man, his wife (or wives), and their children, including married sons, their wives, and their children. Other relatives like unmarried daughters, widows, or divorcees are accepted as part of the family. In other words, kinship relations, especially among people of Arab and African descent, follow a complex network of relationships linking many families to a common ancestor.

In most Berber-Arab patrilineal communities, lineage members or the extended family can expect a share in the inheritance of a deceased’s property. This is in accordance with Islamic practices, which define heirs in family property to include grandfather/grandmother, father/mother and son/daughter. However, men enjoy inheritance rights over women, whose share of inheritance often depends on the disposition and generosity of their male relations. In patrilineal family systems, as opposed to the matrilineal, all children belong to the father’s kinship group, and married women adopt the family name of their husbands.

Marriage

In all societies, marriage is an important social custom and will continue to be so in the coming future. While marriage confers respect and status, its most important function remains procreation. The marriage institution provides society with a formal avenue through which new units of the household are created, replenishing and reinvigorating aging networks of kinship and lineage systems. In Morocco, married couples will go to any length to ensure that their union is successful—by which is meant having children of their own. In agrarian societies, including Morocco, large families are desired to provide sources of labor, protection against external aggression, and to ensure continued support for members in their old age. As soon as children start arriving in a family, divorce becomes difficult, as both partners become more tolerant of each other in order to protect the welfare of their children.

A marriage is not all about the couple, but it brings together families into a new cooperative alliance. The family plays a central role in the choice of a marriage partner. In a society where the sexes seldom interact, marriage partners are linked through social contacts or through negotiations involving mothers or even professional matchmakers in some cases. The father’s consent, as the head of his family, is crucial and cannot be ignored. Although parents negotiate marriages for their children, the groom’s consent comes into consideration before the commencement of wedding processes. Usually, the bride-to-be plays a more passive role in the decisions, although this tradition is now changing.

Endogamy, or marriage within the larger extended family, is common. Often, “the preferred marriage partner … [is] the male’s first cousin on the father’s side (bint ‘amm, or the father’s brother’s daughter)” (Fluehr Lobban 2004: 98). In the Central High Atlas region for instance, marriages often involved parallel cousins or the children of brothers. By securing marriages with their own cousins, it is assumed that the men bring honor, respect, and protection to their families. In some other places, like the Rif, no specific marriage pattern or preference exists, but incestuous relationships are tabooed and intermarriage is often negotiated between families of similar social classes. With the increase in Western education and contacts with alien cultures, young people in Morocco are gradually beginning to choose their own partners with minimal parental influence.

Islamic law allows men to marry up to four wives contingent upon the individual’s financial capacity to maintain a harem of women. Men normally marry before they are 30 years of age and women usually marry early before the age of 18. Marriage in Islam is a civil contract (aqd), and the terms are determined by the family representatives of a couple. A legal part of the contractual agreement is the requirement upon the groom’s family to make a monetary payment to the bride’s family. While the dower is a personal debt to the bride alone, bride-wealth is a payment from the groom’s family to the bride’s family. Implicit in a bride-wealth is the idea that a girl’s parents deserve some form of monetary compensation during her wedding. If the amount involved is unaffordable, parts of the money are deferred or paid in installments and when needed by the bride’s family.

The bride’s family responds with a kind of dowry which the bride needs in order to enter her husband’s home. This money is traditionally used to procure furniture and other household items. Although the woman can hardly initiate for a divorce, she is permitted to take all household belongings acquired with her father’s sponsored dowry, including other items purchased thereafter. This practice serves as a kind of security for wives against treacherous husbands for whom divorce involves a seemingly simple verbal process of repeating the phrase “I divorce thee” three times in the presence of witnesses. However, there are provisions that may demand that the husband pronounce these words in stages over a considerable period of time during which arbitration is possible and the relationship could be saved. Over this period, the kinship relations may meet to discuss issues and implore upon the couple to reconsider their differences. If this fails, a local judge or qaid may grant a divorce. If the judge finds the husband guilty of wrongdoing, he must pay a settlement that is part of the bride-wealth and also forfeit the furnishings of the house brought by his wife. The treacherous husband may be required to pay his former spouse a maintenance allowance for three months (sqaq). If the woman is found guilty, especially in the case of adultery, she forfeits the sqaq and furnishings.

After the separation, the law permits that children of the couple usually remain with their father. However, there is some flexibility allowed to help reduce the psychological and physiological impact on minors. For instance, children over the age of two may either live with their father or with their mother until their father remarries. Those under two years of age, especially girls, may remain with their mother, but they must return to their father when they come of age or when their mother remarries.

Gender Roles and Family

Human societies across the world impose sets of laws on the form and meaning of gender or sexual behaviors. Male-female relationships in most Muslim societies are to an extent patterned in a way that one may perceive the sexes as constituting separate subsocieties. In Morocco, however, this form of social organization has been gradually changing since the 1990s. For instance, a study of the Zawiya of Central Morocco in 1993 reveals that coeducational public institutions, popular music, television, and travel to urban centers is gradually altering gender practices in these communities as the sexes come into closer interaction (Davis and Schaefer Davis 1993: 225–30). The importance of males in society is expressed mostly in the expectation on wives to bear sons. Failure on the part of wives to meet this expectation sometimes constitutes enough reason for the husband to either seek a divorce or embark on a polygamous relationship.

In general, men enjoy a position of higher social status, and appear to dominate women in certain aspects of life. A stereotypical notion of a woman’s role is to provide maternal care for her children and the household. It is her responsibility to shop, cook, feed, and educate the children while the man is away at work. Women maintain sanitary conditions in the house, and during their leisure time, they may visit family members, friends, or attend prayers at the neighborhood shrines or mosques. Women are not expected to marry outside of their ethnic group or faith, travel abroad without obtaining parental consent, smoke in public, or to be unaccompanied during late hours. When she errs, it is not forbidden for a man to beat his wife—an act considered abusive in Western societies.

However, the notion of male domination is complex. As a study notes, “a closer examination of the structure and operation of the household reveals the presence of a considerable measure of ‘unassigned power’ which women compete for and utilize to further their own needs and wishes” (Rassam 1980: 171). For instance, a woman’s age and status within the household play an important role in her influence in society. Older women are highly respected and often enjoy the support of their children. They are honored and revered as wise, responsible, and trustworthy. While Berber women enjoy more freedom in the countryside, some educated urban women enjoy relative respect and freedom—their career prospects have continued to expand with active participation in modern government of their country—serving as political delegates, ambassadors, airline pilots, company directors, and royal advisers.

Cuisine

Moroccan cuisine and eating habits are expressive forms of sociocultural practices that denote personal, familial, and social habits and identities. They underscore societal values and etiquettes as the preparation of certain foods and dishes are dictated by customs and rules during certain periods of the day or year. Over the centuries, the natural gifts of ocean, seas, and the arable parts of Morocco’s diverse climate have enabled the growth of a wide variety of fruits, game and domesticated animals, vegetables, and seafood supporting the population and enriching people’s diets. Even regions threatened by drought (dhamurth nj-bur) like some parts of the Rif Mountains, as opposed to the irrigated (dhamurth w-aman) parts, have continued to sustain life with the success of barley cultivations as well as poultry, sheep, and goat farms.

Morocco’s kitchen ideas today are an amalgam of different cultures as the “kitchen of Morocco combine[s] European infusion, Arab trade and age old custom” (Hanger 2000: 15–16). The Arabs, who appeared in Morocco in the late seventh century, brought with them new recipes for varieties of bread and spices originating from China, India, Malaysia, and West Africa via the trans-Saharan and trans-Mediterranean trade routes. From the Ottomans, grill and barbecue were popularized. From the Portuguese and Spaniards, the Moroccans learned about new dishes and received food crops like maize brought from the Americas in the 15th century. Under colonial rule between 1912 and 1956, the French introduced various types of cuisine: pastries, desserts, ice creams, confectionaries, and the habit of mixing grills with raw salad. Additionally, the French brought new techniques of agriculture that have improved land yield, expanded the vineyards, and improved the quality and quantity of wine brewing in Morocco. But most of the cooking methods and cuisine have been a part of the indigenous Berber dietary habits and social customs long before the various foreign additions.

In general, there are four archetypal Moroccan dishes. Top among these is couscous, a type of grain processed primarily from semolina. Couscous could also be made from other varieties of grain like barley, millet, and cornmeal. The next dish, in order of popularity, is a huge pie or thick pastry called bisteeya (b’steeya, bastela, bastila, pastilla). Then there is the mouthwatering roasted lamb (mechoui or mashw) prepared as barbeque. The fourth dish is the chicken dish (djej emshmel) prepared with lemon and olives. Nonetheless, one needs to stress that Moroccan cuisine is dynamic as people continue to experiment with a wide range of recipes.

A survey of Morocco’s popular cuisine must include a discussion about bread. Bread (ksra or khboz) is not only a common part of everyday meals but also perceived as a sacred gift from Allah. A common Moroccan proverb challenges the deprived to “manage with bread and butter until God send the honey.” This adage emphasizes both the availability of bread to everybody, rich or poor, as well as its reverence as a sacred food. The Berbers of the Rifi Mountains made breads from barley as their principal diet and supplemented it with a variety of other products like potatoes, tomatoes, onions, garlic, pepper, squash, fruits, and nuts. Berber women are famous for a special kind of local unleavened bread called therfist, which is prepared in sheets. The Tuaregs of southern Morocco call their special bread the tagella. Typical Moroccan breads include the khboz bishemar and khboz milka. The latter is flattened, circular dough cooked until brown on both sides. The khboz bishemar is baked with fat and spices stuffed inside the dough. There is also the holiday bread, which is originally from the port city of Essaouira. It is a custom in Morocco for one person to distribute bread when all are seated at a table.

Couscous is widely acknowledged as the national dish of Morocco, and it is popular in the whole of the Maghreb. It is of Berber origin. Couscous simply means “food” in Moroccan Arabic because it is generally affordable to the poor. Couscous could also be prepared with other types of grains including wheat, barley, sprouts, corn, millet, crushed acorns, and even breadcrumbs. The various grains turn into couscous only when cooked with low heat, covered, and allowed to simmer for a while over a broth or stew.

Bisteeya is one of the richest and most exotic meals of Morocco. It is a huge pie delicately made with layers of spicy pieces of pigeon or chicken meats, lemony eggs cooked in a savory onion sauce, and toasted and sweetened almonds. Mixed together, it forms an entirely unique pastry not found elsewhere. The chicken (djej) dish is prepared in different ways with a combination of lemon, olive stew, and preserved lemons. This is presented in a smooth sauce seasoned with saffron, cumin, ginger, and paprika. When prepared, as in Meknes, with spiced and creamy lemon, and served with olive sauce, it represents the original djej emshmel. When the chicken is prepared with eggs, it becomes djej masquid bil beid. When substituted with pigeons (frach), the dish is called frach masquid bil beid. It is referred to as djej bil zeetoon meslalla when cooked using the locally grown bitter green olives.

The Moroccan traditional stew or tajine is of Berber origin and could be prepared in various ways. Originally, the tajine stew was mainly prepared with chicken and lamb. Now it can be prepared with anything, including camel or fish. The recipe for tajine commences with heating oil and spices in a cold clay pot. Then the meat or fish is added and cooked with low heat. Vegetables are added and allowed just enough time to cook. The most preferred preparation of tajine is lemon chicken marinated in olive oil, onions, black pepper, salt, saffron, garlic, and mosses (Bryophyta).

The use of spices, brought to Morocco many centuries ago from other parts of the world, is perhaps the most distinctive element of Moroccan cuisine. Spices are not only used for the enrichment of food flavor and taste but also for their medicinal values. The 10 most commonly used are: cayenne (felfla), cumin (kamoon), cinnamon (karfa), turmeric (quekoum), saffron (zafrane), ginger (skinjbir), paprika (felfla hlouwa), black pepper (elbezar), aniseed (nafaa or habbt), and sesame seeds (jinjelan). Other secondary aromatics include allspice (noioura), caraway (karwiya), cloves (oud el nouar), coriander seeds (kosbour), gum Arabic (mska), fenugreek (helbah), licorice (arksous), honey dates (nabka), and orrisroot (amber el door). The most popular herbs are onions (sla), garlic (tourma), parsley (madnouss), and green coriander (kosbour).

Beverages

The most popular and widely affordable beverages in Morocco include water and mint tea. Others are wine, coffee, milk, varieties of fruit drinks, and sodas such as Coca-Cola. The privileged often drink water treated with gum Arabic known in Morocco as mska or “perfumed water” because of the sweet-smelling scent of the gum Arabic. Meanwhile the sweet mint tea is a national beverage prepared with some green tea, a generous amount of white sugar and fresh spearmint. The tea is taken with small glasses and tastes so sweet that it easily becomes addictive. Moroccans also enjoy alcoholic wines. The Mediterranean climate is a fertile land for vineyards where intoxicating wines are brewed. Initially, it was the Moroccan Jews who distilled alcoholic beverages from grapes, dates, honeycombs, pomegranates, and raisins. One of their favorite brews is the fig brandy produced in the Telouet region of the High Atlas Mountains. Under colonial rule, the French developed more vineyards across Morocco, especially around Fez, Rabat, and Meknes. Moroccan wines include white and red Cabernet, Sidi Larbi, Vieux Papes, Valpierre, Chaudsoleil, and a special grape wine called Gris de Boulaouane. There is also coffee, to which some drinkers add certain spices.

Dress

The zellaba (djellaba) is one of the most popular traditional dresses of Moroccans, originally worn by men alone. Since mid-20th century, it has become part of women’s fashion even beyond Morocco. The zellaba is a type of a long outer robe, distinguished by its long sleeves, and a hood, which helps to offer the body protection from the harsh weather. The men also wear a red small cap called chechiya, under the hood. A version of zellaba for women is a long-sleeved, loose-fitting garment that is also fitted with a hood, large slit pockets on both sides, and a zipper in front to make it easier to wear. The zellaba has become one of the most favorite designs for “urban women for attending school or work as well as for other activities” (Ossmann 1994: 203; Ossman 2002).

[image: Falola]

A tajine stew prepared with chicken. The stew takes its name from the tajine, the ceramic pot in which it is prepared. Ingredients are placed in the tajine, which is then gently heated over charcoals to slow-cook its contents. (Antonio Gravante/Dreamstime.com)

The burnoose is a one-piece cloak worn mainly over loose tunics—that is, a simple pull-on garment that is made with or without sleeves and is usually knee-length or longer, belted at the waist, and worn by men and women. The burnoose is of Berber origin and traditionally made as a simple robe. It is cut in a half circle design and has a hood like the zellaba. The hood provides protection from the scourging desert sun and the sand dunes. The Berber burnoose has undergone some changes in design. Although the latest versions appear remarkably different from the original design, successful urban executives wear them over business suits in a manner remindful of the unique attire of President Hamid Karzai of Afghanistan. Another important part of men’s traditional wear is the turban and the little knit cap with a patterned band around them. A turban is a headdress worn mostly by Muslims in most parts of the eastern Mediterranean, including North Africa and South Asia. The turban makes a popular combination with the red fez cap among business people. Rather than the turban, the average rural dwellers and the ordinary folks wear little round, tight-knit caps.

The main traditional cloth for women is the silk or cotton robe called the caftan, which often comes with gold belts and decorated bands on the edges. It is one of the most popular and perhaps most beautiful of all female attires found in Morocco. Originally, it comes in the form of a long robe that falls down to the feet. Today, it is common to find caftans cut ankle-length and made of any fabric of choice. Some are made with expensive materials and highly decorated with embroidery. This expensive type is usually reserved for weddings and other special occasions. The babouche is for both sexes and it is also popular in Algeria, Tunisia, and some parts of Libya.

Among the Jews of Morocco, the women are distinguished by their traditional costume known as the “great dress” or kswat el kebira. It is designed with ornate embroidery, which comes in varied colors and elaborate parts. Originally, the great dress was proudly offered as a gift to young maidens from their fathers. It symbolizes parental consent to a daughter’s relationship with a prospective suitor. Hence, the great dress was initially worn at a prenuptial (henna) ceremony. These days it is not uncommon to see young women wear the great dress at other special festivities. The dress could now be made of velvets, brocades, and silk materials.

Adornments

Moroccan women, like their counterparts in other parts of the world, love to wear jewelry. Heavy earrings, bracelets, anklets, and strings of pearls are some of the common objects of adornment. The women adorn their hands with bracelets of different designs and ornaments. Similarly, those who can afford the cost adorn their feet with anklets made of precious stones. The necklace is both an object of fashion and affluence. Moroccan women love to keep an assortment of expensive trinkets, ranging from the simplest designs like the zagora and Tuareg necklaces to the expensive maguna and coin-coral jewels.

European Impact

Western styles of dressing are gradually making significant inroads, especially among the younger generation. For both the younger and older generations, dressing has become an expression of local as well as global identity or “modernity.” For instance, a student may have a wide selection of Western-style shirts, trousers, suits, sportswear, and Italian- or Spanish-made shoes, but still maintain his traditional zellaba for going to the mosque, attending weddings, and for other similar outings. Sometimes, some city-dwellers and young people combine Western-style suits and shirts with their traditional robes. The educated women and gender activists also appear at the workplace, colleges, and other public places dressed in jeans and simple shirts or blouses. The urban married women are more likely to wear makeup than single women. A study on Casablanca informs us that these unmarried women are considered untraditional, liberated, wild, and not the “serious” type their men would desire for wedlock (Ossman 1994: 167).

Sports and Games

As a nation, Moroccans enjoy their sports and leisure activities. Some of their popular games and pastimes include soccer, skiing, swimming, basketball, hunting, fishing, trekking, golf, and track and field. However, the most popular sport in Morocco is football (soccer). The Moroccan national team, the Atlas Lions (Les Lions de l’Atlas), remains one of the most respected national teams from Africa with a record of achievements. In the 1998 World Cup competition, for example, the Atlas Lions emerged as the first African team that almost made it to the quarterfinals. Morocco has produced world-class footballers such as Mohammed Timouini, Mustapha Hadji, and Ahmed Faras.

In track and field and other individual events, Morocco has produced world-class sportsmen. Among them is Hicham el Guerrouj, a world-class middle-distance runner who won two Olympic gold medals at the 2004 Athens Games in the 1,500-meter and 5,000-meter categories. Previously, his countryman, Said Aouita, had dominated all middle-distance competitions in the 1980s. He won a gold medal at the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics and the prestigious IAAF Grand Prix series in 1985. In 1987, Aouita set world records in both the 2,000-meter and 5,000-meter events. Also at the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics, Nawal el Moutawakel won the 400-meter hurdle gold medal. And Zahra Ouaziz won the 5,000-meter silver medal at the 1999 World Championships. Both Guerrouj and Aouita were veterans of the challenging international Sand Marathon (Marathon des Sables) of Morocco—arguably the hardest marathon in the world. In tennis, Younes al Aynaoui, Karim Alami, and Hicham Arazi were once ranked among the best 100 on the highly competitive world Men’s Tennis Circuit. Aynaoui made it to the quarterfinals of the 2000 Australia Open tournament.

Furthermore, golf has a serious patronage among Morocco’s ruling elite. The late King Hassan II was widely known as a golfer, hence the wide popularity of the game. There are many beautiful golf courses around the country like those located at the Royal Dar as Salaam Golf Club in Rabat and Agadir. Three major international golf competitions are hosted in Morocco annually—the King Hassan II Trophy, the Moroccan Open, and the Mohammed VI Golf Trophy.

Festivals and Holidays

Moroccans have diverse festivals and holidays embedded in religious values, national events, folklore, and popular culture. Usually, with the approval of the king, each of the big religious and national celebrations is observed with two days of holidays. The dates for most of these annual events are not fixed as they are in the Western calendar introduced by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582. This is because either the lunar calendar or a cycle of agricultural harvests determines the timing of these holidays. In Islam, religious holidays strictly follow the lunar calendar in which each month begins with the sighting of a new moon, which does not fall on the same day each year. Yet, civil life in Morocco is organized in accordance with the contemporary calendar, in which the weekend consists of Saturday and Sunday. Moroccans do not consider Friday as a work-free day as in most Islamic states, but the government and private businesses extend their lunch breaks in order to allow worshippers enough time to observe their Friday prayers. Moroccans celebrate their festivals with prayers, parades of gorgeous traditional dresses, song, dance, good food, and drinks.

Among the most widely celebrated of the religious festivals in Morocco are the Eid al-Kebir (Kabir or Eid al-Adbha), Ramadan, Eid al-Mouloud, Eid al-Muharram, and the various pockets of festivals or mousseums, which include the popular annual horse riding festival. Eid al-Kebir is one of the oldest and most significant religious festivals of the Islamic world, which comes in late January, February, or early March every year. It commemorates the story of Abraham’s steadfast readiness to sacrifice his only son, Isaac (Ishmael), as commanded by God. Muslims perceive the Eid al-Kebir as a period to demonstrate unflinching obedience and surrender to God through acts of gift giving, maintaining promises, and making extra sacrifices. Some families, those who can afford it, slaughter a sheep or ram for celebration. The meat is meticulously preserved, and all parts are used to prepare special dishes and barbecue.

The Eid al-Seghir (Eid al-Fitr) feast marks the end of Ramadan, which is the Muslim equivalent of the Lenten period in Christianity. During the month of Ramadan, which falls on the ninth month of the Islamic calendar, the Muslims are enjoined to observe fasting (saum) and remain in deep prayers. Ramadan marks the period in which the Koran was revealed to Prophet Muhammad. By law, Moroccans are prohibited from any acts that may imply open contempt of fasting, and it is usual to have a number of young people jailed for this each year. In the month of Ramadan, it is forbidden to eat, drink, smoke, chew gum, fight, tell falsehoods, and have sex starting from sunrise to sunset. The festival ends with prayers, celebration, and almsgiving.

Eid al-Muharram (Moharem) comes exactly three months after the end of Ramadan. Muharram marks the beginning of Muslim New Year. The celebration falls between February and March. For the predominant majority of Moroccan Sunni Muslims, the beginning of the Islamic calendar is observed as a one-day event. The 10th day of the month of Muharram called Ashura (rawda-khan) is remembered as the day God saved the Prophet Moses (Musa) from Pharaoh (Fir awn). For the Shia (for whom Caliph Ali, Prophet Muhammad’s brother-in-law, should be the right inheritor of Caliphate Islam) Muharram is commemorated with a 10-day period of mourning for the death of Hussein (also Husayn), son of Ali who was killed at the battle of Karbala in 680 CE. The death of Hussein quashed the expectation that Ali’s descendants would eventually lead the Muslim world. Shia observe Muharram with passionate expressions of grief, and some Shia make a pilgrimage to Karbala, Iraq, where Hussein was killed. The 10th and last day of the Muharram marks the climax of the celebrations.

The annual Eid al-Mouloud, usually held anywhere between May and June (depending on the lunar calendar), commemorates the birth of Prophet Muhammad. The festivity is the equivalent of Christmas in Christianity. In Morocco, the event is observed with a big show in the national capital, Rabat-Sale (also known as Dar as Salaam), involving a mass candle-lit parade. The Eid al-Mouloud as a period of excitement and joy is celebrated with special prayers and visits to family, friends, and associates. Celebrants demonstrate their hospitality by providing food and entertainment for their guests.

Beginning from the month of September to the end of October, a series of festivals or mousseums (also ammougars), are observed across Morocco. These mousseums, which come in different shades, together serve as one of the most popular tourist attractions in Morocco today. One of them, a typical Sufi festivity, is a neighborhood-based event in honor of the numerous local marabouts or folk saints whose tombs are found across the country. Some small mousseums are occasions to observe special market days or harvest periods with religious overtones like the popular Goulimine market, famous for its mass Saturday camel sales of the Tuaregs.

Others are festivities that attract interest from far and near. A good example of the latter category is the popular Berber Bridal Imilchil festival held annually around the third week in September near the burial site of Sidi Mohammed Maghani (also called M’aa-Al Ainine). The festival commemorates the life of the much-admired patron saint of the Ait Haddidou of the Atlas Mountains. The occasion presents families and unmarried women the forum to find a possible spouse. The common belief is that all the marriages contracted at this festival are blessed by the patron saint—which means that such are happy and successful marriages.

There are also some cultural celebrations with less intense religious idioms. For instance, between June and July the annual weeklong national Folklore Festival (Festival of Arts) is held at the ruined 16th-century Badi palace of the legendary Sa’adi Dynasty (1550–1668). The arts festival has become one of the growing tourist attractions in Morocco, and it is graced by dancers, storytellers (hakawati), musicians, artists, acrobats, dancers, painters, craftsmen, vendors, snake charmers, and fire-eaters. Among other special attractions of the festival is a choreographed horse-riding spectacle. Early October is a period of harvest when the festival of the oblong-shaped dates (Festival of the Desert Fruit) is held in Erfoud, east of Meknes. Here, about a million date palms of different varieties are grown annually. The festival is a celebration of agricultural successes with family and friends and with dishes and cultural displays in the form of music and dance.

Additionally, Morocco has about four key secular holidays, which remind the people about their freedom from European colonial rule and the controversial relationship with the neighboring Western Sahara. Although it regained independence in March 1956, Independence Day is celebrated on every November 18 in honor of their nationalist heroes and heroines. March 3, the second secular national holiday, known as the Throne Day, marks the anniversary of King Hassan II’s accession to power in 1961. The third national day event is the Green March Day, which commemorates the occasion on November 6, 1975, when about 524,000 men and women voluntarily answered to the call of their king to march into the Western Sahara region in order to reclaim it for Morocco at the end of Spanish colonial rule in the region. Reunification Day (historically linked with the Green March Day) is the fourth national holiday, which commemorates Morocco’s declaration of unity with Western Sahara on August 14, 1979.

Recently, the ancient city of Fez has become the host of a Festival of World Sacred Music (Festival des Musiques Sacrées du Monde). The annual festival allows people the opportunity to listen to diverse musical traditions from around the world, including sacred music from the Middle East and the Western world. This one-week event has witnessed concerts, exhibitions, lectures, and intellectual and artistic performances from the Sufi whirling dervishes of Turkey, Arab Andalusian music, Berber trance music, Celtic sacred beats, Christian gospel music, Hindustani chants, and the Philharmonic Orchestra of Morocco.

Music and Dance

Unlike most conservative Islamic states, music, which is often accompanied by dance, is central to everyday life in Morocco. It provides a medium for cultural, historical, and aesthetic expressions. Music also serves as a source of relaxation and entertainment. Ideally, no observance of any festival or celebration is complete without music and dance. Musical groups entertain guests at birth, circumcision, and wedding parties. Music also provides pleasant distractions to mourners at funerals; enlivens religious processions; and also entertains audiences at private homes, concerts, and public festivals. Moroccan music and dance underscore the enduring historical adaptation of the indigenous and foreign genres of popular culture.

The indigenous Berber culture is a repository of a variety of musical styles. Berber folk music and dance, which preceded the arrival of the Arabs, are performed by both nonprofessional and professional musicians (imdyazn) in a way that usually involves the entire village in a collective celebration of art and aesthetics. Some of the best-known contemporary Berber musicians include Walid Mimoun and Ammuri Mbark whose band, the Usman, is recognized for transforming Berber song without misplacing its authentic and original appeal. Of no less importance is the all-male Master Musicians from the town of Jajouka, Tangier, whose brand of traditional music has attracted immense interest among the Berber-Arabs.

The so-called classical music of Morocco is historically connected to its Spanish Andalusia heritage nurtured in Seville, Granada, and Cordoba. This legacy is often attributed to the artistic creations of the legendary Baghdad native, Hassan Ali Ben Nafi (best known as Ziriab or Zyriab), who fled his homeland in the ninth century to escape a malicious plot by his enemies. The lyrics are encountered in either classical Arabic or in the Andalusian tongue (Gharnati). The characteristic poetry that comes with the classical melodies is composed in the most stylish and scholarly form of Arabic and future musicians are put through a process of long training at music schools in Marrakech and Rabat.

Over the years, the classical compositions have undergone extensive changes to form what may be correctly interpreted as a subgenre of its Andalusian original. This subgenre utilizes a simplified lyrical composition that employs everyday Arabic. This evolving variety is commonly known in Morocco as the griha. The griha is part of the mainstream popular culture because it typically deals with widely appealing themes of life like crime, immorality, religious bigotry, poverty, women issues, wars, adventure, and other similar themes.

Music for Storytelling

Storytelling is an integral method of disseminating Moroccan folklore. Each Moroccan community has its own rich supply of dramas, operas, musical works, specific skills, and other elements available for performance. The music that incorporates the folklore is generally subdivided into three main subgenres: Indigenous Berber music, Classical Andalusian music, and contemporary popular music. These genres of music are rich in historical accounts, legends, myths, heroic deeds, chronologies of dynasties and rulers, important wars, and other similar accounts that inform the audience about Moroccan values and the way that Moroccan people have lived in the past and continue to live in the present.

The famous argan music of southern Morocco, for instance, is a part of the popular folklore, which not only celebrates Moroccan culture but also reminds the younger generation about their indigenous values. Argan performers sing about their cultural traditions, common issues surrounding their immediate environment, and the entrance of alien influences on the social order. The folklore is constantly enriched by popular ideas, and new songs are composed and revised in reflection on recent events on the national, community, or individual levels. Another brand of this genre of music for storytelling is the quasida, which is an epic composition in the form of narrative verse, preserved in the local language. The music celebrates events of exceptional interest, the joys or misfortunes that have befallen the nation, and the achievements of famous individuals. The quasida compares favorably with the popular 18th- and 19th-century English slow and sentimental music called the ballad.

Music and Dance for War

Reputed for their impressive heroic achievements in battles, Berbers perform traditional music that was originally performed in times of war. Examples include the ghiayta and taskioine dances. Today, these war songs and dances only exist as cultural expressions rather than as actual war songs. The males employ such war paraphernalia as swords, stabbing knives, rifles, arrows, sharpened sticks, and amulets in dancing to a particular song appropriate to the war situation. The ghiaytas war dance serves to provide soldiers with courage in preparation for a war as well as embodying a form of victory celebration. The taskioine is another traditional warriors’ dance. Wearing white tunics and turbans, with powder horns on their shoulders, the dancers respond to the beat of earthenware tambourines covered with skins. Another traditional war dance involves acrobatic displays that belong to the brotherhood of Sidi Ahmed ou Moussa or Hmaid ou Moussa who established a distinctive training center for acrobats at the village of Amizmiz near Marrakech.

Religious/Ritual Music

While some genres of Berber and Andalusian music were originally made for religious worship and ritual ceremonies, they can also be played during secular events. Like most spirituals, sacred tunes of Morocco are usually performed with an engagingly soft melody. A part of this genre is the diasporic Sephardic Jewish music tradition. The spiritual tunes are one of the more intricate parts of religious and cultural celebrations among the Jewish communities of North Africa. Among the original Tuareg Berber spirituals is the guedra dance from the southernmost region of Morocco that has its roots in the pre-Islamic Berber religious practices. Stemming from their pervasive belief in the existence of spirits (djinns), the Berber women performers appear completely covered in a black costume with only their heads revealed as a precaution against fiendish attacks.

In the town of Tissint (Tisint), which lies south of Agadir in the Anti-Atlas region, men and women, completely dressed in indigo blue, perform a dance also known by the name tissint whose origin is traced back to an indigenous religious rite. The engagement ceremony requires potential suitors and young women of marriageable age (including their watchful chaperones, guardians, and parents) to meet together and organize themselves in a circular formation. The official betrothal is observed as soon as the potential bride allows her suitor to put the corded belt over her head. The tissint dance is among the original Berber folklore that is favored by the Ministry of Culture for inclusion in the annual Marrakech Folk Festival.

Music for Guilds

Certain genres of music are specifically produced by craftsmen’s guilds. Among these are the malhun and dekka songs. While the malhun music, encountered mostly in poetry, is identified generally with the urban working class of craftsmen’s guilds, the dekka exclusively belongs to the craftsmen and merchants from Marrakech, the southern capital of Morocco. The orchestra is composed entirely of earthenware drums of different dimensions. The ceremony starts with simple and rather solemn rhythms, and then the tempo of hand-clapping accelerates, creating a response that manifests in a resounding outburst of ecstasy and excitement.

Musical Games

Other forms of music and dance in Morocco are made to entertain participants at traditional games and sporting competitions. This genre of traditional folklore serves as a repertoire of those popular customs that attract tourists from far and wide. Among them is the familiar horse festival (or fantasia) of Meknes. One of the highlights of this enthralling display of horsemanship is the music and dance session that brings the festival to a grand closure. The participants are dressed in diverse and rich costumes, and the music played reflects the rich tradition of the people.

While all forms of music and dance entertain their audience, folk musicians and dancers form an ensemble of traditions that are especially put together for amusement and relaxation. A good example is the awash (ahwach) dance that has become a major attraction at the annual June Marrakech Festival. The ouais is another popular music for entertainment and recreation. It may be described as an adaptation of indigenous lyrics with English ballet, and Arab culture. All the dancers wear city dresses comprising a traditional caftan, an embroidered silk belt (dfina), and a cord adorned with beads woven around the head.

Then there is the music and dance of the Gnawas (Gnaouas) of the Great Atlas, which is a combination of black African and Arab traditions. It is a trance music employed by members of the Sufi brotherhood to attain mystical ecstasy. The group is composed of master musicians, drummers, eye-catching women, mediums, and other participants who a long time ago established their historical home in Marrakech and other southern regions. The brotherhood observes a nocturnal rite of a ceremonious possession (deiceba), during which participants practice the dances of possession and trance called derdeba. The Gnawa music and dance has been transformed into a popular leisure pastime. The ahidou is one of the most celebrated Middle Atlas arts performed by elegantly dressed dancers of the Oulmes and Khenifra areas. The performers form a large circle and dance to the tempo of local tambourines (bendir). Unlike the daring acrobats of the Gnawas, the ahidou performers dance with simple modesty and grace, and the songs are encountered in poetic lyrics.

The houara dance of Inezgane, Agadir, is a cultural troupe representing one of the most fantastic folkloric traditions of Morocco. The rhythm is produced with tambourines, and the performers sing cheerily to both spiritual and sacred songs. The shikhat are a women’s singing group whose performances have become a crucial part of most festive celebrations and private parties in Morocco. They entertain guests at marriage ceremonies, henna parties, birth, and circumcision celebrations.

Pop Music

Popular music (chaabi in Arabic), traditionally performed at marketplaces in Morocco, draws on many aspects of local, African, Arab, and Western styles, and the language of communication is mostly Moroccan Arabic. The modern form of pop music appeared in the 1970s with the appearance of performers like Nass ElGhiwane, JilJilala, Lem Chaheb, and Noujoum Ouazza as the stars of the new music generation. Ouazza, a talented singer and guitarist, is credited for producing what represents the most appealing lyrics of the new North African pop music dominant in the 1970s and 1980s. While pop musicians like Lemchaheb and El Ghiwane have made themselves enemies of the government because of the intense political tenor of their songs, others like Najat Aatabou, who rose to stardom with her album entitled Country Girls and City Women, have gained popularity with more nuanced comments on the erosion of family values and religious hypocrisy in society.

Also the rai, which is originally from Western Algeria, belongs to the widely appealing genre of popular Moroccan music. It, like many types of Moroccan music, is an amalgam of the local musical aesthetics and other varieties of Arab, African, and European styles. This eclecticism is best encountered in the music style of Mustafa Loumghari, who spent more than a decade of his life in the Netherlands. His debut album, Noujoum Amsterdam, was an instant hit at private parties, social events, and on the national radio. Other music from around the world is also widely enjoyed in Morocco, including jazz and Egyptian music.

Visual Art

Morocco’s hybrid artistic tradition is an important part of its architecture and housing. Decorative art forms consist of patterns produced on stone, fabric, earth, ceramics, plaster, wood, and tile. Elaborate tile mosaics (ceramic tiles) called zellige are a striking form of traditional art in Morocco. The most visible success of this art is observed with the decoration of mosques, palaces, colleges, and other public buildings, in addition to the private homes of affluent individuals. Zelliges are arranged in different patterns and colors. The most distinctive aspect of Moroccan architecture is the horseshoe arch (round and/or pointed), which is one of the legacies bequeathed to North Africa via Spain by the Visigoths of Scandinavia. In Morocco, the horseshoe arch is an integral part of the framing and decoration of gateways, doors, and windows of any sizeable building. Nonetheless, elaborate artistic decorations are an essential component for the Berbers of southern Morocco. Here, the mental disposition toward architecture is determined first and foremost by the search for security. This explains the location of most houses on hilltops, ridges, and bluffs during the precolonial era.

Besides crafts employed in architectural decorations, there are locally produced handicrafts made by specialized and talented Moroccans with the skills to produce items for fashion and household uses in forms of stone, silver and gold, fabric, leather and hide, wood, earthenware or ceramics, and iron and brass. Moroccan leather, pottery work, brass trays, and iron grillwork are particularly recognized internationally for their finesse. Stone carving is one of the indigenous artworks of Morocco. The “desert rose,” a typical stone with a crystal formation of the Sahara, makes a fine decorative object of art. The “soapstone,” another local stone of soft texture, is amenable to items of different shapes and sizes like animal and human figurines which are carved with complex designs. Other artworks in stone are paperweights, candleholders, and decorative boxes.

Smithing in Morocco is a traditional art that dates far back in time. Silver jewelry comes in different forms, but the most fashionable among Moroccan women is the heavy solid silver bracelets with deeply engraved patterns. Other products include earrings, anklets, and necklaces. Gold jewelry is an important and unique part of the smithing industry and is mainly found in the big cities and patronized by the wealthy.

One distinctive souvenir from Fez is known as the hzam, which is entirely different from the gorgeous and expensive silk belts also known by the same name in Fez. Another souvenir is the mdemma, which is a waist belt made of superior leather and fixed with satin strips and gold embroidery. It comes with a highly ornamental buckle made of gold or silver.

Weaving is one of Morocco’s oldest traditions and crafts. Weavers use wool, silk, and cotton materials to produce an assortment of embroideries like long robes, tablecloths, blankets, and tea sets in both plain and colorful patterns. Another common aspect of weaving in Morocco is basketry. Artisans use canes to produce assortments of items of different shapes and sizes for decorative and household purposes. The most popular products made by weavers are beautiful rugs, which are commonly used for wall decorations, floor coverings, chairs, and other items of furniture. The exquisite silk and cotton throws come in different bright patterns and colors. Some particular types of rugs are popularly used for special occasions like weddings.

The abundance of sheep and goats raised in the country provides a rich source of leather and hides from which a wide variety of products like travel bags, satchels, waist belts, wallets, musical instruments, slippers, and shoes are made. Document holders and office furnishings with arabesque designs are also made from leather and hide, both for the local and international markets. Moroccan leather fashion products, like their rugs, rank among the most renowned in the world.

Woodworking is another important part of art designs and decoration. Skillful artists have successfully used woods indigenous to Morocco for various products. For instance, in Marrakech and the rocky city of Azrou lying south of Meknes (azrou in Berber means “rock”), the woodworkers and cabinetmakers mostly use hardwoods that grow in the forests of these areas like cedar, pine, olive, and walnut for cabinetmaking. Craftsmen working on different kinds of wood also produce large trays and wooden cribs finished in brightly painted finish.

Pottery is another traditional form of art. Potters working with ceramics design pots, kettles, and vases of different shapes and sizes for desired household, decorative, and musical purposes. Other common items produced include plates, jugs, coffee-seats, saucers, cups, and cooking pots glazed with black designs. Some ceramic products are tightly covered with fine leather and decorated with gold design. Safi (Asfi), a seaport city of western Morocco, is widely acknowledged as the pottery capital of the world. Safi potters are also proficient in metalwork.

Metal and brass works are found in a wide variety of protective, artistic, and decorative grills, including household items like lamps, candleholders, small tables, chairs, and various kinds of ornamental items. Brass work is an important part of the handicraft industry. Artistically decorated candleholders, trays, and ashtrays are produced in brass. Some of the trays are big enough to be placed on wrought iron legs to make a table. Other products include finely carved doorknockers, sugar boxes, incense burners, and lanterns.

To preserve their rich artistic tradition, succeeding governments in Morocco have continued to stimulate interest in the growth and development of handcrafts by encouraging skilled craftsmen to use the various art centers established across the country. The pool of artisans and craftsmen who participate in the annual Month of Handicrafts festivals are generally recognized for their contribution toward the preservation of the indigenous culture. The most outstanding artworks presented at the festivals are preserved in the various national and regional museums in Rabat, Tangier, Marrakech, Fez, and Meknes. While local artisans dominate the industry with indigenous crafts and motifs produced with local materials for commercial purposes, painting, in the Western artistic form, has yet to garner much popularity in the Islamic kingdom of Morocco.

As a distinct art form, contemporary painting remains the prerogative of the educated elite or the so-called Westernized individuals. Contemporary painters depict their works mostly in the form of natural subjects like the human body, trees, street scenes, and other kinds of panoramas that illustrate a combination of human beings, animals, trees, and other objects in their natural habitats. Among other reasons, including religious prohibitions, painting as an expressive art form is yet to win a widespread appreciation in Morocco. Islam prohibits the depiction and sculptured forms of any living thing that has a soul. This includes the human body and animals.

Contemporary Art Forms

Among the new Moroccans who have gained Western educations are those who specialize in art as an academic discipline, in the hope to expand the rich artistic heritage of Morocco with new ideas, expressions, and use of new media learned from the West. One such artist is Andre Elbaz, a Moroccan Jew, whose works depict such images drawn from Jewish spiritual culture as the city of Jerusalem, the prayer, typical synagogue settings, the Holocaust, and so on. Although Elbaz and others, like Ben Haim, paint in the abstract expressionist tradition, their choice of themes also reflects their multicultural Moroccan environment.

Cinema

Morocco has always held a fascinating attraction for Western filmmakers, especially since the premeire of Casablanca in 1942. The art of making motion pictures and movie watching is a popular pastime in this Muslim kingdom. Hamid Bennani, whose film entitled Wechma appeared in 1970, commenced a new film movement known as “cinematic modernity.” The movement emphasized the idea that cinema should be seen beyond its entertainment purposes. Cinematic modernity also represents an art, a way of thinking, a culture, a means of explaining reality, an intellectual pursuit, and a form of writing based on signs and using the environment and locations according to a new aesthetic. Cinematic modernity aims to inform the individual about his society and free him from superstitions, taboos, and authoritarian leadership. These ideas apparently inspired other films produced in the 1970s and early 1980s, which captivated people’s interest in motion pictures. Among these are Souheil Ben Barka’s Mains mille et une (A Thousand and One Hands), Ahmed El Mamouni’s Des Jours et des jours (Days and Days), Abderhamane Tazi’s Badis, and Daoud Aoulad-Syad’s Le Cheval de vent (The Horse of Wind). In 1987, the government established the National Institute of Drama, Art and Cultural Entertainment for the promotion of the industry.

Today, cinema is breaking new ground as it continues to dramatize the general social and political ills confronting the nation. Its ability to sustain a wider interest is anchored in the use of popular genres to depict current social problems. For instance, Saad Chraibi’s Femmes … et Femmes (Women and Women), which is a melodrama about women’s rights activism, has enjoyed a great success in Morocco. Similarly, Abdelkader Lagtaa’s Les Casablancais (Casablanca) depicts modern city life (particularly Casablanca), as a place of fear for its dwellers. The film portrays religious fundamentalism and political uncertainty as the principal sources of instability in society. Nabil Ayouch’s Mektoub captures the wide gap between the rich and poor by focusing the incidents of crime and conflict that poverty generates in society.

Since the late 1990s, Morocco has become a hosting ground for popular film festivals. Among others, the annual Marrakech Film Festival (FIFM) usually held in December has attracted interest from around the world. The goal of the festival is to both celebrate the films of the previous years and to introduce new talents to the fast-growing industry. The FIFM affords foreign-based Moroccan filmmakers the opportunity to sample the success of their works at home. For instance, Hakim Belabbes’s film The Threads is fast catching the interest of local film critics for its touch of realism.

Architecture and Housing

Traditional Architecture/Housing

Moroccan architecture has been heavily impacted by Islamic traditions, later European influences, the local climate, modes of religious worship and rituals, regional histories, and local materials found in the country. As a matter of identification, Westerners refer to Morocco’s architectural style as Hispano-Moorish, obviously because of the influence brought by the Arabs who were expelled from Europe in eighth century. Hispano-Moorish architecture attained its peak between the 12th and 14th centuries, with the horseshoe arch emerging as the most distinctive feature of the Hispano-Moorish style. The term “horseshoe arch” refers to the curved shape of foundation pillars of these building with their characteristic opening in the middle resembling a horse’s shoe.

The Hispano-Moorish form of architecture is definitely most typified by the exquisite mosques and temples that are strewn throughout the big cities. The medieval architectural landmarks found everywhere are eloquent reminders about the people’s diverse cultural heritage. The aesthetics of Moroccan architecture reflect components of Moroccan culture such as style and taste, politics, ethnic and religious identity, and also the way Muslims, Jews, and foreigners have lived and interacted with one another. The Muslim medinas, the Jewish mellahs, the fortresses of the Berbers and their marabout saints, the palaces of the sultans, and the casbahs of their respective provincial and local governors known as viziers and the local judges (qaids)—all reflect important parts of this history. The specific locations of the quarters and houses of each ethnic group of a particular city are determined by the existing religious identities of the residents. This reminds historians of the importance of authority and power relations, social customs, ethnic and religious identities, and patterns of civic engagements.

Today, the inner parts of the Atlas Mountains and the southern fringes of the desert still remain as predominantly Berber homelands. The Berbers have, with some modifications, retained the fortresslike forms of architecture also known as the casbah. It is typically constructed to withstand enemy assault. In essence, a casbah in the Berber country is a feudal castle or a fortified village with interconnected parts. In the era of the Islamic invasions of North Africa and Spain, a fortified section of the casbah known as the ksar was where loyal residents sought protection in times of danger. In the Sahara and Atlas Mountain regions, the word ksar generally connotes fortified and walled villages.

The larger cities like Tangier, Fez, Rabat, and Casablanca have retained landmarks that define Morocco’s artistic and architectural achievements through more elaborate, diverse, and cosmopolitan settings. Tangier, for instance, reflects a multicultural foundation of architecture. The architectonics of the city tells a part of the people’s history. Tangier has five-star hotels, which are mostly reconstructions of old Muslim public buildings rebuilt for tourism. This new trend in remodeling, which began with the edification of the Mohammed V mausoleum, has been branded as the “Hassanian architectural style” (Ploquin and Sinaceur 1993: 17) Tangier also hosts Chaouen, the palace of the sherifs (descendants of Prophet Muhammad). Another important structure is Abdel el Krim’s well-secured fortress, which tells a history of the fierce anticolonial resistance in Morocco from 1912 to 1934. Overall, the most impressive architectural landmark of Tangier is the 12th-century medina with its sprawling 27 mosques, numerous markets, and shops (souks) where some of the products of its craftsmen are ready for sale to tourists.

Fez, popularly known as the “Three Cities,” including the adjourning suburbs of Moulay-Idriss and the ancient Roman city of Volubilis to the west, represents an important part of the architectural history of Morocco. Fez is popular in the Arab world for its wonderful marble temples, sculptures, luxurious baths, and mosaic floors. The walled section of its medina (the Arab quarters of the city) is composed of ancient monuments, mosques, Koranic colleges, inns, mellahs, and shops. Directly facing the main city gates are a range of hillsides studded with stones of ancient cemeteries, and near them are the larger tombs of the highly revered righteous men (Arabic, the Wali Saleh) of Fez. Here also is the Dar Batha, a 19th-century palace now serving as the Museum of Moroccan Art and Handicrafts. The Bou Imania Medersa, a 14th-century college complex, represents a fine example of Merinid-era architecture. The walls are covered with mosaics, carved plaster, and elaborately patterned surfaces of cut and uncut loops. Its penthouse is finished with details and the courtyard paved in romantic colors.

Fez also hosts the oldest and largest Jewish quarter (mellah) in Morocco established in 1438. While the mellahs of Morocco, including the one in Fez, are now mostly deserted, they provide historians with information on Jewish social life in Morocco. The mellah of Fez was built by Sultan Abu Said (d. 1250) and was located close to his palace, to ensure the protection of the Jews from Muslim fanatics. Characteristic features of the synagogues are the unmarked entrance doors located in a dim alleyway that leads through a doorway to a rectangular room (known as ezrat nashim) reserved for women. This provision for women is apparently a 20th-century innovation. In the past, women were traditionally restricted to the entrance of a synagogue. The small rooms of a synagogue were constructed in a row, with a window in the ceiling as the only source of light. Inside the synagogue, the “Ark of Covenant,” symbolizing God’s special covenant with the Jews, is usually located against a wall facing the direction of Jerusalem (to the east). The lectern, originally made of wood, is positioned at the center of the wall located in the western section of the synagogue. Lecterns in Jewish synagogues, like that of Alzama constructed in the early 19th century in Marrakech, are made of marble. In the center of the synagogue—that is between the lectern and the Ark—is a row of wooden chairs. While some synagogues are smaller and more modest, others, like some found in Fez and Meknes, are elaborately ornamental. For instance, the Sadoun synagogue in Fez is one of the most lavish in Morocco. Its walls are completely covered in fine plaster and ornamentation with tilted glass panes in the windows above them.

A discussion on the history of architecture and housing in Fez would be incomplete without a quick look at Fez-Moulay Idriss—a suburb lying to the west of Fez and named after the founder of Morocco’s first dynasty. The town hosts the mausoleum or tomb (dareeh) containing the remains of the much-respected Moulay Idriss I. As a sacred center, the tomb is venerated by Sufis (a sect in North African Islam) who mostly inhabit the area. Tourists are allowed visits but prohibited from staying overnight. Housing and architecture in Fez-Moulay Idriss is generally represented by the original Muslim style. For private homes in the more affluent neighborhoods, the entrance doors are constructed to ensure the privacy of the occupants.

It is important that a cursory survey of this nature includes Morocco’s national capital Rabat and Casablanca (the third largest city in Africa). Rabat, founded in the 12th century, is today a cosmopolitan capital city of gardens (riyadhs) and monumental structures. The medina section, built in the 17th century, still retains its Andalusian image because it housed Muslims driven from Spain. Fortified walls surround the historic Quadias fortress, which is accessible through a gateway built during the reign of Yacoub (Jacob) El Mansour (1185–1195). The main gate takes one into the inner garden, designed in 1915. Bougainvillea covers the wall and birds built nests on the barricades. Installed in the gardens of the casbah is a smaller palace that now serves as the museum of Oudaia. Originally built in the 17th century, the ceremonial hall is adorned with the most beautiful of rugs made in Rabat. The terrace has a pond, a set of local musical instruments, and an exhibition hall solely reserved for jewelry. One of the most prominent features of the city is the imposing royal palace where the king resides with his family and where he meets with state officials, friends, important dignitaries, and foreign envoys.

All of the various royal palaces in Morocco were designed with the help of the top artists and craftsmen in the kingdom. Most of the king’s palaces in Morocco have plain exteriors, while the luxuriousness of the interiors competed with the best of the palaces of European monarchies during the Middle Ages. Like the mosques and Islamic colleges, the palace courtyard is the central feature, and rooms are constructed around it. The judgment hall, an area where the sultan could receive homage from his subjects, is finished with an elaborate, spacious balcony.

Casablanca, the “white city,” is also one of the most “modern” of all the cities in the kingdom of Morocco. Here, one finds more Western-style structures than in other cities. Like the other cities, Casablanca still has its original Arab settlement or the old medina. The old medina of Casablanca is a picturesque panorama of narrow streets with close houses. Casablanca’s old medina also houses magnificent mosques built during the reign of Sidi Mohammed be Abdella (1757–1790). Casablanca is unique because of its new residential and business quarters—otherwise called the new medina or the villes nouvelles. The French established the villes nouvelles in 1921 as part of the innovations that brought the reality of colonialism to the people. In the eyes of today’s aesthetic appeal, the new medina may be considered more modern than the old medina. The new medina hosts Mohammed V’s (d. 1961) magnificent palace, which remains as one of the city’s principal monuments. Among several Western-style high-rise buildings occupied by government and private businesses is the United Nations Square, which is completed with such public amenities as a post office, municipal theater, city hall, the Arab League headquarters, the French government’s building (Place de France), and a McDonald’s retail shop. These sprouting elements of Western-style architecture are fast encroaching on the seemingly unyielding Moroccan tradition.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Moroccans have explored their multicultural traditions to garner immense literary achievements. French colonialism (1912–1956) was superimposed over the sturdy Berber-Arabic cultural setting in the 20th century. Before the arrival of the Europeans, Arabic literary culture had thrived in Morocco. The historical cities of Tangier, Fez, and Casablanca were popular for hosting world-class writers and poets whose works expressed ideas of universal interest. These scholars carved out a niche for themselves in the field of Arabic literature, tapping the rich oral traditions of Berber-Arabs to great advantage. The European colonial presence brought new domains, questions, and directions about what it means to be literate. Under colonialism, literacy became learning to read and write in French, but Moroccans did not discard their Islamic heritage. Rather, the old order gradually sought accommodation with the new. The 1930s saw Moroccan poets and writers beginning to demonstrate a strength of mind that has progressed toward rediscovering the country’s eminent position in the literary world by writing in French, and later English.

The emergent educated elite in Morocco established nationalist newspapers that they rightly recognized as crucial in getting their ideology across to the less-privileged masses whose support was, nonetheless, important for the achievement of the ultimate goal of independence. After independence in 1956, the media expanded with the establishment of more daily and weekly newspapers, magazines, periodicals, radio, and television stations. In 1993 the popular poet, essayist, and novelist Abdelhak Serhane’s Le Soleil des Obscurs (Sun of the Obscure Ones) won the French Prize of the Arab World (Prix Français du Monde Arabe), which is the most prestigious prize for literature in the Arab world.

Traditions preserved in oral literature have survived as new talents produce and reproduce both new and old ideas. The new generation of North African writers now writes in one language and then has their works translated into one or more international languages in order to satisfy both local and international markets. The ability to translate from one language to the other has made the rich, indigenous oral literature readily available to the international audience.

Oral Literature

In the cultural traditions of the Berber-Arabs of North Africa, storytelling remains one of the most common forms of education and entertainment in Morocco. Through nighttime family stories, Moroccan women help in the formation of imagery that is often presented in modern literary writings. As recent as the 1970s and 1980s—that is, before televisions became popular—the professional itinerant storytellers (hakawati) frequented the open markets, summoning their audience by the tapping of drums. They carefully chose their stories and plotted their narratives in order to generate and sustain interest and curiosity. The content and context of a story may be changed or modified by the individual professional entertainer to reflect current issues, teach morality, and to satisfy the audience.

The storytellers wove tales about how common human problems and experiences came about. They offered answers as to why, for instance, the owl is a wise animal. Their stories also enlighten the listener on human wisdom, follies, and morality. Also famous saints like al-Yusi and Mulay Isma’il often are the subject of these folktales. The legends of al-Yusi and Isma’il are popular because they conform “to the classic theme of the virtuous saint overcoming an unjust ruler” (Munson 1993: 190; Nelson 1978: 138). Other aspects of the indigenous folklore have been preserved in creative writings, audiocassettes, and videos. The folktales educate the younger generation and to prepare them for life challenges.

Besides poems created for merriment and conviviality, there are other categories associated with rituals, divinations, and rites of passage. A study on Rifian poetry reveals that Berber men compose romantic and simple poetic lyrics to attract the attention of women, with singing and deliberate sexual movements. The upgrading of the various aspects of the indigenous orature has, thus, offered enormous cultural resources upon which modern Morocco depends in constructing a common identity and inspiring its citizens.

Literature in French and English

With the era of colonial education that initially targeted only the indigenous Berbers, the foundation for a new literary culture was laid. In the late 1920s, modern literature began an inchoate but historic transition from its Arabic audience to French and Western readership with the appearance of political essays and articles (maqala) in pamphlets and periodicals. By the end of World War II in 1945, the new trend had entered a radical phase. Moroccan nationalist intellectuals like Allal Al Fassi, Abd el Krim, Abdelkabir Khatibi, and Abdelkarim Ghellab had started gaining popularity for their political writings in classical Arabic verses. These scholar-nationalists attacked capitalism and its bureaucratic institutions, which they perceived as slowing down the pace of decolonization. Across Africa, literature and creative writings became encapsulated in anticolonial undertones.

In August 1951, the Al Istiqlal (Independence), a weekly tabloid of the Istiglal Party, began to publish nationalist commentaries in French. Expectedly, these anticolonial essays drew the ire of the French colonial officials as manifested in the temporary suspension of the Istiglal in 1952. Meanwhile, Mohammed A. Tazi’s fictional prose attained a high literary appeal in the period of decolonization. Tazi’s creative works represented an important transition to a new era of political ideas being published in magazines like the Thawat al Haq (Signpost of Truth) also owned by the Istiqlal Party. The nationalist writers defended the precolonial Arabic-Islamic social values and conservative literary trends. Nevertheless, imperial culture has wrought a profound effect on Arabic literature as encountered in varied forms such as lingering traces of dissent to the adoption of Western institutions and styles, campaigns against monarchical authority, reform on Islam, and a marginalized women’s liberation movement due to patriarchal control.

Various recent trends in politics and culture have occupied the works of modern writers like Driss Chraibi, Mohammed Abu-Talib, Abdelhak Serhane, and Mohammed Zefzaf, among others. The emergent scholars write about the cultural heritage of Morocco in particular, and that of North Africa and the Middle East in general, for their African, Muslim, and Western readers. While possessing different varieties of expertise and interests, these writers exhibit unity in many ways. Their works communicate a profound sense of duty to construe the sociopolitical changes of the postcolonial order. Their ability to communicate in Arabic, French, and recently in English demonstrates their implicit hunger to advertise their gifts of prose beyond the limited confines of the Arab world.

Driss Chraibi writes mostly in French, although he distorts the language rules and employs disproportionate loads of vulgarities as a distinct form of opposition to official literary expectations. The spirit of dissention that was formed in the colonial era has remained a common character of postcolonial literature up to the 1980s and 1990s. One of the dominant themes of Chraibi’s novels has been the call for sociopolitical reforms in postcolonial Morocco. His Succession ouverte (Open Succession) published in 1962 diverted a bit from this focus as an economic history of French expatriate workers’ life in colonial Morocco. Among Chraibi’s most popular novels are his Le passé simple (Simple Past), which came out in 1954 as an attack on patriarchal forms of control, which he perceives as often reducing the voices of women and children to oppressive silence and obedience.

Mohammed Abu-Talib emerged in the 1960s as one of the most popular Moroccan writers in English. Abu-Talib is seen as the initiator of English studies in Morocco. He helped shape English language and literature through teaching, planning, administration, and scholarly writing. His works aim to enhance individual identity through historical and cultural dialectics of diversity. In his works, Abu-Talib speaks to the reality of cultural differences in the context of transformation and change. His poetry communicates social realities with an original touch of humanistic appeal and liberal doses of humor.

Yet, one of the greatest revelations in recent times is Abdelhak Serhane who came into the limelight with his Messaouda (First Draft) published in 1983, which won the Literary Prize of the Free Radio (Prix Littéraire des Radio Libres) in 1984 (Serhane 1983). With a passion for criticizing social ills, Serhane’s two major works Les enfants des rues étroite (Children of the Narrow Streets) and Le Soleil des obscurs (Sun of the Obscure Ones) highlight some of the dysfunctional aspects of traditional society in Morocco. His writings grapple with the tendency of traditional society to separate young people from nurturing environments that could provide for their development and happiness.

New literary stars like Mohammed Zefzaf continue to emerge in Morocco’s educational institutions. Zefzaf, a high school teacher, is widely considered as the most prolific of contemporary fiction writers. He writes on various contemporary social issues. In 1970, Zefzaf published his controversial work entitled Al-Mar-ʿah wa Lwardah (The Woman and the Rose), which was perceived by religious conservatives as too immoral and corruptive. The author is perceived as unpatriotic for his apparent positive views of Western culture over Arab or Maghribi traditions.

Other Moroccan writers tend to deal more with the contributions of women to the independence struggle of the 1940s and 1950s as well as taking up important gender issues. Among these feminist writers is Leila Abouzeid, a graduate of University of Texas at Austin and a pioneer writer of literature translated into English. An accomplished fiction writer, Abouzeid employs the style of traditional storytellers to relate the events of her stories. Her first and most popular novel, The Year of Elephant: A Moroccan Woman’s Journey Towards Independence, presents women’s perspectives on contemporary problems of poverty, gender, divorce, and other forms of family-related issues. In her 2003 work, The Last Chapter, which is semiautobiographical, Abouzeid tells about the struggles of a young Moroccan woman of the 20th century to gain identity in this new transitioning Moroccan society. The author locates the interaction between the Western and traditional values in a shifting but conflictual context.

Besides fiction writing, other contemporary female writers have made their marks in poetry. For instance, Amina El Bakouri’s poems are full of references to the Arabic poetic heritage. Bakouri writes in classical Arabic; her poems have a lucid style that oozes spirituality. Similarly, Toura Majdouline’s Leaves of Ash and The Weary have won her respect with a peculiarity that resides in their natural style. The tone of her poems is serene and discreet. At the same time, the poems depict remarkable bravery, with a touch of simplicity and realistic representations of social ills.

Poetry

Poetry has always been important in Morocco, first as part of established indigenous traditions and later on as a vibrant Arabic and English genre. Many poems are encountered as parts of a collection of selected literary pieces, passages, works of art, and music. Others appear in the print media and in academic magazines. The elegant poetic works of Paris-based Mohammed Khair Eddine bear the hallmarks of the influence of French culture on modern literary forms. Eddine’s poems focus on the need to change Moroccan customs and traditions, especially those concerned with monarchical and patriarchal authority and power. His works and others of the same genre are published in Soufflés (Blown), a French-language literary review established in 1966.

Ahmed Sefrioui, a poet of Berber descent and writer in French, won respect with his unique depiction of everyday life in ethnographical novels. Particularly, his La Boîte a Merveilles (The Box of Miracles), which focused on the life of ordinary craftsmen in his hometown Fez, was widely read in Morocco. His collection of short stories, including Le jardin des sortilèges, ou, Le parfum des légendes (The Garden of the Magic Spells, or, the Perfume of the Legends) has received wide interest for its picturesque rendition of social issues.

Among the newly emerging writers, Ahmed Lemish, a high school teacher in Rabat, has recently drawn national recognition for his stubborn resolve to writing poems in the local Moroccan-Arabic, rather than the more widely read classical Arabic or even French or English. For years, this decision cost Lemish the due respect and recognition he deserved among his intellectual cohorts in Morocco. This is despite his scholarly publications in literary journals. However, his recent work, Shkun Trez Lma…??!? (Who embroidered the water…??!?), came out as a successful surprise to his critics.

Media

Newspapers and Magazines

From its colonial origins, the newspaper press in Morocco has gradually developed in phases and periods, in response to both international events and nationalist movements. Press ownership has transformed in phases from a mouthpiece of colonial administration to become a supporter of monarchical authority since independence. The latest development is the gradual emergence of private ownership of newspapers and magazines despite government controls. The newspapers and magazines cover a wide spectrum of interests—politics, religion, medicine, economy, sports, women, computers, arts, decoration, youth, education, and so on. Like in all Islamic states, the newspapers devote a front section to Islamic sermons. Since 1999, Morocco’s private press has gradually begun engaging in free debate on a number of previously tabooed issues, including social problems.

Radio and Television

Local radio broadcasting began in Morocco in 1924 under the French colonial administration, and the first television station in Morocco came in 1954—the first in the entire Arab world. In November 1958, the late King Mohammed V established the Maghreb Arab Press Agency or Maghrib abd Arabe Presse (MAP) with the motto “News is sacred, comment is freedom.” MAP has wide local and international outreach and is a leader in international news broadcasting in Morocco. Radio and TV broadcasting, like the print media, serve to educate, inform, and entertain the people. The expansion of the economy since the end of colonialism has made more radio and television sets available to the people, and the number of stations has increased.

Nationwide network television began broadcasting in 1962. Similar to the fate of the print media, the television stations are under governmental control. All materials shown on television usually pass through a strict bureaucratic censorship system. At the beginning, Moroccan television networks relied on foreign programs and films. The Center for Moroccan Cinema or Centre for Cinématographique Marocain, founded in 1944, influenced TV programs until independence in 1956 when the organization was turned over to the new government. The determined quest for the Arabization of education in postcolonial Morocco brought about a rediscovery of the place of folk performers, films, plays, and drama series produced mostly in the Arab world. The government uses television as a medium to propagate religious morality and encourage civic engagements. As a vehicle for transmitting education and culture, the stations also maintain school programs.


Preempting the “Arab Spring”

As the social media–driven “Arab Spring” swept across the Middle East, protests began to trouble the Moroccan monarchy. Rather than openly oppose protesters, King Mohammed VI proposed groundbreaking constitutional reform. His amendments passed among voters by 98.49 percent. The prime minister must now be appointed from the party with the largest number of seats in the legislature. Further, the prime minister has assumed some of the powers of the monarch, including the ability to dissolve Parliament. Additionally, Parliament has been accorded the right to grant amnesty, and Berber has joined Arabic as an official language. Though these reforms are impressive, the king still retains considerable control over the country. Critics question Mohammed VI’s dedication to the idea of constitutional monarchy.



The government owns the two major television networks, RTM and 2M-TV based in Casablanca. Meanwhile the government has expressed the intention to liberalize and privatize these state-owned media houses, but the plan may be a long time coming because the monarchy is mindful of the potential political costs of losing its control of the media. Altogether, there are about 35 television and radio stations in Morocco. These include those located in the Western Sahara where the National Radio (NR) and Saharan Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) continue to serve as the voice of the independent movement championed by the Polisario Front. The NR and SADR transmit news in Arabic and Spanish.

Internet

Moroccans have boldly taken on the emerging trend in Internet access. Perhaps with the exception of South Africa and Nigeria, Morocco has one of the largest telecom sectors in Africa. There are about a million Internet users in the country, who can access information from offices and private homes. The government can censor any Internet site, particularly those hostile to its policies on Western Sahara.

Overall, a study of literature and media in Morocco in the 21st century reveals a long tradition of literary creativity that goes back in time. The cultural diversity of Moroccan literature has continued to evolve historically to reflect the influence of both local and external forces. This trend will continue as new generation of writers focus on the most important socioeconomic and political themes of their age.
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Mozambique
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Quick Facts

Capital: Maputo (population of 1.2 million)

Major Cities: Matola (675,000), Beira (530,000), Nampula (388,526), Chimoro (225,000), Qualimane (189,000), Tete (129,000), Xai Xai (127, 366), Maxix (119,868)

Population: 24,692,144

Languages: Portuguese, Emakhuwa, Xichangana, Cisena, Elome, Echurabo

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: African (99.66 percent); Europeans (0.06 percent); Euro-Africans (0.2 percent); Indians (0.08 percent)

Religions: Christianity (56 percent); Islam (18 percent); none (18.7 percent); unspecified (0.7 percent)



Introduction

Geography

Occupying an area of 309,475 square miles, Mozambique is the 35th largest country in the world. It is bordered by Tanzania to the north, South Africa and Swaziland to the south, and Malawi, Zambia, and Zimbabwe to the west. Mozambique has a lowland coastline that constitutes 44 percent of the country. However, the hinterland is a low plateau that is dotted with a number of rugged highlands, some of which rise to elevations of as high as 8,000 feet. The highest mountain is Binga, which stands at an elevation of 8,004 feet. It is closely followed by Namuli at 7,936 feet. Mount Mabu, famed for its extensive forest, is the third largest with an altitude of 5,600 feet.

Mozambique is endowed with several lakes and rivers. The largest lake is Malawi, which marks the boundary between Mozambique and Malawi. The other major lakes are Chiuta, Cahora Bassa, and Shirwa. Mozambique’s longest river is the Zambezi. It is 1,599 miles long and runs through the border of Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Mozambique. It is on this river that stands Cahora Bassa Dam, which produces hydroelectric power that serves both Mozambique and its southern neighbor, South Africa. The other major rivers include the Ruvuma, which marks the boundary divide between Mozambique and Tanzania. The Limpopo, Sabi, and Lugenda are the other major rivers. These rivers empty their water into the Indian Ocean.

Mozambique has a tropical climate with two distinct seasons, wet and dry. The country experiences the wet season from the month of October through March. The coastal parts invariably receive a lot of rain. Floods and cyclones are prevalent during the wet season. The dry season lasts from April to September. The country has two major agroecological zones. The southern part of the Mozambique falls within the arid and semiarid terrain that is more prone to drought. In contrast, the central and northern parts of the country have soil of higher quality and support rain-fed and irrigated crops, including tobacco, cotton, and coconut.

People and Ethnicity

Mozambique is a multiethnic society. There are three major groups: Africans that constitute 99.66 percent of the country’s population, the European population at 0.06 percent, and Euro-Africans and Indians at 0.2 and 0.08 percent, respectively. The European population is predominantly Portuguese, while the Euro-Africans consist of people of mixed European and African parentage.

The African group is composed of 16 major ethnic groups that include Makua, Makonde, Yao, Tsonga, Shangaa, Shona, Sena, Chicunda, Maravi, Tawara, and Ndau. The Makua is the largest ethnic group, and they live in the north-central part. The Tsonga, the second largest ethnic group, inhabit southern part of the country bordering South Africa. They are an offshoot of the Zulu and have been living in this part of the country since the 19th century. The other major ethnic group is Makonde. They live in northern part of the country. The central part of the country is peopled by the Chicunda, Maravi, Shona, and Tawara. The various groups pride themselves in their shared history, lineage, and/or cultural practices and customs. It is important to note that various African clans have in the course of several centuries merged to form larger ethnic groups, while some ethnic groups have fragmented and constituted themselves into some distinct groups. Thus, what is important is not so much the homogeneity of each group, but rather the history of how the ethnic group came to be. In this regard, Mozambican communities are related to their kinsmen in the neighboring countries of present-day South Africa, Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Tanzania. Thus, most of these Mozambican communities are of Bantu origin.
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Cahora Bassa Dam on the Zambezi River. Africa’s largest east-flowing river, the Zambezi courses through Mozambique before emptying into the Indian Ocean. (Kevin Gillot/Dreamstime.com)

The Europeans and Indians are concentrated in the urban areas. The presence of the Portuguese population is a legacy that dates back to the late 15th century during the Portuguese voyages of exploration. In 1498 the Portuguese navigator Vasco da Gama arrived in Mozambique en route to India. The Portuguese population in Mozambique increased in the subsequent centuries. The colonization of Mozambique by the Portuguese in the late 19th century solidified their stay and control as a colonial power. Interracial sexual relationships between Portuguese men and African women explain the presence of the few Euro-Africans in Mozambique. The Indian population is largely due to the commercial contacts between eastern African seaboard and India that predates the 20th century.

Mozambique’s ethnic diversity is a testimony to the various political, economic, and cultural influences, both from within and outside of Southern and Central Africa, that have shaped the ethnic composition of the country for several centuries.

Languages

The official language of Mozambique is Portuguese by virtue of the fact the country was colonized by Portugal. It is because of this colonial connection that Portuguese became the language of commerce, law, and government in the country. It is the language that has to be learned in school. Roughly 10 percent of the Mozambican population speaks Portuguese.


The Cost of Independence

The people of Mozambique paid dearly for their independence. During the struggle between Frelimo (the main independence movement) and the Portuguese colonial government, an estimated 30,000 people lost their lives. This, however, would only prove the beginning of the country’s hardships. Immediately after independence was achieved in 1975, Rhodesia (the white-supremacist state occupying the territory of today’s Zimbabwe) established the counterrevolutionary Renamo through its Central Intelligence Organization. Over the course of the rebellion, more than 1 million people would lose their lives. Of a population of 17 million, 5 million people would be internally displaced and another 2 million would flee the country altogether.



English is also spoken, but by a smaller population than those who speak the official language, Portuguese. English is being encouraged by the government because of its significance in the economic, political, and cultural endeavors to ease and broaden connections in the region. Mozambique is surrounded by countries such as South Africa, Malawi, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Tanzania, and Lesotho that have embraced English as official or national language, and with which it shares membership in the South African Development Community. Thus, English is taught in secondary schools and is widely expected to gain in popularity as the regional economies become more integrated.

Portuguese and English are not indigenous languages. Thus, they are spoken by a minority of the Mozambican population. They are elite languages that are generally learned in schools, and the two constitute an indispensable link between the country and the outside world. However, the majority of Mozambicans speak their local languages. These African languages tend to be more localized to the geographical locations where their speakers live. This means that the most widely spoken languages are Emakhuwa in the north-central part of the country by Makua, Xitsonga in the south by the Tsonga, and Shimaconde by Makonde in the north.

Also, in the northeastern part of the country along the coast and border with Tanzania, Kiswahili is widely spoken. The presence of Swahili and their interactions with Arabs in this part of the country is a legacy that dates to the pre-Portuguese period when East African coastal cities used to control Indian Ocean trade. The significance of Kiswahili was given further impetus during the liberation struggle in Mozambique when many of the refugees were sheltered in Tanzania where Kiswahili is the national language.

Most of the Mozambican languages have a shared root as they are primarily of Bantu classification. The Bantu linguistic family is spread across much of East, Central, and Southern Africa. The Bantu linguistic family languages share certain root words that make any of them easily accessible to other nonlocal speakers from adjacent communities. At any rate, the population movements in Central and Southern Africa in the last two centuries have resulted in languages that defy the colonially constructed physical boundaries that divided people of the same ethnic group. Communities that live along the border invariably share the same language with their neighbors, sometimes kinsmen, across the border. In this regard, most Mozambicans are bilingual in reference to their ability to speak more than one local language. This means that for the educated, speaking more than two languages is not uncommon.

Religion

Mozambicans view religion as an integral part of their individual and societal life. The country is tolerant of various religious faiths that include Christianity, Islam, and African Traditional Religions. These religious traditions are closely tied to the historical development of the country as well as diversity of groups. During the first decade of independence, the ruling Mozambique Liberation Front (FRELIMO) party espoused Marxist-Leninist socialist ideology that de-emphasized the role of religion in public affairs. In this regard, the various religious traditions have been less of a factor in the politics of the country. Mozambique is thus a secular state. It has not faced any religious conflict. Religion has not been used as an organizational tool in enhancing the agenda of any political party. The three faiths are largely focused on spiritual and development matters. Christianity, Islam, and African Traditional Religion coexist peacefully and have thus broadened and deepened Mozambicans’ worldview. They worship in churches, mosques, and in other array of sacred places where various rituals are partaken.

Traditional Religion predates Christianity and Islam in Mozambique. Mozambican communities practiced Traditional Religion as the focal point around which societal activities, ranging from political to sociocultural, revolved. Religion in the traditional society defined not only relationships between people and their creator but also interactions across lineage, age, gender, as well as economic and political systems. While some rituals and practices were specific to particular communities, fundamental beliefs that defined and characterized Traditional Religion across the breadth and width of Mozambique were significantly similar. Among these is belief in supreme being, nature as the handiwork of God, divine interventions in human events, a special role for ancestors, offerings to the supreme being, reward and punishment, and role of religious experts in coordinating communication between people and their God.

Traditional Religion is not animistic by any stretch of imagination. Rather, nature was seen as the handiwork of God. It is against this backdrop that the Tsonga and the Shona communities hold the view that storms are God’s manifestations, while lightning is the instrument of punishment visited upon people because of their unwarranted deeds. In the same vein, natural disasters such as flood, famine, and drought are considered extraordinary happenings that evoke various interpretations and responses, which include the need to appease the supreme being through intermediaries and the partaking of rituals in order for God to bring to a stop the disasters. That the supplications are to God is not surprising because He is considered the creator and maker of the universe. The Yao assert that God, Mulungu, as the supreme being is the embodiment of the spirit of all human beings that is the sum of all the spirits of those who have departed. They further note that Mulungu predestined the state of both human beings and spirits. Similarly, the Makua consider their God, Muluku, as creator of the world, protector, and life giver. They also portray God as praiseworthy and thankworthy, thereby necessitating prayer and offerings as available tools for communication with the supreme being. Prayer and offerings are equally dominant themes among the Makonde when it comes to maintaining proper relationship with God, both during times of war and peace.

Ancestors and religious intermediaries are equally important in the understanding and exercise of traditional Mozambican religions. Ancestors are special because they constitute a major link between the living and God. As a result, their names are usually evoked as prayers to intercede on behalf of the living members of the family and community. Sacrifices to the ancestors were a requirement before planting as well as harvesting. Since they had once lived and rose up the ranks of time and wisdom, it is assumed that their spirits can be harnessed for the good of the society. Libations and other forms of offerings such as animal sacrifice are usually given to the ancestral spirits as a way of appeasement and request of them to intercede on behalf of family and community. It is in this regard that the feast of the first fruits was a significant religious ritual that entailed offering baskets of the harvested crop being taken to the chief for blessing on behalf of the ancestors. Thus, being in accord with God and ancestors ensured reduced anxiety and brought stability because peace prevailed and calamities were prevented from happening. It is against this backdrop that further note ought to be taken with reference to those who led the people in religious functions. Among this group of religious leaders in traditional society were spirit mediums, ritual leaders, medicine men, and rainmakers. Their primary function was to transmute the immediacy of pain and sorrow through spiritual and physical healing.

Islam is the second oldest faith in Mozambique. Its introduction in Mozambique was largely as a result of Indian Ocean trade that dates back to the first millennium. The trade was instrumental in the forging of links between the Arabs and the coastal communities of Eastern Africa. The Arabs not only brought and bought merchandise, but they also became conveyors of culture and Islamic faith. Islam was spread through individual contacts. It first thrived among the commercial elite, but soon came to gain popularity among the northern coastal communities of Mozambique, the Yao and the Swahili. Although Islam did not become a communal religion, it resonated with the local populations because it was less culturally disruptive. It did not call for the abandonment of local practices such as polygyny, belief in supreme deity, and power of dreams and charms. Islam’s tolerance and accommodativeness appealed to many locals.

The cultural transformation of Islam was manifested in its strict adherence to the worship of one God, Allah. It emphasized the role of Prophet Muhammad as God’s messenger, called on its adherents to be compassionate and help the poor, pay pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in a lifetime if one is able to, and to fast from dawn to dusk during the holy month of Ramadan. The adherence to the tenets qualified one to belong to the new community of Islamic believers. Mosques were built for prayer, schools were started, and the Koran was recited. The Islamic faithful today constitute 18 percent of the population. However, they are mainly concentrated in the northeast and coastal cities located in the Indian Ocean seaboard. Some also live in the urban areas in the Mozambican hinterland.
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A woman takes communion in Chalucuane. More than half the population of Mozambique identify as Christian; however, it is not uncommon for some Christians to retain some local animist religious practices. (age fotostock/Alamy)

Christianity was brought to Mozambique by the Portuguese in the early 16th century. Christians as a group constitute 56 percent of the Mozambican population. It is the largest single religious group in Mozambique. However, divided into its constituent denominations, Roman Catholics constitute 20 percent, while the Zionist Christian Church commands a following of 16 percent of the population, and Protestants’ population is at 12 percent. The Protestants comprise two groups, the Pentecostals and Anglicans, whose numbers stand at 11 and 1 percent, respectively. While the introduction of Roman Catholics was a function of the Portuguese, the Protestants came to Mozambique during the 19th century largely due to the efforts of the legendary Scottish missionary and adventurer David Livingstone. In 1882, the Free Evangelical of the Canton of Vaud in Switzerland sent missionaries into Mozambique via South Africa. The Methodist Episcopal Church came to Mozambique in 1890.

Christianity has had enormous impact on Mozambican society. The establishment of mission centers, health care facilities, and educational institutions has been instrumental in the shaping of modern Mozambican society. The mission centers produced not only converts but also African missionaries who have played a vital role in promoting Christianity. And missionary schools produced the first African Western-educated elite who spearheaded the liberation struggle. Since the Portuguese colonial state was functionally weak in providing health care needs, the medical stations filled the void.

Religion has been a force for good in Mozambican society. The peaceful coexistence among various religions and the evolution of Mozambique as a secular state have resulted in a stable society, which has been spared of religious turmoil that has of late come to bedevil many African countries. In addition, there is a strong partnership between the state and various religious groups in providing the much-needed services for the citizenry in the areas of poverty, disease prevention and treatment, natural calamities, and the provision of clean water.

Social Customs

Family is the foundation of community life in Mozambican society. Both the nuclear and extended family are interlinked because one reinforces the other for the good of society. Interpersonal relations are highly cherished. Socialization is a vital process through which society strives to order itself into a cohesive unit. This process entails going through various stages of childhood, teenage years, and adulthood. The society puts high value in having children because it is through procreation that continued existence of the family, lineage, and clan is guaranteed. The bringing up of the child is not only the responsibility of the biological parents, but also of the extended family that have a stake in the welfare of the child. The complex process of nurturing the child at the nuclear family level involves siblings and parents. The siblings help socialize the child into the family unit through babysitting, songs, and playing together. Parent-child contact is emphasized, and intensive breast-feeding is the norm for most mothers. The child begins to appreciate the company of siblings, parents, and other extended relatives that come to acknowledge the child as one of their own too. Traditional society usually strived to ensure child spacing was practiced to ensure the health of the child and mother. Among the Tsonga, it took two to three years to wean the child from the breast. This ensured focused attention on the nurturing of the child. Their nurturance called for protection from evil. Most children in traditional society wore amulets, both for decoration and medicinal value, in order to protect the child from bad spirits or evil people who could harm the child.

As the children reached teenage years, the socialization process assumed a sense of urgency and brought in more people from outside of the nuclear family to help initiate the child into adulthood. In the village the teenager was made aware of the many cousins, aunts, uncles, grandmothers, and grandfathers in the lineage. It is through this web of relatives that the teenagers appreciate the loving power and influence of the group. Respect for elders, appreciating one another, exhibiting good manners, protecting the interests of the community, as well as specific roles that pertain to economic production and management are inculcated into the teenagers, who would soon assume significant roles in the society on reaching adulthood. In effecting the socialization process, various methods are used, including stories, fables, folktales, proverbs, and legends. The training is sensitive to the roles both genders will play in developing their communities. It is against this backdrop that girls and boys are initiated differently. Among the Makonde, the head of the village, invariably a man, chooses a female elder to be the chief instructor of the girl initiates. The instruction is focused on the role the girl initiates will play such as responsible motherhood, significance of sex in marriage, and their role as wives. The boys’ initiation ceremony, jando, is much more elaborate. The 12- to 16-year-old initiates are sheltered in a house designated for the initiates, a likumbi. Instructions are conducted in the likumbi. The chief instructor is usually a spiritual specialist, a mkukomela. Among the Makua, the ceremony is led by the elder of the clan, mwene, who is assisted by a religious expert, namku, who is in charge of daily activities at the ceremony. There is a physical act of circumcision that marks the final induction of the male initiates into adulthood. The initiates are socialized to look beyond the self and be there for others. Kinship and family interest frequently takes precedence over the self.

Mozambican etiquette requires people to greet when they meet, with the right handshake being the norm in men-to-men greetings. And so are women-to-women greetings, albeit less energetically compared to that of men. It is considered rude not to greet. Greeting is seen as a manifestation of acknowledging and appreciating the presence of another person. Honesty and being careful not to offend others is appreciated. Respect for an elder is often manifested in the young person avoiding eye contact out of respect for the elder. However, direct eye contact is encouraged between persons of the same gender and status.

Lifestyle and Leisure

The lifestyles in Mozambique are generally a reflection of the levels of income as well as residential location. The disparity in wealth tends to be fairly pronounced because the majority of Mozambicans enjoy considerably lower standard of living, while the most affluent, albeit disproportionately few, live comfortable lives. Also, the urban-rural setting has enormous influence on lifestyle and leisure activities. This is not to suggest that residing in an urban area automatically confers on one a higher standard of living than a rural dweller or vice versa. Rather, it is the availability and range of leisure activities that is the issue.

The country has some of the best national parks and beaches, which are hardly accessed by many of the locals because of affordability. However, the upper middle class frequents the sandy beaches just as international tourists from Europe and neighboring South Africa. The influx of tourists has impacted the coastal beaches by eroding the cultures that had long dominated the region. In the coastal beaches, foreign cultures and attitudes toward sex tend to be more liberal, especially with sex for money. The major national parks, Gorongosa and Maputo, are frequented by the affluent Africans. Their locations, which are in the proximity of major cities of Beira and Maputo, gives them distinct advantage because of accessibility. These two major cities and the other numerous towns that dot Mozambican landscape offer other venues for recreational purposes. Cafes, bars, and clubs for the affluent attract the young and the old. These places experience more patrons during the evenings and weekends. The cafes and bars are also sites where popular TV programs are watched, politics is discussed, and the latest gossip is deciphered and contextualized. Live band music on Fridays and weekends is used by the owners of the bars and cafes to attract more patrons. Some of these urban leisure activities are present in the countryside.

Those who live in rural areas also exhibit lifestyles that are in accord with the traditional values and modern lifestyles. Young people visit their local market centers, especially during market days where they meet, relax, and share stories and experiences. Gossip about the latest political events, love matters, and opportunities to be harnessed for the good of self or community are common topics for discussion. Local bars provide sites for drinking. The locally employed elite usually frequent such places in the evenings. They drink beer and relax, especially on Fridays and weekends. Owners of local bars usually invite live bands to perform with a view to attracting many customers and enhancing their revenue, which comes from gate collections, beer sales, and food purchases. During such performances, socialization results in establishing relationships that subsequently lead to dating and marriage. Girls and boys display their dancing skills. The best are usually admired by their contemporaries.

Rural society also has a strong presence of local brews that are cheap and affordable. Traditionally, local brews were used for relaxation and during celebratory occasions. It was the preserve of the middle-aged and senior citizens. Young people were not supposed to partake of brews, especially in the presence of their seniors. Local brews still bring people together for relaxation. However, it is now common to find many young rural folks frequenting village breweries for traditional beer. This is frowned upon by the society, and the youth tend to avoid their parents or elders when partaking of such brews. Similarly, elders strive to be with their contemporaries when they partake of beer during relaxation.

Employment

Mozambique is one of the fastest-growing economies in the world. It has recorded a high GDP growth rate of 7 percent since 1994. This growth has reversed the trend of the preceding two decades after independence that were characterized by ideological experimentation, political conflict and civil war, and a stagnant economy. Correspondingly, consumption poverty rates fell from a high of 69 percent in 1996/1997 to 54 percent in 2008/2009, where it has since stagnated. Thus, the growth has not translated into low levels of unemployment or increased prosperity for many Mozambicans. The country remains one of the poorest nations in the world. The majority of workers earn less than US$2 a day. The proportion of the working poor is at 40 percent. It was ranked 178 out of 187 countries in the 2014 Human Development Index. This was a slight improvement over the previous Human Development Index reports in the preceding three years. This mismatch between high GDP growth rates and poverty is largely due to the shortage of employment opportunities, which is critical in connecting macroeconomic and microeconomic development processes.

Employment stands at around 50 percent of the working age population, which is defined as those aged between 15 and 64. This means that nearly half of the working age population is unemployed. Agriculture remains the backbone of the economy. It employs over 80 percent of workers. Most of the employees in the agricultural sector are smallholders dependent on family farms, which average 1.5 hectares. Agriculture also supports over 40 percent of the workers in urban areas.

Besides the nonagricultural sector, mining, manufacturing, construction, transport, commerce, services, education, health, and public administration also provide job opportunities. The manufacturing base is still weak and employs less than 5 percent of the working population. Its absence in the rural areas is quite conspicuous. Yet, the majority of the population still lives in the rural areas. In fact, employment in the manufacturing sector declined after economic liberalization that came with the market reforms in the late 1990s. The construction industry employs slightly over 10 percent of the nonwage sector. It is quite vibrant in the south, especially in the Maputo area due to mega projects in the province. It is important to note that Mozambique embraced economic reforms that have contributed to an enabling environment for foreign investment. This has yielded some dividends with major South African firms opening up outlets in the country, thereby creating job opportunities for Mozambicans. The reforms should help expand the manufacturing base by adding value to primary products with a view to boosting exports. This would enhance opportunities for the private-sector investments that would promote employment among the youth.

The Mozambican population is relatively young with nearly 50 percent at the age of 15 and below. This means that the issue of unemployment should be prioritized by the government. Unrest due to unemployment and underemployment is a major threat to social cohesion. There were unrests in 2008 and 2010 caused by rises in the cost of living when fuel, utility, transport, and food prices went up. With rural-to-urban migration on the rise, poverty in the latter setting has been more pronounced than in the rural areas. The appearance of inequality is also more evident in the urban areas than in the rural countryside.

One of the most thriving sectors in Mozambique is the household self-employed enterprises that include making charcoal or bricks, grinding grains, as well as artisanal activities, tailoring, barbering, and hairdressing. In this category also lies food vending at local bus stations and markets. These trading activities offer employment not only to individual owners, but also members of the family as well as one or two individuals that are hired on temporary basis. Both men and women participate in this sector, albeit with some areas dominated by either gender. Tailoring and hairdressing are mainly the preserve of women, while making charcoal and bricks tend to be dominated by men. The rise and development of self-employed enterprises is largely due to low availability of full-time wage jobs, low wages, and underemployment.


The Swahili Coast

Prior to the arrival of European fleets on the Indian Ocean, the eastern coast of Africa was dotted with largely independent trading cities. The citizens of these towns blended local culture with that of the mostly Arab and Persian merchants that called at their ports. Present-day Mozambique encompasses the southernmost of these cities, which welcomed not only Arab and Persian merchants, but also travelers from as far afield as Malaysia.
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A man works at his sewing machine in Manica. Household industry is an important part of the economy of Mozambique. (Design Pics Inc/Alamy)

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The family is the focal point on which societal stability revolves. It is where husband and wife define their basic social identity, children are born into and nurtured, a network of kinship relations spring from to develop and encompass extended family. Without the family there would be no lineage, clan, or ethnic group. It is against this backdrop that Mozambican society defines gender roles from childhood right through old age. It values work. All work is considered honorable. Laziness is frowned upon and condemned. Even a child has some role to play in the well-being of the family because duties are hierarchically organized based on age and gender.

During infancy, the roles are less gender specific. A child could be asked to bring an item, or sent to deliver a message to a house within the homestead or a neighbor, or play with a sibling. Also, storytelling by parents or grandparents would be used to engage their attention and extol virtues of obedience, candidness, appreciation, and love for family members. In all of these activities, children were socialized to appreciate menial tasks as well as values that are important in cementing family cohesion. While play during this phase would have some gender overtones such as girls mimicking cooking activities and boys chasing goats or sheep around the home, there was no specific focus on gender activities.

In due course and as the children approached early teenage years, attention shifts from the general chores to more specific gender responsibilities. Girls are directed to duties that mothers and grandmothers perform, while the boys are advised to understudy the older brothers. In this regard, girls’ chores would be domestically oriented to include gathering of food and cooking. The boys would be involved in activities that were less domestic oriented such as herding, hunting, and warfare games. Among the Yao, a community famed for its participation in trade, the boys would accompany their fathers and uncles on short trade expeditions. Meanwhile, among the Makonde, famed for their art and sculpture, the boys would be apprenticed into the profession.

The critical factor in all of these initiatives is that the teenagers are sensitized to their future responsibilities as adults. This sensitization reaches its apogee during the initiation process during which period shouldering responsibilities of marriage are emphasized. Women assert de facto powers in the production of household wealth. The wealth a woman acquires belongs to her. Thus Mozambican societies, whether matrilineal or patrilineal, recognize the woman as the head of the household. Men control homesteads, which comprise several households depending on the number of women the man has. Thus, it is after the initiation ceremony that the newly minted adults can plan to marry because they have been educated on the responsibilities of marriage. Indeed, among the Makua, the matengusi initiation ceremony that is conducted after puberty is a precondition for marriage.

The rite of marriage among most Mozambican societies is a solemn undertaking that involves not only the couple but also parents as well as other relatives of the bride and bridegroom. Consultation from both families is mandatory. Once a consensus is reached, the marriage is solemnized through the payment of bride-wealth, lobola. The bride then moves to the bridegroom’s family in patriarchal societies, and the couple becomes husband and wife, while in the matrilineal groups the bridegroom moves to the bride’s home.

With the passage of time individuals become elders. The elders occupy a special place in the society. They are respected and admired. Elders as iconic figures are fountains of wisdom and custodians of societal cultural values. Their counsel is widely sought on matters critical to the well-being of individual, family, and community. Elders are supposed to be nonpartisan, not engage in gossip, and appreciate their role as the pillar of both the nuclear and extended family. They calm society during turbulent times, and work with diviners and other Traditional Religious experts in finding the way forward in navigating complex issues that bedevil society.

Mozambican society is diverse in ethnicity and religion. Christian marriages are in fact the norm among most Mozambicans. Christians constitute 56 percent of the population. Christian marriages usually involve couples of the same or different denominations. In this type of marriage, couples are counseled by priest and pastors at the church where the wedding will be held. Being joined in matrimony is an affirmation that the couples have fulfilled the rules laid down by the specific church. In most cases, advance notice would have been given for those who might have any reason to object to the marriage. There have been instances, albeit rare, where the wedding has been canceled at the last minute due to the bridegroom being claimed by another woman. Hence, advance notices about wedding are given because of the requirements of the law and in order to avoid such embarrassments. Also, marriage across ethnic lines is on the increase, which leads potential couples to ignore some of the traditional practices in preference for the Christian marriage. However, a blend of certain aspects of these rites and Christian matrimony are not uncommon. The payment of lobola is still popular, and the Christian-wed couple still has to honor this cherished tradition because it solemnizes the marriage in a traditional context. As opposed to traditional marriages, in the Christian one a certificate is issued as an affirmation that the couple is officially joined in matrimony. Christian marriages are generally monogamous, but there are offshoots of the main Christian churches that have allowed polygamous marriages. Both African traditional and Christian marriages disallow marriages between relatives. It is considered incest and is taboo that is frowned upon by the community.

Muslims constitute 18 percent of the population. The Muslim marriage is strictly a matter of written law in which fathers play a disproportionately dominant role. As opposed to African and Christian marriages, Muslims allow relationships between relatives as close as first cousins. In Muslim marriages, the groom’s family, having consulted widely, would approach the parents of the girl and propose by offering a gift called utasi or kosa. The parents of the girl are under no obligation to accept the proposal. But if they accept it, then discussion pertaining to the bridewealth is concluded by the payment of contract money, mahari, for the bride. In addition, there are two other essential payments, kilemba, turban money to the father, and mkaja or mweleko to the mother. Once the bride-wealth and gifts to the parents are complete, the contract ceremony occurs in the mosque where the cleric presides over the event. The witnesses as well as the father or guardian of the girl grace the occasion. Once the cleric declares the couple husband and wife, a wedding feast follows as relatives and friends join in celebrating the marriage of the newlyweds.

Cuisine

The foods that Mozambicans eat are associated with the three major cultural forces that have shaped its evolution as a society, African, Portuguese, and Asian. They are also a function of the country’s strong agricultural base. Most of what Mozambicans eat are either available or produced locally: maize (corn), vegetables, fruits, peanuts, pepper, onions, meats, and fish. The Mozambican communities grow maize and other grains that, together with meats from such animals as impala, rabbits, chicken, and cattle, constituted the bulk of their diet. While these foods still remain important components of what Mozambicans eat, the Portuguese and Asian influence is evident in the use of wine and spices such as garlic, salt, and pepper.

While most of the foods are available in rural and urban areas, the consumption patterns tend to vary with one’s location as well as income. Those who reside in rural areas eat what they grow: cassava, millet, corn, peanuts, potatoes, and a wide array of fruits ranging from mangoes and pineapples to oranges and lemons. The fruits are widely available in the rural areas where they are grown and are therefore cheap and affordable. Fish, meat, and chicken are also consumed based on affordability. In some cases, hunting of wild game provides an important source of protein. Carbohydrate and starch foods such as cassava, potatoes, and corn are quite popular. The three can be prepared in a number of ways, boiled, roasted, or ground into flour and used in making sadza or nsima. When boiled or roasted, cassava, potato, and corn can be quite handy since they don’t require elaborate preparation. They are eaten and washed down with tea, coffee, or porridge. Sadza or nsima is prepared by adding measured flour from any of the three into a pot of boiling water, cooked for about five minutes or until the mixture is thick enough to be shaped into a ball using the cooking stick or spoon. It is then served on a plate. The sadza or nsima meal is served with beef, chicken, or fish stews. Steamed vegetables such as cabbages, collard greens, or kale are equally good additions that go with sadza or corn. Beans are also widely grown for household consumption and are cherished for their high protein value. Milk is equally important as a source of protein among those who have cattle. The main meal is usually dinner because breakfast and lunch are eaten at times when family members are either rushing to go to work or simply not available to those having left home in the early morning for chores elsewhere.

The urban areas exhibit a more diversified cuisine than the rural areas because of past and recent influences. Breakfast in the urban areas has come to be identified with tea and coffee. The beverages are often taken with bread that is either buttered or not, based on one’s ability to afford the butter, and with marmalade or peanut. Egg, prepared based on one’s preference, as well as fruits, fruit juices, and cereals are also served as part of the breakfast menu for the affluent. The major hotels serve continental breakfasts. However, the urban proletariat usually takes simple breakfast that is usually purchased from tea stalls and comprises tea, maladas (doughnuts), and sweetened bread. Tea stalls are common features at the market and bus and railroad stations. Others simply settle for porridge because of its affordability. The urban youth prefer carbonated drinks such as sodas. These are usually served with chips or fries. It has to be noted that such carbonate drinks and fruit juices are not easily affordable, as in the West, by most youth or general citizenry.

The major dishes for main meals such as dinner and lunch are cornmeal, rice, steak, fish, and chicken. The stews are heavily spiced with a wide array of curries and pepper. Rice, steak, fish, or chicken come with piri piri sauce, which is hot. The ingredients of the sauce are cayenne pepper, lemons, crushed garlic, dried parsley, and butter. Coastal Mozambicans eat a lot more seafood than hinterland communities. Macaza, which is shellfish skewered on bamboo twigs and grilled over open fire, is a popular delicacy. Similarly, dried salted fish served with vegetables is another popular dish. Cashew and potato cakes are Mozambican favorites. The ingredients of either of these cakes are cashew nut, finely chopped; potato, which has to be boiled and peeled; finely grated lemon and orange; and egg yolks and whites, all of which are blended and baked. Portuguese and South African wines are quite popular in Mozambique. However, wine taking with a meal is more of an affluent affair as many Mozambicans can rarely afford sumptuous meals that conclude with wine.

Mozambicans have special foods for special occasions such as religious holidays. One of the most important religious holidays is Christmas. Mozambicans cherish Christmas not only for its spiritual message, but also as a day that brings families and friends together. While the day begins with prayer in churches, it is also a day of feasting when the family and invited guests join together in sharing a meal after mass. The popular dish among the citizenry for this particular occasion is barbecued or marinated chicken served with piri piri sauce, and chips/French fries or rice. Sodas and fruits are purchased for the occasion. Some would partake of local brews to celebrate the occasion.

Dress

Mozambican attire has largely been shaped by three major cultural influences emanating from Africa, Europe, and Asia. While dress performs the important function of protecting the body from exposure, in Mozambique it identifies an individual’s gender, status, religious affiliation, and even leadership role in conducting a ritual. The country does not have a national dress. Hence, national officials as well as those holding white-collar jobs in either the public or private sector usually wear Western-style outfits. Most of these outfits are readily available in stores already tailored or in material form that one can fit and be tailored as per the client’s suggested design. Women wear a long dress that reaches the knee. Short dresses or miniskirts are frowned upon. Hairstyling is equally an important part of the dress code. Hairstyles come in various shapes and forms based on one’s preference. However, there are unwritten and generally understood rules that require decent dressing that accords one respect among peers and society in general. Children in schools wear uniforms, which accords every child a sense of dignity as a member of the wider school community. This removes the rich-poor divide that would stigmatize students from less privileged backgrounds. Boys usually wear short-sleeved shirts and shorts or pants. Girls wear simple dresses that reach the knee. Adjacent schools usually have distinct uniforms that distinguish them. School uniforms are made from simple cotton material.

Religious affiliation sometimes determines one’s attire, especially among the Muslim faithful. Some Muslim men wear long white robes and turbans. The preference for the white robes is also a function of the local hot and humid temperatures along the coastal margins, where the Muslim population is concentrated, thus reducing the intensity of heat. Some Muslim women wear clothing that covers completely the body, except for the eyes. Christian leaders also wear special attire when they lead their congregations in performing religious ceremonies.

In the traditional society, especially during special ceremonies of initiation, making of war and peace and death and burial, special dress was prescribed for the elders and community leaders who presided over such functions. The attire would be made from special hides and skins. Western adornments were unacceptable. The leaders would have other insignia such as flywhisk, horn, or leopard skin, all of which would function to mystify the occasion to reflect its seriousness.

One of the unique features of dress in Mozambican traditional society was body adornment. Adornment reflected the art of the society. Dress was incomplete without body art. Scarification and tattooing were part and parcel of dress among the Makonde. The body marks were in neat geometric proportions. The teeth were filed and lip plugs worn.

Mozambique of today has not been immune from the current embrace of Western fashion, especially among the youth. T-shirts or dashikis, complete with caps and sunglasses, are very popular among Mozambicans. The attire is usually printed with names of famous soccer players, slogans, world leaders, and health or political campaign themes. Thus attire and attendant printings are used for promotional purposes in attempts to reach a targeted audience in creating awareness about specific diseases such as HIV/AIDS. T-shirts and caps with images and colors of politicians vying for political offices are widely used during political campaigns.

Sports and Games

The most popular sport in Mozambique is soccer. It has a large following and the national league. The Federation of Mozambican Football League is the body charged with the management of the soccer in the country. The national team popularly known as Os Mambas represents the country in the major regional tournaments, as well as the World Cup prequalifying matches. The competitive league matches are played in all regions of the country. It is not only at the league level that soccer is played. The youth start playing soccer at an early age in the residential locations and pursue the sport further in schools and colleges. Mozambicans not only follow soccer events in the country, but also the performance of top teams in Europe. Young people adorn T-shirts of their favorite teams, local or international. Those whose teams have won usually engage in celebrations as they sing praises in support of their favorite players. Conversely, those whose teams have lost usually leave the stadiums disappointed and heartbroken. Not all fans have resources to attend the matches being played live in the stadiums. As a result, most people are usually hooked to their radios during soccer matches. Listening to soccer broadcasts is a form of entertainment. Shrewd young businessmen have capitalized on the popularity of soccer by renting places where matches are shown live and fans are charged entry fees in return for watching the play. This has become quite popular that such joints have sprung up in many of the urban areas.

Besides soccer, track events attract a huge following. This is a sport that has seen both men and women excel. The legendary Maria Mutola exemplified the heights one can scale with resolve, commitment, and determination. Mutola’s initial interest was in soccer, where she played and competed with boys. She then turned to track events and successfully competed in the 1996 Olympic Games. Mutola won the Olympic gold medal, becoming the first Mozambican to accomplish such a feat.

Some of the other sports, albeit with less following, are volleyball, field hockey, basketball, and netball. These sports are associated with formal education among the youth, because they are mainly undertaken in schools as part of the co-curriculum activities. Boxing and wrestling are professionally run by their respective organizations, but they are less famed than soccer.

In the rural areas of Mozambique, bullfighting is a popular form of sport and entertainment. It is also less expensive. During herding, children usually encourage enjoying pitting bulls to fight as they cheer them on. Hunting wild game is another popular sport that is undertaken both as a sport and as a supplement to food resources since game meat forms part of the diet.

Festivals and Holidays

Festivals and holidays are important in the life of the country. Some of the festivals are religious in nature and content. Most of the holidays tend to be secular. Both the religious and secular events that have defined the evolution and development of Mozambican society are celebrated at various times in the course of the year. Through the festivals and holidays, individuals, families, religions, communities, and state officials affirm the significance of the past in the present and harness the spirit of that past in cementing the unity of the nation in addressing present and future challenges.

One of the major days is the Heroes Day that is celebrated on February 3. It commemorates the struggles during the decolonization of the country. The liberation of the country from Portuguese colonial rule was long and protracted. Tens of thousands were killed by the Portuguese. Some villages were wiped out, but the Portuguese failed to break the will of the Mozambican people. The heroic effort of the Mozambican people was affirmed when independence was won in 1975. Thus, Heroes Day is celebrated with pomp and pageantry. The military not only march and play music, they also display their military hardware as a manifestation of their resolve and determination to defend the country they love and for which many shed blood and died. The president inspects of guard of honor. School choirs, party youth, dance troupes, and comedians entertain the audience, which usually includes members of the diplomatic corps. The presidential address to the nation is the major highlight of the day. In the address, the president informs the nation of accomplishments thus far as well as some of the challenges that the country faces. Another major day associated with military is Armed Forces Day, which is celebrated on September 25 and commemorates the fallen as well as serving members of the armed forces. The other important secular national days that honor the episodic events in the history of the country as well as contributions of other groups are Independence Day, June 25; Mozambican Women’s Day, April 7; Family Day, December 25; and New Year’s Day.

The organization of the Independence Day is largely similar to the Heroes Day in terms of activities, pomp, and pageantry. The only addition is the attendance by the invited heads of state and governments, especially from the neighboring countries. Government offices as well as major businesses are usually closed during national days in order to give people time off to join with their families and communities in attending the events lined up for the day. Such events include sports, feasting, and music. The young are reminded of the history of their country through public displays and exhibitions that capture the spirit of the day.

There are days that are celebrated in the country based on religious affiliation. Among the most sacred Christian days are Easter and Christmas. The former commemorates the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In consideration of the pain, suffering, and death of Jesus Christ, Christians reflect on the mystery of the cross with conviction that the resurrection of Christ from the dead is an affirmation of life beyond the physical death. In the latter case, Christians commemorate the birth of Jesus Christ. While the Easter Day is not specific and varies from year to year, Christmas Day takes place every December 25. The celebration of Christmas is widespread, with some faithful going to church to usher in Christmas at midnight. The celebratory mood spills over to the business arena as traders make brisk business from sales.

Muslims have various festivals that the faithful strictly adhere to. They celebrate Ramadan, which is one of the pillars of the faith. Ramadan involves 30 days of fasting, from sunrise to sunset. It calls for sacrifice by abstaining from sex, food, and drink during the day. There is no fixed day of the year when it is celebrated because it is determined by the sighting of the moon. Muslims gather in mosques after sunset for prayer followed by a communal meal. The end of the Ramadan ushers in a celebratory mood that is called Eid al-Fitr. Other major festivals are Eid al-Kabir and Eid al-Maulud. The former celebrates the end of the hajj and lasts for two days, while the latter is celebrated in September to mark the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad.

Music and Dance

Mozambican music and dance reflect the ethnic and religious diversity in the country. The two tend to go together. Also, Mozambican music and dances exhibit enthusiasm, vitality, audience participation, movement, and rhythm. They constitute some of the best forms of entertainment readily available to all individuals regardless of age, gender, and status. Music and dance is a daily routine that is used to convey messages; express disgust, cheer, and praise; console during catastrophe; accompany the performance of rituals; and mobilize support for or protest against authority. Thus, there are various genres of music and dance in Mozambique that are instructive of the social, cultural, economic, and political developments that have shaped the evolution of contemporary Mozambican society.

Children are usually sensitized to music from an early age. They listen to lullaby songs from their siblings, parents, and grandparents. Storytelling is a medium through which parents and grandparents inculcate social values to the young ones. Such stories are heavily laden with music. As a result, Mozambican children begin to embrace music and generously use it from an early age. Music is also a vital subject in the school curriculum right from preschool to high school. But its role in co-curricular activities is equally important. During sports, students compose songs in praise of their favorite team or key players. The soloist leads the chorus and the rest of the singers, including the friendly audience, join in to heap praise on their favorite team or player. The songs involve movement and rhythm. They are meant to cheer and urge on the home team, and conversely to demoralize the opposing team.

Besides the sports events, schools also organize music festivals, where competition in all genres of music ranging from African and Western to instrumental attract large audiences. Winning teams from the local level proceed to compete at the next level until the best go to the national festival. Trophies and awards are won by the best schools and individual artists.

Mozambican communities have songs and dances that are performed during special ceremonies. Among the Nyanja community is a special group of dancers, nyau, whose role is to perform when teenagers were being initiated into adulthood. Among the Makonde, male initiates have to be welcomed back into the community in an elaborate ceremony where the lipiku dance is performed. The performers in this case wear special attire and body art to symbolize the significance of the occasion commemorating the victory of the initiates. Lipiku dancers are men because this is about male initiates. Girls are entertained by the equally special mdimu dance. An initiation ceremony is a special event and thus calls for special songs and dances that are gender specific in content and setting. The participants wear mapio masks. Music is also used to express disenchantment with Portuguese colonial rule. The marrabenta music, which was a fusion of imported European music and African dialects, gained popularity in urban areas as a protest against Portuguese colonialism. The instruments used include homemade guitars, tin cans, and pieces of wood.

Instruments are indispensable in the performance of Mozambican music and dance. In this regard, an instrument such as the drum, ngoma, was widely used across the Mozambican ethnic divide. The drum comes in various sizes and shapes. Its body can be made from a variety of items including hollowed wood, a dried gourd, paint tins, or any cylindrical container. Its head is usually made of uncured animal skin, from cows, leopards, antelopes, and zebra. Hands and sticks are used to play drums. Drums are mostly used in ordinary music and dance. However, there are drums for specific purposes such as rituals that are handled by a select few from the community who are tasked to either keep them or play them during the prescribed occasion.

Besides the drum, xylophones are also widely used. The Chewa use a type of xylophone called mambilira, which has wooden keys. The Chopi use the timbila, while the Shona use the marimba. Xylophones are made from a special wood and gourds. The gourds are made hollow and used as the sound box. Xylophones can be a solo performance or an orchestra with as many as 18 players.

Also in the instruments ensemble are tambourines, rattles and shakers, flutes, and whistles. Tambourines, which are made from improvised local materials that include a sistrum, a metal and wire shaker, and recycled bottled caps, are widely used in traditional dances. They are also widely used as aid to music during prayers. Tin cans and gourds filled with pebbles or hard seeds are used as rattles and shakers. Among the Chopi, rattles and shakers are used in the marimba music and dance. The rattles are tied to the ankles and knees and used to provide rhythm accompaniment to the dance, much to the excitement of the audience. Similarly, flutes and whistles are air instruments that are made from the dried matamba fruit, which is then decorated and carved with various shapes. The instruments are played by blowing air over holes in the flute or whistle, which produces sound.

Mozambican music and dance are thus inseparable. The two go together and are used in a variety of ways, and seem to have a regional bent reflecting diversity in the country. The Mozambican northern coast has had considerable influence from the Arabs and Portuguese and thus women’s celebratory dance called tufu or nsoppe is very popular in this part of the country. In the southern part of the country, the music and dance is more martial and exhibits masculinity largely due to influence from South Africa. The upheaval in the 19th-century Zululand and population displacement led to immigration into southern parts of Mozambique. The immigrants imported their culture and music that contributed to that nature and performance of dance in this region of the Mozambique. Thus, in performing dance, the troupe exhibits military formation, brandishes weapons, matches in steps, and chants war songs. The intensity of the dance changes according to various stages of war. In Niassa province, the n’ganda dance is quite popular. The dance has a military connection because it was introduced after World War I. The parades by the demobilized soldiers returning after the war were embraced by the locals and are now widely used in celebrating events associated with success and victory. The Mozambican war of liberation has also helped to enrich n’ganda dance as performers step and march in style in a way that relives the memory of the liberation struggle. In the Manica and Sofala provinces, makwaya and semba are celebratory, joyful, and upbeat dances associated with weddings, while in the Zambezi province niquetxe dance is a performance that depicts forced labor during Portuguese colonial rule.

Mozambican music and dance is dynamic and receptive to new changes. The rise of revival churches as well as changes brought on by the Second Vatican Council have helped to widen the scope and reach of Mozambican music and dance to the extent that African chants, songs, dances, and instruments have found their way into the Christian churches with a view to helping Mozambicans feel at home. Equally significant is the role of media in popularizing Western music and dance such as rap and reggae. The result has been the rise of local rap music. Marrabenta best exemplifies this fusion of the local with the external producing a blend that is cherished by many Mozambicans. The marrabenta icons, Lisboa Matavel and Dilon Djindji, and Chiquito of the Mozambican hip-hop, joined forces to produce a sensational album, Karimbo, in the wake of floods of 2000. Various clubs in the urban areas usually host live bands that focus more on contemporary music.

Visual Art

Mozambican visual art performs several functions that transcend aesthetic values. It also serves as prism through which society reflects on its culture and history. Some of the famous Mozambican painters have used visual art to reflect on their colonial history by focusing on the ills of colonialism as well as the pain of the liberation struggle as depicted by the famous Mozambican painter, Malangatana.

Weavers and blacksmiths have also played an important role in enhancing Mozambican art with specific reference to the making of cloth and tools that are of practical use in people’s daily lives. Clothing is made from a variety of materials ranging from animal skins to cotton fabric. The clothing tends to be multicolor since natural dyes are used to provide the preferred color. The use of hides and skins is largely for clothing used during ceremonies such as traditional rites of passage.

Masks are widely used in Mozambique. Masks are a form of handiwork used for imitation of reality by covering the identity of the wearer. Hence, they are used during various occasions and performances. They are carved out of wood and shaped to depict the image of the character to be impersonated, or to specification of the desired figure to be featured during an event. They are then painted to reflect the color of the desired subject to be portrayed. The body decoration of the performers is usually done in a way to match the mask to be worn. Some of the masks are supposed to depict spirits, ancestors, and myriad of other figures. The sum consequence of this elaborate undertaking in the production of masks, as well as their specificity in meeting the needs of special occasion, is a manifestation of the significance of art in Mozambique. While Mozambican communities use masks, the Makonde-produced ones exhibit one of most sophisticated types of art in the country. The mapio masks are usually worn during the performance of dances during the rites of passage when initiate transition from boyhood to manhood.

Body art is deeply ingrained in Mozambican society. Body decoration and tattoos serve aesthetic as well as ritual purposes. The more elaborate the decoration or tattoo is, the more the person captures the imagination of the public. In this context, women have more elaborate decorations and tattoos than men. Some dances are performed in colorful ceremonies that are considered incomplete without decorations that mystify the occasion. While most tattoos and decorations are less permanent, some of the body marks are permanent. Lip plugs, ndona, are common among the Makonde.

Architecture and Housing

Architecture and housing in Mozambique reflect the various traditions that have contributed to its evolution and development as a country. Mozambique is still very much a rural country if population settlement is anything to go by. It is estimated that over 80 percent of the population live in the countryside. In the rural localities, traditional home structures still dominate albeit they coexist with modern designs brought on by interactions with the outside world. These traditional structures are round houses made of poles and held together using extended sticks and mud. The roofs are thatched using grass. They tend to be small in size. A homestead has a couple of such houses based on the size of the home. The perimeter of the homestead is usually fenced for security purposes. The fenced perimeter also secures the homestead’s livestock. The head of the household is the woman, while the head of the homestead is the man. The construction of the house is generally not an individual affair to be undertaken by the husband or wife. People join hands and help the owners in a communal effort to assist one of their own.

The homestead reflects the general social status of its head. This is because the homestead is established based on predetermined cultural pattern, houses for wife or wives, the head of the homestead’s house, space for children to play, and the kraal. The layout of the homestead will give a clear indication of the family size and status whether the head is monogamous. Besides the houses that belong to the wife or wives, the head of the homestead among the Makonde has his own cottage, chitala, within the center of the courtyard. This is where the elder receives his guests and deliberates with them over important issues that necessitated their visit. It is also his dining place where guests are entertained. The chitala is the homestead’s command center from which the head manages family affairs.

The traditional houses are expensive to maintain. Leaking roofs, mud falling off the walls, and the wear and tear on the smeared floors necessitate frequent repairs. It is against this backdrop that some modern structures made of brick or concrete walls and corrugated iron or tin roofs are beginning to dot the rural landscape. These new structures are square or rectangular in shape, which is a reflection of the newly introduced architectural designs. The structures are expensive to construct, but they last longer and have very low maintenance costs. They are equally well ventilated. However, it is not uncommon to find a blend of the traditional and the modern, especially in the use of building materials. Those who can’t afford the modern structures are comfortable using corrugated or tin roofs on mud-walled houses. Such structures mostly assume the rectangular shape and are viewed to be better than the small round houses. In a nutshell, rural housing and architecture are undergoing change that is reflective of traditional society’s absorptive power.

In contrast to rural housing and architecture, urban structures are largely modeled on Western designs. Maputo is the capital and largest city of Mozambique. It is also a port and manufacturing city. It has tall buildings made of concrete, steel, and marble; wide boulevards lined with acacia and jacaranda trees; paved sidewalks; and parks. The multistoried buildings in the city are occupied by offices, both private and government. Urban homes are bungalows, or single storied. These homes vary in size based on one’s income and location. However, the high-rise apartments are becoming the norm in order to cope with demand for housing, especially among the working class.

Having been planned and developed as a colonial city, Maputo is saddled with past racial prejudices that dictated the pattern of residential locations. The city has low- and high-density residential locations, with the former previously reserved for the Portuguese but now inhabited by affluent Africans and senior government officials. The high-density areas are congested. The rural–urban migration has resulted in the rise of shantytowns due to lack of affordable housing for the unemployed as well as low wage earners.
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A cathedral and academy of arts in Biera. The cities of Mozambique’s coast reflect an Iberian architectural style, as the Portuguese, a primarily maritime power, maintained their strongest presence along the coastline during their colonial tenure. (Thomas Cockrem/Alamy)

Most of the Mozambican largest cities are located on the Indian Ocean coastal margins. Beira, the second largest city, is a busy port with excellent beaches and magnificent Portuguese architecture. The city of Inhambane located 291 miles north of Maputo was founded as a Portuguese trading post in 1534. The city showcases some of the best Portuguese architecture evidenced by the Cathedral of Our Lady of Conception that was built in the 18th century. Some of the other major cities on the Indian Ocean coast are Xai-Xai, Quelimane, Nacala, and Pemba. The major hinterland cities include Nampula, Lichinga, Tete, and Chimolo. Most of these cities also exhibit the rich Islamic heritage that preceded European influence in the country. Mozambique was an important part of the Indian Ocean trade that enabled cross-cultural influences among Africans, Indians, and Arabs. The architecture of the Mozambican cities is thus not just about magnificent cathedrals and Portuguese colonial buildings. The existence of mosques in practically all of the cities on the Indian Ocean coast is a legacy of the Islamic culture and architecture that was once a dominant force in the region. Islamic architecture is quite conspicuous in the northern coastal cities of Pemba, Nacala, and Angoche. Nearly 18 percent of Mozambique’s population is Muslim.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Mozambique has a long and rich tradition of oral literature. Every Mozambican community has its history that is captured through artistic expression in the form of stories, myths, proverbs, sayings, and songs. Through these expressions, Mozambicans reveal the complexity of their social systems. Oral literature has thus been a vital form of communication and knowledge delivery from one generation to the next. Traditional education was conducted through oral communication. The Makonde myth of origin speaks of a man who lived alone in the forest and carved a statue that became a woman. The two later married and had children, which are the ancestors of the Makonde. What is significant in this myth is the prominence of art and sculpture that is at the very heart of Makonde society. The woman also occupies a pride of place in this community. But this myth is not only about the past. It is manifested in the present Makonde society in which art and sculpture define its material culture. Similarly, sayings have been cherished throughout history by Mozambican communities because of the educational value in molding the youth to appreciate and uphold societal unity. The two Tsonga sayings “One finger can’t pick up a grain” and “The strength of crocodile is water” are interpreted to mean that you need to work together to accomplish things and that a person is strong when supported by their people, respectively, and are instructive of how sayings were harnessed for educational purposes in the traditional society. Mozambican writers of history, literature, poetry and culture have endeavored to give oral traditions special attention because it is through the analysis of such narratives that the dynamics of the Mozambican sociocultural systems are ably captured and articulated.

The Portuguese not only colonized Mozambique; they were also instrumental in the coming of Christian missionaries who came to play a vital role in promoting Western education. The Roman Catholic Church became the dominant Christian denomination in Mozambique. In the desire to spread the gospel to the local communities, the church abhorred and discouraged African customs and practices. Drama and plays in the few mission schools were parochial because they depicted Africans as being in need of salvation, thereby condemning the hitherto existing African religious practices. Africans were assigned the roles of biblical characters such as Lucifer and Judas. This conservatism and prejudice by the church was embraced by the Portuguese secular writers who in turn used their literary skills to espouse the benevolence of the colonial system and to perpetuate the myth of the unsophisticated African. This genre called vaudeville represented by literary scholars Carlos da Silva and Alexander Cabral Campos in their celebrated works Adventurers of a Hero and the Thatched Hut of Mozambique, respectively, was meant for the Portuguese audience. It thrived almost unchallenged until well into the 1950s, when Alfonso Riberio published Three Arrows Pointing to the Future in 1959. This is not surprising because the Portuguese censored works that did not conform to the preferred colonial narrative. Riberio’s work was subsequently followed by Lindo Lihongo’s The Engagement or the Dramatic Discourse about the Purchasing of a Bride in 1971. The import of these works lies in the fact that they not only challenged vaudeville and its romanticized colonial patronage but also emphasized objectivity by presenting an alternative social formation that had been marginalized in colonial literature. However, the attainment of independence did not necessarily end use of political censorship. This is because Samora Machel, the first president of independent Mozambique, was focused on building a socialist society patronized by the FRELIMO party. Plays that were produced were manipulated to further the agenda of the one-party system. Ideological conformity was the enforced norm. Literary scholars such as Orlando Mendes saw their works as aimed at enhancing national unity at a time the country was engulfed in a civil war.

Colonial violence and the struggle for independence have been the focus of a number of works, both in poetry and novels. Jorge Rebello, in his widely acclaimed book of poems When Bullets Begin to Flower, and Jose Craveirinha, in his best seller Karingana Karingana, have contributed enormously to the development of poetry that focuses on the theme of violence in the colonial and postcolonial periods. Meanwhile, Noemia de Souza and Valente Malangatana’s poems focus on the theme of women and motherhood. In the realm of fiction, Mozambican literature is predominantly a postcolonial affair as exemplified by Mio Couto’s Voices Made Night, Lina Magaia’s Dumba Nengue: Run for Your Life, and Lilia Momple’s Neighbors: The Story of Murder.

Media

The media in Mozambique for much of the 20th century was restricted and operated within the limits set by the government. This is not only a history that dates back to the colonial era, but one that was also enforced by the FRELIMO government after the attainment of independence in 1975. It was the 1990 constitution that liberalized the political process and allowed for media freedom. One of the major shortcomings of Portuguese colonial rule was its inability to foster education. Again, the situation hardly changed in the immediate period after independence. The liberation as well as the civil war, which bedeviled the country for well over a decade after 1975, devastated the country and disrupted education. Literacy levels remained fairly low, thus resulting in depressed sales of newspapers even with entrenchment of media freedom in the constitution.

Most of the major newspapers are published in Portuguese. Noticias, which was founded in 1918 and is one of the oldest and most popular newspapers, has a circulation of between 50,000 and 75,000. Another major newspaper, Diaro do Mozambique, has a circulation that is below 50,000. The numbers are relatively low when against the size of population. There are a couple of newspapers whose circulation falls below 25,000 such as Zambezi, Metical, Fim de Semena, and Canal de Mozambique, among other independent papers that emerged after the liberation of the media in 1990.

Mozambican newspapers focus on political developments and commentaries, economic news, social lifestyles, and classified sections where sales are advertised ranging from cars to homes. Gleaning various sections of the daily papers gives one a glimpse of the day’s state of society. Investigative journalism has been instrumental in exposing economic scandals such as fraud and embezzlement of public funds. However, such revelations are not without risks. The death of Carlos Cardos, the former editor of Metical, at the young age of 48 in 2000 was largely attributed to his reporting on scandals that touched on prominent people in public life.

Newspapers and magazines are still largely confined to urban areas, especially the major ones. This leaves much of the countryside with hardly any access to print media. It is against this backdrop that there have been attempts to promote vernacular newspapers with a view to reaching more people in the rural areas. All media—newspapers, magazines, radios, and televisions—are indispensable tools in spreading word and working in partnership with government and nongovernment organizations in educating the public on health awareness.

The emergence of alternative sources of information such as the Internet, Twitter, and Facebook are beginning to change the way newspapers and magazines operate. While Mozambicans’ access to the Internet is generally low at the present time, its growth over the past decade is instructive of a general trend that is evident across the continent of Africa. According to the Internet World Statistics, Mozambique had 30,000 Internet users in 2000. By 2013, the number had increased to 1,333,375, representing 5.4 percent of the population. With the introduction of smartphones and government efforts to expand connectivity to the rural areas, it is obvious that print media will need to reinvent itself in order to succeed in what will be a competitive environment. Indeed, some of the newspapers can now be accessed online. A number of companies, especially those in the leisure and tourist industry, use Web pages for advertising their services and can thus be contacted online. E-commerce is likely to gain momentum in the near future. In a nutshell, information technology is an attractive investment sector in Mozambique that will see tremendous job growth in the next couple of years.

Radio and television were for a long time under the firm grip of the government. Radio Mozambique was owned by the FRELIMO government, which controlled the flow of information. It also covered most of the country because the transmitters and stations were situated in various parts of the country in order to ensure its monopolistic hold on society. Radio Mozambique was basically a government mouthpiece through which the party policies and positions on critical issues were propagated to the citizenry. There was only one television station, TVM, which was also controlled by the government. Television reception in the rural areas was fairly limited. However, the liberation of the media injected competition into the sector. Consequently, independent and privately owned radio and television stations were established. Radio stations such as Encontro, Xai Xai, Radio Paz, and RDP Africa became very popular as alternatives to the state-controlled Radio Mozambique. Television Miramar and RTP Africa also emerged as independent stations. The 1990 constitution marked a milestone in the history of media in Mozambique. And the Internet is broadening the changes as well. A number of radio stations based in Maputo such as Radio RM SFM, Radio Mozambique, Radio Cidade, LM Radio, and Radio Maria Mozambique are streamed live online and can be accessed from anywhere in the world via the Internet.
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Namibia
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Quick Facts

Capital: Windhoek. Since independence its population has exploded. In 1996, population was 180,000 and, by 2013, it stood at approximately 330,000.

Major Cities: Gobabis, Grootfontein, Katima Mulilo, Keetmanshoop, Khorixas, Luderitz, Mariental, Okahandja, Omaruru, Oranjemund, Oshakati, Otjiwarongo, Rehoboth, Rundu, Swakopmund, Tsumeb, Walvis Bay

Population: 2.259 million (2012)

Languages: English, Oshivambo, Damara/Nama, Otjiherero, Afrikaans, RuKwangali, German

Government Type: Democratic

Ethnic Groups: Owambo, Kavango, Herero, HImba, Damara, Nama, Rehoboth Basters, coloureds, Caprivians, San, Tswana, Europeans

Religions: Christianity (90 percent); African Traditional Religions; Islam; Judaism



Introduction

Geography

Namibia lies on the southwestern coast of the African continent, stretching well into the interior, with Angola, Zambia, Zimbabwe, and South Africa as neighbors. With a total landmass of 824,292 square kilometers, Namibia is the 34th largest country in the world. Namibia can be divided into four key topographic areas: the coastal Namib Desert, the Bushveld, the Great Escarpment, and the Kalahari Desert. The Kalahari Desert, which extends into Botswana as well as South Africa, is probably the most well-known landscape, with images of Namibia typically showing scenes from the Kalahari. Many geographers decline to term the Kalahari a desert because in significant parts of it, such as in the Karoo and in other places, the terrain looks little like any traditional image conjured by the word “desert” and one finds plants and animals typically not able to inhabit desert terrains. The Namib, site of some of the highest and most colorful—including shades of pink, red, and orange—dunes in the world, includes the Skeleton Coast, the Diamond Coast, and the Namib-Naukluft National Park; stretching from the border with Angola in the north into South Africa in the south; the Namib is believed by geologists to be the oldest desert in the world.


Namibian Independence

Namibia was the last African country to attain its independence. Namibian rebels fought a long war of independence against South African white minority rule. South Africa captured Namibia from the German colonial government in 1915 and, at the end of the war, the League of Nations granted South Africa authority to “administer” what was then known as South West Africa. Over the subsequent decades, the South African government resolutely refused to give up Namibia; instead, the government imposed ever-harsher policies of segregation and repression. In 1960, the South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO) was founded by Andimba Toivo ya Toivo and Sam Nujoma. SWAPO soon became the dominant resistance organization. In 1989, SWAPO won the first free and democratic elections, taking over the reins of government. SWAPO has won every election since then, leading to worries about what appears to be effectively a one-party state, despite the fact that the constitution guarantees multiparty democratic elections.



Geographically, Namibia is an extraordinary country. Apart from its extreme aridity and sparse population, Namibia is home to the largest sand dunes in the world as well as home, in the Karoo region of the Kalahari Desert (also known as the Succulent Karoo), to one-third of all the succulents in the entire world. The extreme aridity in the Namib Desert makes human existence there incredibly challenging. Although rainfall is mostly sparse, fog is frequent, providing moisture to the plants and animals that do live in the desert. The national symbol of Namibia, the Welwitschia mirabilis, is found only in northern half of the Namib (in Angola and Namibia). The odd-looking Welwitschia, which is the only plant in its class, can grow for hundreds of years and grows only two “true” (in botanical terms) leaves. The Namib-Naukluft National Park, the largest game reserve in Africa, is located in the Namib. Namibia’s highest mountain, the Brandenberg Massif, is located in northwestern Namib Desert. The Brandberg mountain range is noted for its rock art, some of it dating back millennia, including the most famous rock painting, the White Lady; thousands of other rock paintings may be seen in Brandenberg.
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The Brandberg Mountains in Damaraland Nature Reserve. The Brandberg Range is a western segment of the Great Escarpment, a system of mountains and cliffs which runs along the western, southern, and eastern edges of Southern Africa’s central plateau. (David South/Alamy)

People and Ethnicity

With a population of over 2 million, Namibia is the second least densely populated country in the world. Namibia is a multiethnic and multireligious country, with the Ovambo making up about half of the total population. Scholars typically identify at least 11 distinct ethnic groups in Namibia: Ovambo, Kavango, Herero, Damara, Caprivian, Nama, European, Coloured, Tswana, Baster, and San. However, under these groups, there are numerous subgroups that identify as distinct ethnic communities, making the population map of Namibia complicated, especially as there are often conflicting accounts as to how various groups relate to each other. For example, the Mbanderu and Tjimba are usually considered subgroups of the Herero, but sometimes they are listed distinctly; the Himba are occasionally considered a distinct group, but typically they are subsumed under “Herero.” Kavango and Caprivi are regions and there are in fact distinct ethnic communities in the Kavango and the Caprivi peninsula.

The Oshivambo-speaking people, who are by far the largest ethnic group in Namibia, belong to distinct geopolitical subgroups. Before colonial rule, there were a number of independent Oshivambo kingdoms in Namibia and Angola, and Ovambo people today continue to locate themselves within specific kingdoms. The most important Oshivambo kingdom in the early 20th century was Kwanyama, and today roughly one-third of all Ovambo consider themselves Kwanyama. Of the dozen Ovambo kingdoms in existence in the late 19th century, four are located primarily within Angola. The Ovambo dominate the country not only numerically, but also politically; the preponderance of Ovambo in positions of authority is, in part, a natural reflection of their percentage in the total population; however, some argue that the fact that the homelands of the Ovambo were the central theaters of resistance to white minority South African rule positioned the Ovambo to assume prime positions in the postapartheid period.

The Herero are the second largest ethnic group in Namibia. The oral traditions of the Herero state that they entered into the area of modern-day Namibia in the 16th century from the Rift Valley in East Africa. The Herero were traditionally cattle-rearing pastoralists, following a seminomadic lifestyle. The Himba, Tjimba, and Mbanderu are often considered subgroups of the Herero; most, however, place the Himba under a separate category. At the beginning of the 20th century the Herero, victims along with the Nama, were decimated as a result of an attempted genocide by the German army. Scholars estimate that genocidal campaign by the German colonial government wiped out some 80 percent of the Herero population. For decades, the descendants of the survivors of the genocide have insisted that Germany must pay reparations to them for the killings and for the loss of lands seized by the German colonial government, as Germany does to the victims of the Holocaust. Germany has steadfastly refused. Herero women are famed for their national dress, its style adapted from the outfits worn by 19th-century European missionaries.

Some scholars identify the Kavango (rather than the Herero) as the second largest ethnic group in Namibia; for others, the various subgroups that claim the Kavango as ancestral homeland belong to distinct ethnic groups and should not be classed as a single ethnic group. As noted above, Kavango and Caprivi are geographic regions, and the inhabitants of these places are often described as “Caprivians” and “Kavango” or “RuKavango.” However, in both of these regions there are distinct, self-identified ethnic communities; indeed, Caprivi is often said to the most ethnically diverse region of the country. The five kingdoms of the Kavango region are divided into 10 traditional authorities. Matrlineality is widely practiced among the groups in the Kavango Region, and among some of the groups (such as the Shambyu) rulership passes down mother to daughter typically. The peoples of Kavango are known throughout Namibia for their fine woodwork.

Languages

There is no consensus on the total number of languages spoken in Namibia; all agree, however, that given its relatively small total population, Namibia presents a complex language map. English is the official language of Namibia, but it is the mother tongue of a very tiny minority of Namibians. Afrikaans and Oshivambo are spoken more widely in the country. Most Namibians are multilingual. It is estimated that well under 5 percent of the population speak English at home, but English is increasingly the lingua franca of the younger generation (who study in English at the secondary and tertiary levels); Oshivambo, however, remains the most widely spoken language. Among the older generation (those born and adult before independence), Afrikaans is the most widely spoken second language. Afrikaans is spoken as a mother tongue by about 10 percent of the population while less than 1 percent speak English or German as their primary language. Some consider it ironic that English, which has the smallest number of native speakers, should be the official language. However, an understanding of Namibia’s history and its complex language heritage is necessary to appreciate the decision to make English the sole official language, striking off Afrikaans from that position.

Namibia is one of only a handful of African countries to have had different European colonial languages. Between 1884 and 1915, German was the official language of colonial German South West Africa; from 1915 until 1990, when Namibia was under South African rule, Afrikaans and English were the official languages. During the South African occupation, however, Afrikaans was the preferred language of the government. For those opposed to the repressive and segregationist policies of the South African government, a rejection of Afrikaans was seen as integral to resisting the oppression. While still fighting for independence, South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO), with the assistance of the UN, published a policy paper in 1981 entitled “Toward a Language Policy for Namibia: English as the Official Language.”


Sam “Shafishuna” (“Lightning”) Nujoma (1929– )

Sam Nujoma was the first president of Namibia; he is widely referred to as “the father of the nation.” Born to Ovambo parents in 1929 in Okahao, Nujoma was the eldest of 11 children. His mother was a member of the Uukwambi royal household. Nujoma started his schooling at the local Finnish missionary primary school in Okahao. He began waged labor when he moved to Walvis Bay at age 17. Subsequently, he continued his education at a night school in Windhoek while still a young migrant worker. Nujoma entered into labor union and political activism in Windhoek, taking part in various organizations, including the Ovambo People’s Organisation (OPO), of which he was a founding member. OPO was the precursor of SWAPO. Nujoma took part in the 1959 demonstrations against the government’s forced removals; he was arrested but managed to flee into exile. Following a brief return to Namibia and then forced deportation, Nujoma and his SWAPO colleagues, greatly assisted by African leaders throughout the continent, embarked on the armed resistance to the South African government. Victory would not come until 1989, when Nujoma returned to Namibia to start a new career as president of the country the following year. He served three five-year terms. After his third term as president ended in 2005, Nujoma enrolled as a student at the University of Namibia (Unam).



The government recognizes the following 13 as national languages: Oshikwanyama, Oshindonga, Rukwangali, Otjiherero, Rugciriku, Thimbuksushu, Silozi, Setswana, Khoekohegowab, Nama, English, Afrikaans, and German. It is worth noting that some linguists class the first two languages as a single language (Oshivambo) or part of a single language group. Linguists typically classify the speech of the Himba (Otjihimba) and Ovambenderu (spoken by the Mbanderu) as variants of the Otjiherero language.

Linguists do not agree on the total number of languages spoken in Namibia. This absence of consensus is in large part due to the fact that what one person considers a single language group with different dialects someone else may consider a series of distinct languages. Another factor is that some languages (or dialects) appear to be merging together, either as a result of government policy, or without any particular and directed intervention, that is, as a result of processes that can be described as natural. For example, in the Kavango region where a number of different communities have maintained distinct languages, the consistent use of only one to produce government documents and on the radio has effectively marginalized the other languages; however, these latter languages sometimes provide loanwords to what is becoming a regional lingua franca.

Namibia has at least 10 distinct linguistic groupings: Oshivambo, Otjiherero, Kavango, Caprivian, Damara/Nama, Setwana, Afrikaans, German, English, and San languages. As noted above, Caprivi and Kavango are, properly speaking, geographic designations, and within these regions, there are multiple self-identified ethnic communities speaking distinct languages. The practice of identifying a “Caprivian” or “Kavango” ethnic or linguistic group is a shorthand that can mask the reality on the ground. In a similar fashion, the label “San” designates groups that self-identify themselves discretely; for example, there are Ju/’hoansi, !Kung, and Naro. Some prefer to distinguish between Nama and Damara; most choose to use the term Nama-Damara or Damara-Nama, Khoekhoe or Khoekhoegowab; San languages such as Ju/’hoan and !Kung are typically distinguished under the label Khoesan. While the languages of the San and Damara/Nama are generally considered as distinct, those who speak these languages are often grouped under a single ethnic label as “Khoisan.”

In the Caprivi the following languages are spoken: Setawana (a subcategory of Setswana), Thimbukushu (considered a Kavango language), Cisubiya, Chifwe, Shiyeyi, Chitotela, Cimbalangwe, and Silozi. Only the latter six are typically classified as “Caprivian languages”; Silozi is the most widely spoken language in the Caprivi as it is the language used on the radio and in school texts; it has achieved a status as the de facto lingua franca of the Caprivi. Silozi is also spoken in Zambia; indeed some in the Caprivi oppose the widespread use of Silozi in schools, sometimes making the argument that Silozi is not an indigenous language of the area, but one brought by Barotse (Lozi) conquerors from Zambia.

Religion

With 90 percent of the population identifying as Christian, Namibia is the African country with the largest percentage of Christians. While Christianity is the dominant religion in Namibia, other religious expressions are represented. Of the overwhelming majority of Namibians that identify as Christian, Lutherans constitute by far the largest single denomination. There are three main Lutheran groups in Namibia: the Evangelical Lutheran Ovambo-Kavango Church in Namibia (ELCIN), the Evangelical Lutheran Church of the Republic of Namibia (ELCRN) and the German Evangelical Lutheran Church (GELC, also known as the DELK, following its German acronym). The German-speaking GELC is by far the smallest of the three Lutheran bodies in Namibia, a continuing evidence of Namibia’s German colonial heritage.
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Parishioners gather at an evangelical church in Swakopmund. The majority of Namibians identify as Christian, and evangelical denominations are quite influential. (Atlantide Phototravel/Corbis)

The ELCIN, which is the largest church in Namibia, is also the church to which most Ovambo, the largest single-ethnic community, are likely to belong. The ELCIN dates from the late 19th century when Finnish missionaries opened their first mission station. Namibia’s second largest church is the ELCRN, which is also the second-largest Lutheran church in the country. The ELCRN has its strongest presence in central and southern areas of Namibia, in lands considered as the heartlands of the Hereros and Namas.

For a long time, the various Namibian mainline churches were led by Europeans. Although all these churches were founded by European missionaries, Namibians played an important role in the evangelical success of each of these churches from the very beginning. The first church in Namibia was founded in 1805 in the town of Warmbad in the south by two German brothers who belonged to the London Missionary Society. Following the death of one brother, the surviving brother worked with the help of a South African “Cape Coloured” for several years. The much more celebrated German Heinrich Schmelen, also a member of the London Missionary Society, was married to a Nama woman, Zara. Zara played an enormous role as her husband’s assistant, especially in the work of translating the Gospels into Nama. The names of most of the Africans who worked as assistants, interpreters, and missionaries in their own right alongside the European missionaries remain largely unknown. One notable exception is Dr. Leonard Auala (1908–1983), the first Namibian-born bishop. A member of the ELCIN, Auala played an important role not only in the church but was an outspoken critic of the South African occupation of Namibia (1915–1990). With Reverend Gowaseb, Auala coauthored the famous 1971 Open Letter to the South African government.

Catholics make up between 10 and 20 percent of the total Namibian population, making them the second most important religious community after the Lutherans. The Catholic Church in Namibia consists of three dioceses: Keetmanshoop in the south; Rundu in the northeast; and Windhoek, which is the largest diocese stretching from the area of the capital and Khomas into Ovamboland in the northwest, to the border with Botswana in the east. There are several missionary orders of sisters and priests in Namibia, including Benedictine Sisters, Missionary Sisters of the Most Sacred Heart, the Maryknowll Fathers, and the Oblates of Saint Francis de Sales. The Catholic Church runs a large number of preprimary, primary, and secondary schools as well as clinics and hospitals throughout the country.

Apart from Lutherans and Catholics, other mainline churches to be found in Namibia include the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC). New churches are gaining rapid ground in Namibia. Many are “African independent” churches; others are affiliated with church bodies in other parts of the world, including the United States. Pastors from around the world, including other parts of Africa, regularly travel to Namibia for rallies and other faith-based initiatives. Televangelism too brings Namibians into contact with churches and pastors that are popular internationally, such as Pastor John Hagee of Cornerstone Church in San Antonio, Texas, and Benson Idahosa of God Mission, Benin City, Nigeria. Bishop T. D. Jakes of the Potter’s House and Billy Graham are well known to Namibian viewers. Nigerian-born evangelists, such as Mathew Ashimolowo, T. B. Joshua and Pastor Chris Oyakhilome, have visited and preached in Namibia.

Sam Nujoma, founding president of Namibia, declared at one time that the only churches he recognized as legitimate were the three major mainline ones: the Lutheran family, the Catholic Church, and the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church. However, with large numbers of Namibians turning to the new churches, it is no longer so easy to dismiss them. Indeed, some pastors in mainline churches are seeking ways to offer those services and address the concerns, which propel their members to join other churches. For example, in 2012, a Lutheran church in Rehoboth staged a casting out of demons. While many members of the congregation welcomed the event, church leaders in Windhoek, the capital, were not at all pleased and deemed such practices unorthodox and contrary to Lutheran praxis. In 2014, both the Catholic authorities and ELCIN authorities were called in by parents to pray at an Omusati School, which they believed was being haunted by a demonic spirit. When the prayers of these churches were deemed unsuccessful, parents searched for more efficacious churches. These anecdotes illustrate two points: first, mainline churches do in fact often engage in exorcisms, and second, believers will turn to other churches when they deem their own church ineffective.

While the vast majority of Namibians identify as Christian, elements of pre-Christian indigenous beliefs continue to be of relevance. In studies of Christianity in Africa, such indigenous beliefs are often portrayed as “backsliding” or even as threats to Christianity; it is more useful to recall that religious beliefs must always take root in preexisting societies and do not encounter peoples—converts and adherents—as tabula rasa. The important place reserved for ancestors in most Namibian societies is in great contrast to Western European societies; yet the incorporation of ancestor reverence is not necessarily antithetical to core Christian principles. Namibians see a connection between the health of the body and the health of the spirit; this idea is present too in European Christian communities too where praying for and seeking divine intervention for the sick is not considered unusual. Following death, some go on to become ancestral spirits, thereby continuing to play an active role in the life of the community. As the famous Kenyan political scientist and public intellectual Ali Mazrui once remarked, “Death is simply a change of address.” A small minority of Namibians have never embraced Christianity or any other Abrahamic religion, and such people are usually members of San and Himba communities.

In 2014, the Windhoek Hebrew Congregation celebrated its 90th anniversary. The Jewish population in Namibia is very small, but prominent in business and the arts. The largest privately held business conglomerate was owned, until his death in 2012, by Lithuanian-born Harold Pupkewitz, widely regarded as the richest Namibian ever. Several notable Jewish personalities played a pivotal role in the decades of resistance to South African apartheid rule. Many Namibian Jews have connections with the much larger South African Jewish community. The Jewish population has been increasing recently as a result of the arrival of a handful of immigrants from Israel and Belgium involved in the diamond-polishing business.

There is also a small, but growing, Muslim population. Some Muslims are immigrants or the children of immigrants, but it appears that the greatest number of this tiny religious minority belong to Namibia’s indigenous ethnic communities. There is an imposing Islamic Center in Windhoek.

Social Customs

Namibia is a multiracial and multiethnic society, and so customs sometimes vary greatly, depending on the place and the person(s) involved. For example, among the Ovambo, who are matrilineal, an individual is likely to be much closer to his or her mother’s relatives than to his father’s and may participate in the activities of the matrilineal kin to a much greater extent. Generally, Namibian kin networks are extensive, and foreigners may be surprised at the large number of people an individual addresses as “sister,” “brother,” or even “mother” and “father.” In most instances, all of these relations are not members of one’s nuclear family but include cousins, aunts, and uncles. Respect for elders is the norm—whatever the ethnic group—and young people are brought up to have respect for their elders as well as those in authority. The practice of addressing older men and women by the Oshivambo terms tate and meme, respectively, is widespread throughout the country. As is common all over Africa, in Namibia people can appear to spend quite a lot of time in greeting each other. This is especially true in rural areas. Even when someone enters a place of business, such as a canteen or a kiosk, owner and customer may exchange greetings before getting to any business.

Ceremonies to mark key moments in the life of an individual—such as birth, transition to adulthood, marriage, and death—are typically communal affairs, bringing together family members, friends, and community members. Today, many rites of passage into adulthood that were common a century ago have either been marginalized, abandoned, or radically transformed. As well as occasions that mark the life of individuals, communities also hold celebrations to mark important significant occasions on the community’s calendar, for example, harvest, historical events, or the installation or funeral of a chief. Some Namibian communities have monarchical institutions and monarchs, who are recognized by the state, perform public functions and are held in high esteem. Much of the power of Namibia’s monarchs is ritual, although a few do retain certain tangible privileges.

Funerals are important because death is an important moment of transition, significant for the deceased as well as the living, and disputes by family—or even community—members over the deceased’s status may delay a funeral, sometimes for a significant length of time. The funeral rites of Namibians vary, depending on ethnic community, social status, economic status, age, and religious affiliation. Among some Ovambo peoples, monarchs are buried in a sacred royal grove. Among the Ovambo, cattle play almost as important a role in the funeral as they do in marriages. In the past, the death of an Ovambo was supposed to be followed by the killing of all his cattle. Cattle are important for most Namibians, especially the Ovambo, Himba, and Herero. Cattle are signs of wealth and status; cattle also provide food and drink. Rituals often surround the treatment of cattle, whether in the rearing, slaughter, or consumption. Cattle herding is typically the prerogative of boys while girls assist their mothers at home, in cultivating, gathering, and preparing food. When a Christian dies among the Ovambo, there is a church service and wake the day before the funeral. On the day of the funeral, there is a church service then a burial, followed by a gathering at the home of the deceased or the relatives of the deceased. The corpse is placed in a fetal position prior to burial. The actual location of the corpse is determined by the age and sex of the deceased; married women are buried among their matrilineal kin. To communicate with their ancestors, the Herero use a “holy fire” for all important rituals, including funerals.

Like funerals, weddings bring together family and friends from different age and income brackets. Marriage customs vary, depending on the ethnic identities of the couple marrying as well as the ways in which they wish to combine the religious, the local, and the imported. Many marriages take place over a three-day weekend, culminating with the church wedding on Sunday, followed by a reception. Among the Herero, cross-cousin marriage is considered the ideal union. Since the Herero consider children of two same-sex siblings as siblings, marriages between the children of same-sex siblings are not allowed. In other words, the children of a sister and a brother may marry (and this is the preferred form of marriage), but the children of two sisters or two brothers may not marry as these offspring are considered siblings and not cousins.


Education

At independence, the Namibian government inherited an educational system based on the apartheid policies of its predecessor. Even while in exile, SWAPO had focused much of its attention and resources on education and planning for the overhaul of the educational system in Namibia. Almost three decades after independence, the government continues to have one of the highest percentages of GDP spending on education. Education is compulsory for 10 years (from age 6 to 16). However, in rural communities and among the small nomadic population, access to schools is difficult or impossible. Namibia has a high literacy rate. Yet, the quality of education of Namibia is widely seen as inadequate, with many pointing to the language policy as a major source of problems. In the first three years of schooling, pupils are supposed to be taught in their mother tongue, with a switch to learning in English, the official language, in the fourth grade. Educational materials in Namibian languages are not always adequate, and pupils as well as teachers are sometimes unable to make the transition to English.



School attendance for young people is high, although many drop out early and even more attend only seasonally as they have to help their families with farming or pastoral obligations. Families living in communities far from any town typically send their children to boarding school. Most Namibian young people attend state-owned schools; there are, however, private schools, some of them with boarding facilities. Boarding schools are relatively common in Namibia as there are many rural communities that are small and isolated. Thus, to meet the need of many children living in communities that are small and/or isolated, the government as well as private institutions provide boarding schools. In Namibia boarding schools are not just for the wealthy.

Lifestyle and Leisure

A great deal of social life revolves around celebrations such as weddings. Weddings can last several days and involve multiple locations! For those who live in town, parties, eating out, and going to clubs are all possibilities for entertainment. For the slightly more than half of the population that lives in rural areas, much of their time is taken up by attending to the daily necessities of life: attending to crops and animals, fetching water, preparing food. In much of the country, water scarcity is a real issue; whether one is primarily involved in cultivation or in tending cattle, assuring access to adequate water is a primary occupation. The tenor of rural life does not always leave much time for leisure activities, but even in the smallest villages, young and old will sometimes gather for storytelling or other forms of conviviality. Rural communities also have festivals or other celebrations that mark the annual calendar: some have to do with the agricultural cycle, others may commemorate a historical moment, such as the merger of two communities or the building of a church. The installation or funeral of chiefs are major events in the various chiefdoms of the country. For younger people, their leisure activities are dictated by location, interests, and their parents’ or guardians’ economic background. Namibia has one of the highest income disparities in the world. For those of lesser means living in small rural communities, there may be little time for leisure activities.

As the cultural center of the country, Windhoek offers many more opportunities for entertainment than other towns. However, all the major towns have a calendar of activities, from festivals to musical concerts to theatrical productions, showcasing local as well as out-of-town, and even overseas, talent. Even the smallest towns have a watering spot where adults may gather to socialize or drink; such shops also sell supplies such as tinned milk, matches, soap, and other basic necessities. People in larger towns have many more opportunities for leisure activities. There are cafes, bars, restaurants, and musical performances by one of the many Namibian pop stars or foreign entertainers; only Swakopmund and Windhoek have cinemas, the latter having a modern multiplex. In both places the movies are typically very up-to-date Hollywood films. The purchase and rental of videos tends to be limited also only to those in towns, and different organizations screen films either occasionally or regularly, although this tends to happen mostly in Windhoek.

With such a high Christian population, Sundays are busy for churches; church attendance in Namibia is high. Christmas holidays are important, with many families traveling long distances to spend the time with relatives and friends in their ancestral homes. Apart from attending religious services, many people are involved in social groups and activities through their church.

Camping and fishing are very popular in Namibia. Friends and family may go away for camping, taking their supplies to assure a good braai or poetjke (see below in the Cuisine section). Every kind of sporting activity can be found in Namibia; although in some sports there tends to be racial segregation, which is not legally enforced but occurs as a matter of historical tradition and, sometimes, issues of access. Rugby, popular throughout the country, has remained a sport watched largely by the European minority. Few blacks participate in gymnastics. For the offspring of affluent parents, a host of expensive pursuits are readily available, from quad biking and wind and sea surfing, to horse riding.

Cycling is also popular and is less racially segregated than rugby, but it does tend to be a sport for those with means. Not all sports require expensive equipment or specialized gear; soccer is by far the most popular sport in the country, for spectators and also as a participatory sport. One can often see young children playing soccer in an improvised setting, with or without shoes. Boxing is a popular spectator sport, and Namibia has had a number of pugilists who have made a name for themselves throughout the years. As leisure-time activities, sports allow individuals the choice of participating or merely being spectators. Outside the sporting arena, there are numerous choices for those who prefer to be spectators, and this includes watching television, listening to the radio, attending theatrical or other performances, or simply “hanging out” with friends.

Employment

Slightly more than half of all Namibians live in rural communities, where they farm and maintain livestock as well as small animals such as chickens. Cattle, which play such an important role in the cultural lives of Namibians, are also a key item in the Namibian export sector. Millet, sorghum, and peanuts are among the chief agricultural products of Namibia. While mining is extremely important to the Namibian state for its ability to bring hard currency into the national coffers, it is the rural communities who produce most of Namibia’s gross domestic product (GDP). Namibia’s GDP is relatively high when compared to the rest of Africa; however, Namibia is the country with one of the highest income inequalities in the world. A high unemployment rate has been the case for many years, thus the vast majority of those who live in towns struggle to meet the daily requirements of life. Many are self-employed, for example, selling prepared foods, operating barbershops and beauty salons, or operating a small stall in a market.
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Ore processing at a De Beers diamond mine. Since massive deposits were discovered during the 19th century, diamonds have become an important source of revenue for a number of southern African states. (Dwayne Senior/Newscom)

Discussions about the Namibian economy invariably turn to mining because of its importance in terms of earnings, even though the industry employs only a tiny fraction of the total workforce. Diamonds, which were first discovered in Kolmanskop (Kolmanskuppe), near Lüderitz in 1908 by Zacharias Lewala, are mined on- and offshore in Namibia. Diamonds have been the chief source of export earnings in Namibia for several years. According to the government, more than 50 percent of the country’s foreign income earnings come from mined minerals, with diamonds making up 70 percent of those minerals. In addition to diamonds, uranium, copper, silver, gold, zinc, lead, and tin are also mined in Namibia. Diamond mining is a dangerous and strictly controlled business; access to the diamond mining areas is tightly restricted, with stringent controls to assure that workers do not carry diamonds out on their bodies or clothing, intentionally or otherwise.

The coastal waters around Namibia used to hold some of the richest stocks of fish to be found anywhere in the world. Unfortunately, this made the area a major target for fish pirates from countries as far away as Japan, China, Spain, and other European countries. Mackerel, anchovies, and hake are the main fish in Namibian coastal waters. Fish and fish products account for about one-fifth of the economy, although there are continuing concerns about the overfishing of already severely depleted fish stocks by legal as well as pirate trawlers. Foreign fishing trawlers from Europe and the United States began fishing in Namibian waters as early as the 18th century.

Another important export is the pelt from the karakul sheep. Indigenous to Central Asia, the karakul sheep appears to have been introduced into the country by German settlers in the early 20th century. Namibia’s karakul pelts are known as swakara, and they are used by internationally known designers. In Namibia, swakara is referred to as “black gold.” The breeding of karakul sheep for their pelts has attracted the attention of antifur and animal rights protesters. Supporters, on the other hand, often point to the high unemployment rate in Namibia and insist that karakul breeding and harvesting in Namibia meet strict ethical guidelines.

Leather goods (from karakul sheep and other animals), basketry and woven goods, masks and carvings, pottery, and shell and other jewelry are some of the made-in-Namibia items visitors are most likely to purchase. Tourism and related service industries are becoming increasingly important. In 2008, tourism contributed almost 20 percent to the country’s GNP; the previous year almost a million tourists visited Namibia. Many in the service industry are self-employed (or underemployed). Industries that require little capital to initiate attract entrepreneurs most easily, and complaints are rife in Namibian communities and in the media about the prevalence of vendors making and selling home brew in market stalls, cuca shops, and shebeens.

South Africa is Namibia’s main trade partner, with about 80 percent of all Namibian imports coming from that country. As the regional superpower, South African economic clout is visible throughout the country, with most chain stores (for example, Shoprite and Spar) being South African owned. In 2008, China became Africa’s second largest trade partner after the European Union, pushing the United States to third place. The Chinese presence in Namibia is readily visible; by the end of 2010, international news reports were announcing that China had become Africa’s chief trade partner, providing more loans to so-called emerging (or “developing”) countries, including those in Africa, than the World Bank. Some Chinese firms provide job and training opportunities; however, other Chinese companies import their own workers from China, leading to popular discontent in a country with a huge unemployment problem. In recent years, the government has undertaken major projects to increase transportation capabilities in the country. This effort has targeted road networks as well as sea and air routes. Port facilities at Walvis Bay were improved in the last decade of the last century, and the Namibian Airports Company has targeted Walvis Bay Airport for major improvements in order to transform it into the country’s second international airport.


Harold Pupkewitz (1915–2012)

During his life, Harold Pupkewitz, a businessman and philanthropist, held the distinction of being the wealthiest Namibian. Born in Vilnius (Lithuania), Pupkewitz and his family moved to what was then German South West Africa in 1925. Educated in Namibia and South Africa, Pupkewitz began his career working for his father but would go on to build a diverse conglomerate. Pupkewitz was very active in Windhoek’s small Jewish community, attending services regularly throughout his life. Pupkewitz won a battle against the attempt by some Swakopmund residents to commemorate Hitler’s birthday in the late 1990s. The Polytechnic of Namibia business school is named after Pupkewitz.



Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Since its independence in 1990, Namibia has been ruled by SWAPO-led governments. SWAPO was the key organization in the fight against white minority colonial rule. At its 2013 Party Congress, SWAPO passed a resolution to adopt full gender parity at all levels of government. The Namibian constitution guarantees women gender equity; the reality, of course, is that men and women have different experiences at almost every level of society, from the home to the school to the workplace. Too often laws and resolutions are one thing while realities are another. In politics and public life, men are disproportionately represented in positions of authority; the prime minister has always been a man, and the House of Parliament is dominated by male representatives. While women assumed very important leadership positions in the liberation struggle, the most prominent leaders were men. Apart from the women who joined the resistance movement, of those Namibians that remained in the country (then Southwest Africa), women were often the most active supporters of the guerilla and underground fighters, surreptitiously providing them with food and support. While no Namibian woman has ever held the top position in the government, Namibian women are in fact in positions of great authority. Women serve as parliamentarians. There are women ministers, diplomats, chief executive officers, and judges.

Some communities have a history of, and continue to have, women monarchs. Ovambo women are often seen as the most “progressive” or “liberated” in Namibia. Some trace this to the fact that Ovambo communities were often at the forefront of the resistance to white minority rule and the Ovambo, men and women, were the most prominent and numerous in the fight against colonialism. Other commentators trace the roots of Ovambo women’s social status to the precolonial era, pointing to the fact that the Ovambo are matrilineal and women could and did enjoy positions as chiefs and rulers. Whatever the case, it is worth noting that the Ovambo are not the only groups who are matrilineal; indeed, matrilineality was widespread in precolonial Namibia. It is important to stress that as a general rule matrilineality does not necessarily indicate high social—or political—status for women as a group. In 2000, the government of Namibia passed the Traditional Authorities Act, a law that stipulated that traditional authorities were required to pursue gender equity.


Libertina Amathila (1940– )

Born in 1940, Amathila (née Appollus) is Namibia’s first qualified female medical doctor. Since 2005, Amathila has served as Namibia’s deputy prime minister. Amathila received her primary education in Namibia but completed her secondary education in South Africa. She then continued her postsecondary education in Europe, graduating from the Warsaw Medical Academy in 1959. She also obtained certificates from the London School of Tropical Medicine. She served in various capacities in SWAPO refugee camps in Angola and Tanzania and was appointed minister for health and social services in the first independent government, a position she held until she was appointed deputy prime minister in 2005.



Close to half of all households in urban Namibia are headed by women. In the countryside, women work outside the home, typically in agriculture, as well as inside the home. A high percentage of women 19 and under are mothers; when girls get pregnant while still at school, they typically drop out. Without adequate education, procuring a well-paying job is extremely unlikely. Some women who become mothers remain with their partners but do not wed because the costs of a wedding can be prohibitive, especially when the couple is struggling. Given the high costs of weddings, some couples simply cohabit. Even with some cohabiting couples, it is not uncommon to find the woman is the sole head of household due to migrant labor. Both women and men migrate for work, but men are much more likely to move to urban areas or to South Africa as migrant laborers. With many fathers engaged in migrant labor, away herding cattle, or simply absent from the picture, and with so many children born out of wedlock, Namibian women face enormous burdens. Single women and women heads of households face one set of challenges, which may not be the same problems faced by women in unhappy unions. Widows too have their own challenges. For example, they may find themselves destitute or in a strained situation after losing their spouse.

Marriage almost always involves both sides of the extended family, with the duration and nature of the ceremonies varying depending on a number of factors, including the economic situation of the newlyweds and of their family members. There are three types of marriage: church, civil, and customary, and individuals combine all or some of these in various ways. Weddings usually take place at the weekend and may last two days or longer, involving considerable expense. Typically, the traditional marriage begins on a Friday and is not over until Sunday; many couples combine the traditional and church ceremonies into a single weekend of festivities. Other couples marry in court, delaying the traditional and church weddings until they have saved up enough money. There is a great deal of feasting and merrymaking at wedding ceremonies: music, song, and dance play important roles at weddings, regardless of the ethnic group. Increasingly, those who have resources host weddings in which dozens of guests are entertained under tents, with live musicians and all sorts of revelry.

In some communities, it is expected that the bride should display a sense of reluctance in leaving her natal home to begin a new life as a married woman. These scenes may be acted out, even in instances when the bride and groom have already spent some time living together prior to the wedding. Among the Ovambo, cross-cousin marriage is considered the ideal, but this does not always happen, of course. Some researchers claim that in the 1970s half of all Ovambo marriages were of the cross-cousin type, that is, a man marries his father’s sister’s daughter. While most Ovambo groups allow, or prefer, cross-cousin marriages, marriage between two people belonging to the same matrilineal clan is not permitted, no matter how distant their blood relationship. After marriage, a woman continues to belong to her matrilineal kin and is not considered a member of her husband’s matrilineal kin, even though they may live among the latter. Married Ovambo women often spend long periods of time visiting and staying with their own matrilineal kin.

In contemporary Namibia, with its mix of so-called traditional laws and the civil judiciary, with its roots in the country’s European colonial heritage, women often find that they inherit neither from their spouse nor from their parents. Since independence several laws have been passed to protect women from disinheritance and prejudice, but laws are only effective when they are actually implemented. Couples who have a civil marriage are free to determine whether they want to commingle their assets or to keep them separate.

Matters related to marriage, divorce, and inheritance are governed by two distinct sets of legal codes: the civil and the customary. The result is that the two systems often clash. There is only one civil law, but there are different customary systems, depending on the ethnic community. Namibia has a remarkably low incidence of civil divorce due to the fact that getting a divorce is difficult, as “irreconcilable differences” are not sufficient grounds for a divorce. In order to get a divorce, the suing party must prove that the other spouse deserted the marriage or committed a “matrimonial offence.” If the accused insists that he or she does not want the marriage to end, no divorce is granted.

Groups working for the rights of women as well as sexual minorities are active in Namibia. Aggression against women, especially domestic violence, is an ongoing concern. Newspaper accounts report with regularity on the murder of women by male companions or ex-companions. Activist groups and the government have all been vocal in denouncing domestic violence and any sort of violence against women.

While the constitution guarantees gender equality, no provisions are provided for the special protection of sexual minorities. Indeed, the Combating of Immoral Practices Act 21 of 1980 specifically declared homosexuality illegal. Since independence, members of the SWAPO-led government have caused controversy on numerous occasions by making derogatory remarks about homosexuals and lesbians and describing it as “un-African.”

Cuisine

The diversity of the country is reflected in the diversity of its foods and cuisines. Nevertheless, there are a number of dishes and food items that are shared by most of the country’s ethnic communities. Namibia is a meat-loving country, and there are a number of meat dishes and snacks that are enjoyed throughout the country: biltong, kapana, potjie, and braai are universally enjoyed. The word braai is both a noun and a verb, and it describes the process of barbecuing meats (and accompaniments) as well as the gathering at which barbecued meats are the center of attraction. Biltong is dried meat, similar to jerky, although quite different in taste. Biltong is available throughout Southern Africa, and it may be made out of practically any meat; beef and ostrich are particularly popular. The meat is air-dried after being seasoned and marinated; beef, ostrich, springbok, kudu, and gemsbok may all be used to make biltong.

Another meat snack popular in Namibia is kapana. Kapana, a staple in townships (Katutura and Modisa, for example), is prepared by men, outdoors, often at markets or late-night snack stops. The men barbecue the meat with special spices and cut the meat into small pieces, which the customers then eat with fresh peppers, onions, and sauces. Potjie is a slow-simmered stew into which meats, vegetables, and even starches are added. Different people make their potjie in different ways, and even the same person will make the potjie in several different ways; indeed, often one just adds whatever is at hand. The potjie is cooked outdoors in a three-legged pot over an open fire, and usually it is done on the occasion of a family camping trip or a get-together to which friends have been invited. Friends and family drink and chat while waiting for the potjie to be finished.

Apart from meats, dairy, beans, and corn are important to the diet of most Namibians. Milk is plentiful as cattle rearing is an important aspect of the economy. Soured milk and yogurt are widely available. On a daily basis many Namibians eat mahangu (or pap), a thick porridge made of millet, sorghum, or corn, served with an accompaniment of stew, sauce, and grilled meats. There are many varieties of spinachlike leafy vegetables in Namibia, including one known for its sourness, and mahangu is often served with a sauce based on one of these green leafy vegetables. Maize porridge and sour milk are consumed widely in Namibia, even though many Namibians identify sour milk as indigenous to the Herero. The Herero oruhere—a mix of maize porridge and sour milk—can be found throughout the country. Sour milk served alone is known as omaere. The Ovambo are known for their extensive use of marula oil in their cooking.

Food plays a big part on special occasions such as weddings. For example, vet koek (fat cakes) are served at Herero weddings; they may also be purchased in markets and snack shops. Another bakery item that is popular throughout the country is the “Herero bread,” which is a sweet, soft white bread. Some food items are available locally seasonably, such as the famous termite-hill mushrooms that appear only after the first rains in the summer. Many San gather wild plants, including mushrooms, and hunt game. However, the diet of the San today, as the diet of all the communities in Namibia, has changed over the years, and indeed continues to change now. The diet of San people has been affected by the cuisines of their African neighbors as well as of the European immigrant populations. Namibian cuisine has been influenced by a variety of outside sources. The Germans who colonized this area of Africa brought their sausages and baking traditions. The Afrikaners, who took control following the expulsion of the Germans during World War I, brought their own traditions. Afrikaner foodways were already markedly cosmopolitan, with notes from the different populations in South Africa: Europeans, South Asian, Southeast Asian and, of course African. In town many people eat such international foods such as spaghetti, rice, and noodles. These are also readily available in restaurants.

For visitors to Namibia interested in trying exotic foods, the usual items include mopane worms (which are actually caterpillars) and smiley or goat head. The mopane worms are usually fried and served as a snack or appetizer; they may be accompanied by a sauce. Smiley is often described as a Namibian national dish although not all Namibians eat it. For the uninitiated, smiley can be startling: it is the head of a goat on a platter, with the teeth and eyes intact. Game plays a big role in Namibian cuisine, and a variety of game meats are consumed including kudu, oryx, crocodile, and springbok. Meat, farmed and wild, is readily available in Namibia, as are dairy products. Given the aridity of the country, it is not surprising that much of the food consumed in Namibia must be imported. Fruits are imported from South Africa; indeed South Africa is a major supplier of foods to Namibia. Apart from fruits and vegetables, the South Africans also sell a lot of manufactured snacks to Namibia.

With its unique biodiversity, it is not surprising that some plant foods found in Namibia are rarely found elsewhere. The nara melon, the tsamma melon, and the gemsbok cucumber are native to Southern Africa and are rarely seen elsewhere. The gemsbok cucumber may be oblong or round and has a prickly skin; it is eaten cooked. The unripe tsamma melon is boiled and pounded to make a porridge; its high protein seeds are also roasted and eaten as a snack. When ripe, the tsamma melon may be eaten raw. The seeds of the nara melon are extremely nutrition dense, consisting of about 50 percent oil and 30 percent protein.

Fast foods can be picked up at bakeries, department stores, and supermarkets, which also often offer hot Namibian dishes at lunchtime. With regard to drinks, there are numerous varieties, both commercial and homemade; some beverages are local and not generally found outside their particular home area. Namibia has highly regarded commercially produced beers, a large proportion of which are exported. There are also home-brewed beers made from indigenous grains such as millet and corn, and these can be purchased at establishments where alcohol is sold. Tombo, a home brew made from sorghum, has a reputation for being potent, sometimes dangerous when adulterated, and it is considered the drink of the poor and unsophisticated. Milk and yogurt drinks have already been mentioned, and these, like many other drinks, both alcoholic and nonalcoholic, may be made at home or purchased at bars, supermarkets, shebeens, and cuca shops. Namibia produces a small quantity of wine from grapes and the marula fruit.

Dress

Clothing does not function simply to adorn the body, but can be used to convey symbolic meaning as well. For example, during the initiation ceremony of Herero girls into womanhood, the transition into adulthood is marked when the initiate puts on a special headdress made of leather, with three horns, representing cattle. Increasingly, the leather headdress is no longer used and the instead the initiate wears the horned headdress worn by mature Herero women. The traditional dress of Herero women, with its distinctive headdress and billowing skirts, is a product of the adaptation of 19th-century European women’s clothing. The headdress, made using two pieces of cloth, is styled to recall the horns of cattle, animals who play a significant role in Herero history, culture, and economy. The dress itself is long sleeved and full length, with a full skirt. Under the skirt, women wear multiple petticoats to give the dress a sense of great fullness. Other Namibian ethnic groups also have their own distinctive traditional clothing; the Nama, for example, favor a long gown made of patchwork design while Ovambo women wear a dress made of woven pink fabric that is full length or just below the knee.

On ordinary occasions most Namibians wear clothing that would be quite at home on the streets of New York or Chicago: dresses, skirts, pants, and shirts. In offices, international outfits such as pants and skirts with a shirt or blouse are the norm. Uniforms are common and employees in banks, café, supermarkets, and commercial offices often are dressed in the uniform of their particular place of work. Although young people embrace the contemporary international styles worn by their peers in London, Paris, and New York, it is rare to see Namibians on the street wearing skimpy and revealing clothing such as miniskirts. In nightclubs and among some communities that have retained older modes of dress, clothing styles can be revealing. The Himba, for example, are as famous for their leather thongs (worn by men) and the bare-chested costumes of their women. Sometimes women, in town as well as in rural areas, wear “traditional clothing” for everyday occasions; traditional dress, however, is often reserved for special occasions such as weddings and funerals.

The dress worn on special occasions can be quite elaborate. For example, at funerals and royal functions, individuals may dress in skins or have whiskers and horsetails attached to their clothing. Herbalists and healers sometimes wear ceremonial dress or outfit their everyday clothing with special horns, horsetails, beads, and other accoutrements. Dance troupes typically wear special costumes; groups that perform dances associated with a particular ethnic community may endeavor to wear costumes that are culturally appropriate. Of course, such occasions should remind us that traditions and customs are always being re-created, and in that process, innovation and change are inevitably involved.

On Sundays, Namibians tend to wear their “Sunday best.” On special occasions such as weddings and funerals, even those who typically wear “ordinary” clothes such as pants or skirts and shirts may wear the traditional clothing of their particular ethnic group. Ready-made, often secondhand, clothing is usually cheaper than the handmade so the latter tends to be reserved for those events where special clothing (whether traditional or just simply an outfit that is unique) is required. Traditional clothing, such as the woven pink dresses of the Nama and the voluminous Herero dresses, are always made by hand, and tailors can be found in every community, no matter how small.

The clothing industry in Namibia is vibrant: there are individual tailors and seamstresses who work independently, workshops with several tailors and seamstresses, and even manufacturers producing mass-produced items locally. Such entrepreneurial ventures do not produce only “traditional” clothing, but they also manufacture school and work uniforms, everyday international clothing, as well as items for the home such as bedspreads, cushions, and pillowcases.

Because animal husbandry is such a significant part of the Namibian economy, it is worth saying a word about leather goods. As with clothing and textiles, there are individuals, workshops, as well as factories producing leather goods such as handbags and shoes. Namibia is particularly noted for the production of accessories made from ostrich leather.

In 2013, Miss Namibia appeared in the Miss Universe contest wearing a traditional Herero dress in with a fake snake attached to the headdress. There was great controversy in Namibia about the designer’s adaptation of the Herero dress, especially the use of the snake, which outraged those who insisted that in Herero culture snakes are considered an omen of bad luck. The designer of this particular dress belongs to a modern breed of Namibian designers who host fashion shows, are often university educated, and combine elements of the local, the foreign, and the imaginative in creative ways.

Sports and Games

Sports are popular in Namibia. Frankie Fredericks, one of the most celebrated Namibians, is also the most famous Namibian athlete. In 1991, just one year after independence and with Namibia’s newly minted certification to participate in international sporting events, Fredericks won a silver medal at the World Championships in Athletics held in Tokyo, Japan. In 1992, he won two silver medals at the Barcelona Olympics, the first Namibian ever to win an Olympic medal; until his retirement in 2004, Fredericks continued to win medals. Fredericks remains a revered figure in Namibia today, and the image of Fredericks taking a victory lap with the Namibian flag held high above his head in 1992 remains cherished. In 2008, Fredericks was elected president of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) Athletics Commission.

Soccer is the number one spectator sport and, as in much of the rest of the world, many young people also play the game; in Namibia there are various leagues and teams. Sam Nujoma Soccer Stadium in Katutura, which has a capacity of about 10,000, is the venue for major matches. Other sporting as well as cultural events and musical performances are also held at the stadium. Girls’ soccer has made significant inroads in Namibia. In 2008, the Namibian Football Association, in partnership with UNICEF, created a program called Galz & Goals to encourage young girls to get involved in soccer. The idea is to use soccer to encourage physical activity, a healthy lifestyle, and also to empower young girls by teaching them “life skills.” Young Namibian girls have local role models in women’s soccer who have been doing well in regional and Africa-wide competitions. The best-known women’s teams are the Okahandja Beauties and the Rehoboth Queens.

Mature women often have little leisure time, as much of their time is taken up caring for family members. So a story that appeared in The Namibian on January 8, 2008, about mothers and married women in Okahandja who gathered every afternoon to play soccer and netball informally was particularly interesting. The women interviewed indicated that they chose to take part because they saw it as a way to relieve stress and get exercise at the same time.

Boxing is another popular spectator sport, and Namibia has produced a number of well-known titleholders. The most famous Namibian boxer is Olympian Harry “Terminator” Simon, who has fought all over the world. Simon won the World Boxing Organization’s light middleweight title in 1998. In 2002, he was stripped of his title when he was unable to fight a title defense due to a pending manslaughter case in Namibia. (At the conclusion of the appeal in 2007, Simon was found guilty and served a two-year sentence prior to his release in 2009. He returned to the ring in 2010.) In 2009, lightweight Paulus “The Hitman” Moses defeated Yusuke Kobori of Japan in Yohohama, Japan, to take the World Boxing Association title. In 2010, Moses lost his title to the Venezuelan Miguel Acosta in front of an international crowd in his Windhoek hometown. The defeat must have been especially hard as it was Moses’s first loss in his career.

Rugby is tremendously popular, and the national team is, fittingly, named after the Welwitschia plant, the country’s national plant. In 2010, the Welwitschias won the International Rugby (IRB) Cup for the first time ever. Rugby, cricket, netball, field hockey, golf, table tennis, cycling, and gymnastics all have their devotees. Some might be surprised that sports such as rugby and hockey are already integrated. Golf, on the other hand, continues to be overwhelmingly the preserve of whites. This is due in great part to the fact that golf is a very expensive sport and, until relatively recently, clubs were exclusively for whites. Cycling is popular and there are cycling clubs and tours; each year the Rotary Club of Windhoek organizes a Cycle Classic, its largest fundraiser. Camping is another popular pastime, and families often go camping for long weekends. Campers may choose between public campsites or private farms. Water sports, a variety of sports that take advantage of Namibia’s sand dunes (such as quad biking), and more esoteric activities such as paragliding are available.


Frankie Fredericks (1967– )

Namibia’s first and only Olympian is one of the most widely recognized Namibians in and out of the country. Born in Windhoek in 1967, Fredericks attended Brigham Young University in Utah on a scholarship. He has a total of four silver Olympic medals, having won two each at the 1992 Barcelona and 1996 Atlanta Olympics in the 100- and the 200-meter races. Fredericks holds more than two dozen other international medals for sprinting, including top prizes at the 1994 and 2002 Commonwealth Games, and golds in the 200 meters at the 1993 World Championships in Stuttgart (Germany) and in the 100 meters and 200 meters at the 1991 African Games in Cairo. Fredericks still holds the world record in the 200-meter indoor, which he set in 1996 in Lievin, France. Fredericks retired from competitive sports in 2004 at the age of 37, after having won his last medal (silver) at the All-Africa Games in Abuja (Nigeria). He was elected to the International Olympic Committee (IOC) in 2004, and has occupied many top positions in that body, including chairperson of the Athletics Commission, 2008–2012. Fredericks has a bachelor’s degree in computer science and a master’s degree in business administration.



All of the major churches have youth organizations, typically organized by sex. Boys and young men may join youth bands, organized at their local churches, which are typically for boys only. All-girl groups pursue a myriad of other activities. Boys Scouts and Girl Guides both have branches all over Namibia. For Catholics, there is a Youth Brigade for boys and the Blue Circle for girls; these organizations are similar in organization and aims to the Scouts. Activities for young people are designed to attract them to the church or to provide assistance to working mothers. For example, some churches have kindergartens and after-school programs where schoolchildren may take lessons in karate, play games such as table tennis and card games, study ballet, and read or study.

For school-age young children in Windhoek and the larger towns such as Rundu and Swakopmund, there are clubs that organize sporting and other after-school activities. Girls may play soccer or do ballet and judo. Naturally, these activities require fees, and most people cannot afford them. Children (and adults) who live in urban areas especially have access to individuals offering private lessons in everything from art and crafts to judo and ballet. There are also organizations and businesses that offer several activities, such as team sports or lessons in music or art. The Sport Klub Windhoek (SKW), which fields its own teams in soccer and a number other sports, also offers the public opportunities to take part in go-karting, archery, soccer, tennis, volleyball, and fistball. SKW’s youth soccer academy is highly regarded.

Fee-paying sports are, of course, not the only options available to young Namibians. Interschool sports are commonplace, from the elementary to the tertiary level. Young Namibians engage also in spontaneous play, unsupervised by adult organizers. No matter what part of the country, in urban and rural areas, young children can be seen playing with homemade toys. A sport such as football (soccer) requires little in the way of equipment and it is thus easy to understand its universal appeal. Television is a pastime enjoyed by many, if they have access to a television. Foreign shows are the mainstay of Namibian television. As with their counterparts around the world, Namibian young people consume contemporary American music eagerly. Radio is widespread and shows are broadcast in all the major languages of Namibia.

Festivals and Holidays

Festivals are often associated with agricultural occasions such as harvesting or planting. Such festivals involve the entire community, and family members who live elsewhere may travel to their hometowns for these special occasions. Festivals also commemorate great moments in history, for example, victory in war or abundant rainfall. Festivals typically include music and dancing. Some dances may be associated exclusively with certain festivals and thus performed and seen only occasionally.

In a country with such an overwhelmingly Christian population, it should come as no surprise that Christmas is the most important holiday. With families typically scattered all around the country, many make a huge effort to return to their natal home for the holidays. Many Namibians who live overseas return home for the Christmas holidays. As well as organized parties, there are also a good deal of unannounced visits to the homes of friends and relatives. Some Namibians prefer to travel to the coast where temperatures are cooler for the Christmas holidays. The resort towns of Swakopmund, Walvis Bay, and Henties Bay see their populations explode for the two-week holiday period between Christmas and the New Year.

It is customary for salaried workers to receive a bonus with their pay in December, a “Christmas bonus.” Although some do exchange gifts at Christmas, this practice is not commonplace everywhere, and children are more likely than adults to receive gifts. Buying foods, decorating the home, and cooking are the big activities leading up to the big day. Much of the partying is usually outside, with festivities beginning on Christmas Eve and continuing through to the next day. Festivities continue the day after Christmas, Family Day. This is a public holiday and many go to church to mark the day; visits to and from friends and family continue. New Year’s Day is a public holiday. On New Year’s Eve, family and friends celebrate with braais, dancing, drinking, and lots of eating.

One of the most colorful annual events in Namibia is the Maherero Day festivities in Okahandja, held on the Sunday closest to August 23. It was on that date in 1923 that marks the start of the three-day funeral at which the remains of Chief Samuel Maharero were reburied in Okahandja alongside the graves of other Namibian national heroes. Although Samuel Maharero died in exile in Botswana, he was brought back with great pomp and circumstance to Namibia and given a grand burial. As well as Maharero, Maharero Day memorializes several other heroes who fought for independence. Highlights of the three days include processions of colorfully dressed women and men, the colors worn by each group indicating which branch of the Herero community to which they belong (Red Flag Herero, White Flag Herero, and Green Flag Herero). The women wear the Herero national dress, which is a floor-length gown worn over layers of petticoats that give the skirt its iconic full character, completed by a double-pointed headdress and shawl. Regiments of men on horseback in military uniform march in procession. Some regiments march on foot, as do the women. Troops of Boy Scouts, Girl Guides, and other organizations, all in their formal uniforms, take part in the parades. The procession makes stops at the burial sites of Maharero, his father, and his grandfather as well as the Nama leader Jonker Afrikaner and the Rhenish Mission Church.
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Herero women don traditional garb in a procession in celebration of Maherero Day. This holiday commemorates Herero chiefs fallen in battle and has also served as a focal point of anticolonial sentiment. (J. Marshall/Tribaleye Images/Alamy)

Performances reenacting events of the past, the recitation of poems recalling fallen heroes, cultural dances, and speeches are all part of the festivities. Some of the speeches function as history lessons, while others are best described as motivational and self-help in nature, exhorting community members to undertake projects to better the lives of individuals and the group. Over the years, such speeches have addressed everything from the rape of young girls to the need to uphold the practice of respect for elders.

Maharero is not the only nationalist hero who has a day of remembrance named for him; there are other days to celebrate other leaders who fought against colonialism. For example, the life of the Nama chief Hendrik Witbooi, whose face appears on Namibian paper currency and who died in October 1905 fighting against German troops, is celebrated in October.

The principal Heroes’ Day celebration, dedicated to all those who fought against colonialism, is August 26, the day considered the official start of the armed struggle against South African rule. The largest celebration of all is in the capital at Heroes’ Acre, an imposing complex that was completed and dedicated in 2002. An almost 100-foot marble obelisk, in front of which stands a bronze statue of the Unknown Soldier, built by a North Korean company, dominates the Heroes’ Acre complex.

Each of the 13 regions of Namibia hosts an annual festival, which highlights aspects of its community, cultures, or history. For example, Tsumeb hosts an annual Copper Festival, the main aim of which is to stimulate the local economy and advertise the copper industry. From modest beginnings, the festival has grown to become an important community festival promoting local music and cultures as well as showcasing some foreign talent. Apart from the community, regional, and national festivals, there are others such as the biennale sponsored by Bank of Namibia, and a number of film festivals, music award shows, or competitions sponsored by different organizations.

The three-day annual //Ae//Gams Festival Arts and Culture (the slashes represent clicks), which is held in Windhoek in September, is international in scope, bringing acts from all over the continent as well as local talent. It is a major event, with dance and musical groups from Namibia and overseas, Namibian foods, and arts of all kinds. //Ae//Gams, which means “hot springs,” is the Nama name for Windhoek. Events take place in venues throughout the city, from Katutura to City Centre. This festival was started in 2000, 10 years after independence, as a means to promote Namibian artists and culture. There are other, older festivals in Windhoek, such as the annual Ocktoberfest beer festival, and, earlier in the year in late March or early April, the Windhoek Karnivale, another tradition brought by German immigrants. The highlight of this carnival is a masked ball at night. Swakopmund holds its own Oktoberfest as well as an annual carnival of its own, Küste Karnival, better known as Küska (usually in June). Carnivals in Namibia, as elsewhere, give individuals an opportunity to step outside the mundane parameters of their daily life and to dress up and engage in behavior that is quite literally out of the ordinary. Parties, drinking, food stalls, and children’s activities are all part of the merriment.

Other public holidays include Labor Day (May 1) and International Human Rights Day (December 10), both internationally recognized, Africa Day (May 25), and Cassinga Day (May 4). Cassinga Day commemorates the massacre in 1978 by the South African Defence Force (SADF) of Namibian refugees at a camp in Cassinga, Angola. The SADF claimed the camp harbored terrorists fighting against white minority rule. The best-known national holiday is, of course, Independence Day, March 21. Independence Day is marked by speeches, marches, parades, and musical and dance performances organized by the state. Businesses, private individuals, and centers of culture such as galleries and museums also organize events and private parties to mark the day.

Music and Dance

In indigenous Namibian languages, as in a great many other languages in Africa, a single word usually denotes “dance” as well as “music.” Namibians enjoy a wide variety of music and dance forms. Music and dance are important to many rites of passage, such as marriage, entrance to adulthood, or other initiations. Dance may be an integral part of healing ceremonies in some communities, and in this context dance is not primarily or just entertainment but also medicine. Some dances are performed in public and may even invite—or require—audience participation; other dances may be secret, only to be viewed by initiates. Ritual and closed dances may involve esoteric symbols, with or without music. Music also accompanies more mundane activities, such as daily work and impromptu social gatherings. Songs may commemorate events or people, effectively functioning as historical texts. In Namibia it is a well-established practice that performance should assume an important social function, and contemporaries continue this tradition by using dance and music to address issues such as AIDS, homelessness, youth truancy, drug use, xenophobia, and the need for unity in diversity in the country.

Dance and music are often integral parts of festivities and public gatherings; indeed, it is difficult to imagine a major event not accompanied by music, and perhaps dance as well. At the 20th anniversary independence celebrations, dance and music groups from all over the country were invited to perform and entertain the crowds that gathered to mark the occasion. A large number of international musical headliners, including Jamaican Ziggy Marley, as well as Namibian performers, helped to mark the country’s independence in March 1990. Whenever an event of major significance on the social calendar takes place—for example, the opening of a research center—speeches are often accompanied by “traditional” performance of some sort involving music and/or dance. Major events sponsored by SWAPO, the ruling party, are invariably accompanied by “cultural” dances.

The SWAPO government, which assumed power in 1990, arrived with a progressive agenda, especially with regard to education and culture. Under German and South African colonial rule, African cultural traditions had often been suppressed or relegated to secondary status. Schools did not generally teach African arts or music. A key objective of SWAPO was to raise the level of education in the country, and the government succeeded in raising the level of literacy dramatically its first decade in office. In 1992, the government passed a law requiring that schools include Namibian musical traditions as well as music from around the world in the curriculum. Namibian artists are encouraged to register with the Namibian Society of Composers and Authors of Music. In 2005 there were just under 700 registered local artists; two years later, that number rose to 1,200. The government provides financial assistance, albeit quite limited, to the arts.

Prior to independence, music in Namibian languages was rarely heard on the radio. For much of the 1990s, the Namibian airwaves were dominated by foreign music, from Germany, the United States, and South Africa. International music (including pop, rock, jazz, and country) remains popular, but since the late 1990s there has been a phenomenal growth in homegrown talent and the popularity of local musicians. Today, more than one company focuses on the production of Namibian “traditional” music. One company, Omaleti, founded in 2004, proclaimed as its raison d’etre the promotion of the musical traditions of every Namibian ethnic group. Beginning in 2003, the Namibia Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) hosts a much-anticipated annual music awards extravaganza. In 2009, 87 contestants were selected to compete out of 250 entries. A number of companies also host their own annual musical competitions. The growth in the number of competitions for singers and groups has seen an explosion in the number of professional musicians in Namibia. While local talent is extremely popular, making a living from music alone remains an elusive goal for the vast majority of Namibian musicians.

The best-known contemporary Namibian musicians are The Dogg and Gazza, popular musicians who play kwaito, a brand of music that first emerged in the townships of South Africa in the early 1990s. Kwaito has often been compared to house music. It is a style that was and remains heavily influenced by a diversity of genres, including hip-hop, R&B, and reggae. Kwaito artists speak of the genre as encompassing more than music, insisting that kwaito includes style and attitude toward life. Like house music, kwaito performers use a backdrop of studio-mixed music rather than live music. Debates rage about whether kwaito at its start was apolitical or political. There is general agreement that kwaito emerged following the election of Nelson Mandela as president in the first democratic elections in South Africa, marking the end of white minority rule. Today some kwaito artists are decidedly purely commercial, promoting sexism and “bling bling,” while others speak about urgent social issues such as unemployment and lack of services for those living in townships. Young people in towns tend to favor kwaito, rap, and reggae. Kudu FM, which specifically targets the 14- to 49-year-old age group, plays these musical forms. Other musical forms include kwasa kwasa (a kind of rumba), kwiku, ndombolo, oviritje, Damara panchi, and shambo.

Like the country itself, Namibia’s musical landscape is multilingual. Many musicians sing in more than one language, sometimes on a single track; there have been instances even of songs sung in one language then subsequently translated into another. One of the best-known musicians in Namibia is the so-called Granddad of Namibian Music, Jackson Kaujeua, better known as JK, who had been in the music industry for four decades when he passed away in 2010. A Herero by birth, JK grew up in a Nama community, was multilingual, and sang in a variety of Namibian languages. He is widely regarded as the liberation artist par excellence, having composed a large number of anticolonial songs during the liberation struggle. Other well-known artists include Kenyan-born Faizel Bashir (also known as Faizel MC), reggae star Ras Sheehama, Sunnyboy, and the group Gal Level, whose songs often combine several languages including Afrikaans and English and mix the “modern” and “traditional” in their dancing and outifts. Soloist Erich Mahua, scion of a family with a long and distinguished musical heritage, got his start singing at his school and in church choirs, and has been collaborating with a group of other musicians in a project that aims to “rediscover and rekindle traditional music forms from different parts of the Namibia.” (See “Sidadi,” http://hem.bredband.net/mbuende/Sidadi/Sidadi.htm.) The Sidadi Band, which grew out of this collaboration, sings in various Namibian languages. A two-girl group Vanity (Candy [Matilda Simasiku] and Sisty [Victoria Naunyango]) burst on the Namibian music scene in 2008. The music of some now-defunct bands, such as Poppets, Baronages, and Purple Haze, remains popular, especially among more mature audiences.

Music can be heard at venues all over the country, from bars and restaurants to nightclubs and concert halls, including Barth Hall in Omaruru, the NPS Kultur-Aula in Swakopmund, as well as numerous locations in Windhoek. The Namibia National Symphony Orchestra performs Western and Namibian musical forms. The College of the Arts hosts an annual music festival in which its students perform. In 2006, for the first time, the program included indigenous Namibian music, alongside European staples.

Classical Western music is also popular. Classical music, as well as other international musical genres such as jazz, country, and rock, all have homegrown groups that perform locally; South African, Congolese, Zimbabwean performers, as well as performers from other parts of the world also make visits to Namibia. In 2012, the choir Cantare Audire will celebrate its 40th anniversary. Even though it came into existence before independence, the group, founded by choirmaster Ernst van Biljon, was multiracial and multicultural from the very beginning; its repertoire consists mostly of Western classics. In 1984 the group won first prize in the mixed choirs category in the prestigious International Eisetddfod in Llangollen, Wales. Van Biljon, who is also a composer, conducts the Namibia National Youth Choir as well as the Namibia Children’s Choir.

One cannot speak of the musical landscape without mentioning gospel and other church music. With a population that is more than 90 percent Christian, Christian and gospel music is obviously widespread. Church music is performed in a host of languages, depending on the congregation. Young people often take part in youth choirs organized by churches or other groups and individuals, such as the Macasto Coastal Youth Group, based in Swakopmund. The group, which is composed of high school students, has performed in several foreign countries, and its polyglot repertoire includes Namibian music as well as music from African and other countries. Forms of dance well known in the West, such as ballet and modern dance, are also part of the Namibian cultural landscape. Musical instruments such as drums, the guitar, cello, and piano are part of the musical landscape of Namibia, but so are instruments that are unfamiliar to Western audiences such as the thumb piano, mouth bows, and a host of other bowed instruments, each known by different names, depending on the ethnic community.

Visual Art

Namibian art galleries display a diverse range of works by contemporary artists. Interestingly, some of the oldest paintings to be found anywhere in the world can be seen in modern-day Namibia. These are, of course, the famed rock paintings (and engravings) of Southern Africa. The most famous site of rock art in Namibia is Twyfelfontein in northwestern Namibia; the paintings at Twyfelfontein depict humans and a variety of animals, including rhinoceros, giraffe, and ostrich. Twyfelfontein has the most concentrated and largest collection of rock art in Namibia, and Namibian rock art, which has been dated to 25,000 BCE, is considered by some the oldest in the world. In 2007 the paintings and engravings of Twyfelfontein were declared a United Nations World Heritage site.

Namibian rock art was created by the ancestors of today’s San. Before this connection between rock art and the San was made, the San were dismissed usually as primitive people who lived in a timeless space. Even modern-day images of the San tend to present them quite stereotypically as people who live a simple life in close harmony with nature, removed from the corruption and complexities of the modern world. In reality, the vast majority of San today work as day laborers on white farms or are unemployed.

While San individuals and communities continue to face great challenges, in the art world contemporary works by San artists have become highly valued. There is also a new appreciation of the ancient rock art. Dozens of books have been published on rock art and engravings. Rock art includes paintings and engravings, and stylistically, the works vary greatly, from the very naturalistic to symbolic and impressionistic. The scenes in the rock art show animals as well as people engaged in a variety of activities, from hunting to fighting and dancing. Some images appear to be mythical or imagined creatures. More recently, some archaeologists and religious specialists have argued that some of the dancing scenes depict trances and thus say something about the spiritual world of the people who made the petrographs.

Today, art galleries and museums all over the country display paintings, sculpture, and other works of art by Namibian artists of all ethnic backgrounds. Until the mid-1980s, however, art galleries in Namibia displayed, almost exclusively, the work of white artists who painted landscapes, portraits, and wildlife. There were no politically charged images reflecting the tumultuous political situation in the country. With few exceptions, the only art to be seen publicly told of a country of enormous beauty. The most celebrated Namibian painters, almost all born in Germany, established a tradition of landscape and wildlife painting that continues to be important in Namibia today.

The work of the most celebrated Namibian artist of all time and one of the best-known African artists of the 20th century, John Ndevasia Muafangejo (1943–1988), could not be more different from that of the landscape and wildlife artists of European extraction. Born into an Ovambo community that straddled both sides of the Angolan-Namibian border, Muafangejo moved with his family to Namibia when he was 12 years old. Muafangejo received his early education in Namibia before continuing at the Lutheran Rorke’s Drift Art and Craft Centre in Natal, South Africa. Muafangejo later made his home in Katutura, the place with which he is most often associated. Mufangejo rose to international prominence at a very young age; unfortunately, the life of this prolific artist was cut short by a heart attack. His prints are in museums and private collections throughout Southern Africa, Europe, and the United States, including the Schomburg Center for Black Culture in the City of New York. Many young and rising Namibian artists make prints in the tradition of Muafangejo.


Diamonds

In 1908, Zacharias Lewala, an African railway employee, discovered the first diamonds on the Namibian mainland; some had been found on the beaches of the islands off the coast previously. Lewala, who had worked in a South African diamond mine, recognized that the stones might be diamonds and gave them to his supervisor, August Stauch. After the stones proved to be diamonds, soon the area around what became Kolmanskop was inundated by prospectors, many of whom made a fortune in the diamond rush, building large mansions. Today, the mansions have been largely overtaken by sand and Kolmanskop is often referred to as Namibia’s “ghost town.” Between 1908 and 1914, 7,000,000 carats of diamonds were mined in Namibia; the diamonds were so plentiful that they were often simply just picked up from the ground. Diamonds remain important to Namibia’s economy. The diamond mining area remains a forbidden area, or Sperrgebiet, also known as Diamond Area 1.



John Muafangejo is known primarily for his linocuts, and it is in part due to his stature that printmaking remains an important medium in Namibia. At the National Art Gallery in Windhoek, three entire rooms are devoted to the art of Muafangejo. Muafangejo’s images are didactic and archival, detailing events (for example, “Anglican Seminary Blown Up”) or practices (for example, the depiction of the Ovambo wedding in “A Kuanjama Wedding”). Indeed, the artist spoke about his work as being made in “a teaching style.” His works recount life in colonial Namiba. For example, the work “South West Africa in 1976” has at its center a border labeled “artificial boundary” (separating Angola and Namibia), but he also depicted scenes from the history and culture of his Ovambo people. Muafangejo’s linocuts often combine words and images, with text in English or Oshikwanyama, the artist’s mother tongue. Made by an Ovambo belonging to the Kwanyama (or Kuanjama) subgroup, much of Muafangejo’s art refers to the history and culture of the Kwanyama.

One of the most poignant images produced by Muafangejo is a work dealing with the death of his mother who died in their home, on the Angolan side of the border, in 1979. Just four years previously the South African government had passed a law making it illegal to cross the border between Angola and Namibia without government permission. In a work made in 1980, the year following his mother’s death, Muafangejo includes an inscription referencing his inability to attend his mother’s funeral: “I was sorry also that John could not get to Angola to attend his mother’s funeral service. The war stops me to go to one I love.” The Namibian war of liberation was fought mainly in the north and in Angola, with “rebels” based in that neighboring country and government forces making strikes there.

Other important visual arts traditions include pottery, weaving, carving, and beading. The creation of many artworks proceeds along gendered lines. Pottery, for example, is typically, though not always, done by women in Namibia, as is generally true over much of the continent. Some potters use a wheel, others mold and shape the clay by hand; shapes, styles, patterns of ornamentation vary greatly. Weavers use a variety of raw materials, including tree leaves, reeds, and grasses. Woven baskets are used for fishing and to strain beer; baskets are also used for the storage of dry goods and for milk. Mats, for sleeping and sitting, and fishing nets are also woven using palm fronds and grasses. Today, baskets and mats are also made from plastic, a wonderful way to recycle plastic that otherwise might simply be discarded. Cloth weaving is done with a variety of different fibers, including raffia and karakul wool. As well as textiles, weavers make carpets and wall hangings. Wool from the karakul sheep is the most common fiber for these products; linen, cotton, Kalahari silk, sisal, bamboo, merino wool, and other fibers are also used. The most common styles depict animals, the dramatic landscape, and geometric patterns.

It is typically men who work with wood and iron, fashioning canoes from tree trunks, carving musical instruments, and working with iron to make knives and other tools. Carvers make headrests for sleep, combs, walking sticks, masks, and a large variety of decorative, everyday, and ritual items, including spoons, bowls, mortar and pestles, walking and fire sticks, and puppets. Those from the Caprivi and the Kavango especially are noted as skilled woodcarvers; woodcarvers often set up shop along the country’s major highways to sell their wares. The San carve wood as well as bone, and they are considered the best beadwork artists. San jewelry made out of beads and ostrich egg shells can be found for sale throughout Namibia. Cattle are an important aspect of life for many of Namibian’s peoples so it is no surprise that there are well-developed traditions of leatherwork in the country. Body art and ornamentation are other forms of art found widely in Namibia. Headdresses, jewelry, and other forms of body adornment are often made using a variety of materials and methods: for example, a headdress may be carved out of wood and include leather, beads, ostrich eggshell, and copper as embellishments.

Namibia has a small but growing film industry, and the country has served as the location for a number of Hollywood films. Namibian filmmakers include Bridget Pickering, Cecil Moller, Errol Geingob, Joel Haikali, Perivi, Katjavivi, and the veteran German-born documentarian Tim Hubschle. The tradition of using the arts to address social issues is also one well established in Namibian theater, and Namibian filmmakers continue this tradition, making films that deal with social issues such as generational conflict, cross-cultural marriages, and AIDS.

Architecture and Housing

In Nambia, one encounters a great range in architectural styles as well as size, shape, and materials used for construction. In Windhoek, the capital, glass and concrete buildings that house banks, hotels, and other businesses abound; indeed, downtown Windhoek is a thoroughly modern city. However, even within what is effectively Namibia’s central business district, older styles of architecture may be seen. The National Museum is housed in what was originally known as the “Alte Feste” (or Old Fort), built by the Germans in the late 19th century; today it is the oldest building in Windhoek. Christuskirche, the German Lutheran cathedral built by German settlers, sits atop a hill. Inside the church the names of the German fallen “heroes” who took part in the genocide against the Herero and the Nama are engraved.

Although Namibia is rapidly urbanizing, a little over half the population continues to live in rural areas. In rural areas the architecture is very different from that in Windhoek, with its dramatic modern buildings and several well-preserved colonial buildings. The type of dwelling most often associated with rural life is the round adobe dwelling with a conical grass roof. A homestead (or kraal) is the compound in which members of an extended family make their home. “Kraal” refers to any enclosed space for humans or animals, so a cattle enclosure, a small compound with two dwellings, or a vast compound with many dwellings may all be properly described as a kraal; increasingly, “kraal” is used solely for enclosures for animals and “homestead” for humans. In the countryside one also finds rectangular homes, built with mud or cement, and with a flat tin roof. Wealthier residents are able to build multiroomed homes of brick and mortar. In Ovambo communities, spherical granaries dot the landscape. These grain storage baskets, which are very large and placed on stilts, have been described as “womb-like.”

Adequate housing continues to be a major problem for local authorities throughout Namibia as more and more people move into urban areas. Shacks constructed of tin and aluminum are common, especially in squatter camps. Such housing can be erected relatively quickly by the ever-growing number of rural–urban migrants as an immediate solution to their need for housing. Usually this is seen as a temporary solution, to be utilized until one finds a job. But with the great rates of unemployment and underemployment, most of those who find themselves in the city struggle continually to make ends meet, and what was conceived originally as a temporary solution too often becomes permanent housing.

The ever-growing number of Namibians who are continually moving into urban areas often find they are forced to construct their dwelling places by recycling found items. The results of this “scavenger architecture” often demonstrate remarkable creativity. More than half of Windhoek’s population resides in Katutura, and that is also the fastest growing sector of the capital city. Katutura, the predominantly black neighborhood (or, in local parlance, “township”) of Windhoek, is effectively a sprawling city of its own, with distinct neighborhoods. Many of the homes in Katutura are made of corrugated iron or zinc and, relative to the homes in the neighboring wealthy suburb of Klein Windhoek, small. The flat roofs are typically of corrugated iron. Billboards advertising beers and soft drinks and a host of other communities abound as many of the homes and other constructions use billboards as building materials. Katutura was founded in 1959, a result of the government’s apartheid policies and the forced resettlement of blacks in this new location. At independence, the first president of Namibia, Sam Nujoma, made his home in Katutura.

The homes in Katutura are not all constructed from found objects, zinc, and tin; with its economically stratified population, Katutura is eclectic. There are rows and rows of “matchbox” homes of brick, cement, and mortar; many churches are also constructed of such permanent materials. Katutura is home to a visible minority of well-off residents, who live in large homes and drive expensive cars.

Life in Katutura is inescapably communal: many live in single rooms in shared homes. Many people have to fetch water from communal pumps, which also heightens the sense that privacy is quite a limited commodity. Some homes do have fences, constructed sometimes with interesting material such as discarded auto parts, tires, wood, and wires. Perhaps the most striking feature of Katutura is how tidy those who have private yards keep them. Found objects such as bottles, tires, and other detritus of abandoned cars may be used to mark boundaries, with carefully tended flowers in pots and beds. Homes that look extremely modest from the outside may be surprisingly well stocked inside with television, washing machine, stove, stereo, and other household appliances. A home constructed almost entirely of tin may house an entire family and have several bedrooms and modern appliances, but no indoor toilet. Electricity and indoor plumbing especially are luxuries available only to a minority of Katutura’s residents. Katutura’s neighborhoods are all effectively mixed in terms of use, with residences and commercial enterprises sometimes sharing a single structure.

Namibia is noted for its large number of well-preserved colonial buildings, constructed in stone. In Windhoek, visitors encounter a city with many German colonial-era buildings alongside some very new modernist buildings. The oldest building in Windhoek is the Alte Feste or the Old Fort, which was built in 1890. Formerly, the fort was the headquarters of the Schutztruppe, the colonial army. Today it serves as the State Museum, housing a diverse collection of artifacts spanning the colonial, resistance, and contemporary periods. Other important monuments to Namibia’s German past in Windhoek are the Lutheran Christuskirche, built in 1910, and the Tintenpalast (Ink Palace), where Namibia’s parliament meets, which was formerly the headquarters of the German colonial administration. The train station, built in 1912, and Gathemann Haus are other important examples of colonial architecture.

Swakopmund and Luderitz have even greater concentrations of German colonial architecture. One of the most famous structures in Swakopmund is the lighthouse, completed in 1903; the Railway Station, built in 1901, is now a resort, and the Kaiserliches Bezirksgericht (or magistrate’s court, built in 1901) is now the summer residence of the president of the republic. Swakopmund is often described by visitors and residents alike as a “little Bavaria.” Also along the coast lies the ghost town of Kolmanskop, previously a boom town, where the many examples of fine German architecture now are covered almost entirely in sand.

Schmelenhaus, the modest home built in 1814 by Johannes-Heinrich Schmelen in Bethanie in southern Namibia, is the oldest building in Namibia. Some of the earliest colonial settlers from the Cape in the 19th century built even simpler homesteads made of mud and with thatched roofs. Very wealthy settlers, on the other hand, sometimes had colossal baroque homes erected for themselves. Three notable examples are the castles Scweringsburg and Heinintzburg, both built in 1908, and Duwisib, built in 1909. All three were designed by the architect Willi Sander; the first two belong to a trio of castles in the capital city while the third, Dusisib, is located 150 miles from Windhoek just outside the small town of Maltahohe. Baron Hansheinrich von Wolf commissioned the Duwisib castle for his American heiress wife, Jayta, née Humphreys; however, after her husband died in World War I, Jayta never returned to Namibia. The Duwisib is now a museum, operated by the government; the Heinitzburg, also built by a lovestruck man for his beloved, has been transformed into a luxury hotel; and the Schwerinsburg is a private residence.

Literature and Oral Traditions

While written literature is a relatively new development, Namibia has a rich and varied oral literature. The oral traditions include poetry, storytelling, myths, legends, songs, and praise; some of this oral literature is now available in print. The various ethnic communities in Namibia each have their own traditions of oral storytelling. Poetry and folktales are used to memorialize, to educate, to inform, and to entertain. In rural communities, young people may gather on their own to sing songs and tell stories and counsel each other; in other instances, it is the elders who tell the stories and the young listen.


Joseph Diescho (1955– )

The most renowned Namibian writer and author of seven books, Joseph Diescho holds two doctorate degrees. His dissertation for the Political Science Department at Columbia University was titled the “Role of Education in the Politics of Control in Namibia, 1948–1988.” In 1987, when he received a PhD from Fort Hare University in South Africa, he became the youngest person to be granted that degree from Fort Hare. Diescho’s Born of the Sun (1988) was the first novel in English by a Namibian-born writer. Diescho’s works include Troubled Waters (in English) and novels in his RuKavango language Thimbukushu. Born of the Sun (1988) traces the difficulties of a Namibian migrant worker in South Africa. Diescho has been a university lecturer in South Africa as well as in the United States, a highly respected political analyst and television presenter, as well as a high-ranking administrator in various capacities in Namibia and South Africa.



Poetry is a favorite among Namibians, and one can find poems in daily newspapers and even in the in-flight magazine of the national carrier Air Namibia. Poetry deals with all manner of issues, from history to love to politics. The earliest Namibian-published poems are in church magazines. Not surprisingly, many of these poems spoke of spiritual matters and Christian charity. By the early 1970s, however, many of the poems had a strongly nationalist tone. One of the best-known poems is “Psalm 23,” a poem written in 1973 by Bishop Zephania Kameeta soon after he graduated from seminary. This poem, overtly political and addressing the country’s then apartheid system, is an adaption of the Christian psalm of the same title. Kameeta, now a prominent religious and political leader, was one of the key theorists of liberation theology in the 1970s and 1980s, and he continues to call for greater social justice in Namibia. Another well-known poem commemorates the Cassinga (Kassinga) massacre in which the South African military bombed a refugee camp in Angola, killing scores of Namibians. Postindependence poetry continues to be politically engaged, and poetry remains popular.

Oral literatures remain very much alive and relevant in Namibia. Spoken-word performances can be heard on the television and radio; secondary and postsecondary students perform poetry in and out of school. Venues in Katutura have often been the sites of poetry readings. Some poetry collectives, such as the Kitso Poets, incorporate elements of “traditional” poetry into their performances, for example, by using indigenous musical instruments or singing thus blurring the lines between poetry, storytelling, and singing in ways that reconnect with older traditions.

Written literature dates from mission days. Prior to the arrival of European missionaries, literature by the African communities in modern-day Namibia—songs, proverbs, tales, praise poetry, and riddles—were originally oral. The earliest written collections of these indigenous literatures are to be found in the volumes put together by Finnish, German, and other missionaries. The Diary of Hendrik Witbooi, published in 1929, is an important early contribution to the corpus of Namibian literature. Witbooi was a Nama chief in the period from the late 19th century until his death in 1905. Witbooi, who was born in South Africa and educated by Rhenish missionaries, was fluent in and corresponded in Dutch, and he maintained an active correspondence with German missionaries and colonial officials as well as other African leaders.

White settlers often produced a literature arguing the benefits of colonialism and European rule, portraying whites as pioneering heroes. With regard to the production of written literatures by black Namibians, two facts are critical to keep in mind. In the first instance, Namibian communities have a long and dynamic history of oral literatures; secondly, postprimary formal education became available to nonreligious black Namibians only in the middle of the 20th century. Before the 1950s the only postprimary school open to Namibian blacks was for the training of black catechists and pastors. By 1964, only 16 black Namibians had advanced as far as senior secondary school in the entire country.

Joseph Diescho (born 1955) is the best-known Namibian author and the first Namibian-born writer to publish a novel. Diescho’s Born of the Sun was published in 1988; Desicho published a second novel in English in 1993, Troubled Waters. Diescho has also produced two novels in his maternal language, Rukavango. Best known for his plays, Frederick B. Philander (born 1949) is Namibia’s most famous playwright; he also writes short stories. Prominent women writers include Christi Warner, Ellen Namhila, Neshani Andreas, Kaleni Hiyalwa, and Ndeutala Hishongwa. Hishongwa’s self-published short novel, Marrying Apartheid, is considered the first novel by a black Namibian woman. Namibian writing, like the country itself, is multilingual. Author Abednego Lesheni Nghifukua, who writes poetry in Oshivambo, has written a novel also in Oshivambo. The polyglot politician Andrew Nick Matjila has published a drama as well as a number of poetry chapbooks in SiLozi, designed specifically for use by schoolchildren. Namibian authors also write in German and Afrikaans.

Media

As of 2014, Namibia had 3 television stations, 13 newspapers, and 25 radio stations. About 60 percent of the urban population and close to 40 percent of the rural population have access to television; the radio is ubiquitous while newspapers are not readily available in rural areas. There is no media censorship in Namibia, and even the state-owned television and radio stations have been known to broadcast strong criticisms of the government when they host call-in shows. Although there is no censorship or violence against journalists, the government does attempt to control the media through its control of advertising dollars. In 2001, the government banned all government agencies and representatives from placing any advertisements in The Namibian, the newspaper with largest circulation, accusing the paper of being unfairly critical of government policies. As well as the state, private individuals, community groups, and corporations are the owners of the various media in Namibia. Namibia Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) is state owned; One Africa is a privately held company that targets the urban, educated segment; and Trinity Broadcasting Namibia (TBN) is a family-owned affiliate of the evangelical Christian and U.S.-based TBN International. Television programming is around the clock, and many of the shows on television are from South Africa; viewers with satellites are able to access a large number of international channels. Shows from the United States and Europe are screened regularly on NBC; purchasing foreign content is cheaper than creating content domestically, so many Namibians are familiar with Oprah, European soccer teams, and contestants on U.S. talent shows.

M-Net, a South African media company with a continental presence, develops much of its own content, sometimes borrowing the format and ideas from models developed elsewhere. M-Net’s reality show Big Brother Africa, which brings together contestants from all over the continent, is a truly African hit show. In 2007, Sam Nujoma, the president of Namibia, castigated the state television channel for showing Big Brother rather than, as the president said the channel should do, documentaries about life in Namibia. Although they are generally not screened on television, it is worth noting here that Nollywood films from Nigeria are popular in Namibia, available on DVDs.

Of the two dozen radio stations, three are national: NBC broadcasts across the entire country, as do Kudu FM and the Christian Channel 7 (Kanaal 7). Channel 7 broadcasts in Afrikaans and Oshivambo primarily, mixing Christian and other contemporary music, news, and talk. Kudu broadcasts in English, although it takes and airs calls in Afrikaans and German. Kudu FM’s target audience is those under 50. In north and central Namibia, listeners can also tune in to Angolan radio stations; those in the south of the country are able to listen to South African stations. The regional radio stations include Katutura Community Radio, Oshivambo Radio, Radio Omulunga, and Rukavango Service. The latter stations tend to play mostly Namian-language music and are really the ones responsible for making the transition from airwaves dominated by foreign music to increasing the popularity of local artists.

Namibia has four daily newspapers: The Namibian (independent), New Era (state controlled), Allgemeine Zeitung (German language), and the youngest, Namibian Sun (independent). The English-language The Namibian has the largest circulation while the German Allgemeine Zeitung, founded in 1916, is the oldest newspaper in the country. The editor of the The Namibian, Gwen Lister, previously worked at the now-defunct Windhoek Advertiser. Forced into exile following numerous threats by the apartheid regime, she returned to Namibia and founded The Namibian, so it is a great irony that Lister finds herself now frequently in conflict with the ruling SWAPO government. Four weekly newspapers are published in English: The Namibian Economist, Windhoek Observer, Informante, and Confidente; the Afrikaans-language Die Republikein also appears weekly. Insight Magazine is a monthly news journal, and the English- and SiLozi-language Caprivi Vision also appears monthly. The Namib Times, based in Walvis Bay, is a biweekly regional paper. It is unclear how frequently the Villager appears. Every one of these publications maintains a Web site, and sometimes also a social media presence via such sites as Facebook. Namibians also have access to South African publications; German newspapers are readily available in Swakopmund and Windhoek.


Conservancies

In the area of wildlife conservation, Namibia has gained a worldwide reputation as a leader, achieving notable successes in maintaining and even increasing wildlife populations. Namibia is one of the few countries in the world to include environmental protection in its constitution. Individuals and groups from the United States and Nepal have visited Namibia to study the success of its conservancy program. In 2008, Namibia had a total of 42 conservancies (up from zero in 1998), occupying about one-fifth of the country’s total land; the conservancies are all run by the local communities. Having the local communities take ownership of the land and wildlife is a bold idea and in the case of Namibia has been hugely successful, with animal stocks growing. Indeed, the government has transferred some animals from overcrowded national game parks to conservancies. In 1982, the oryx population stood at 400 and there were 450 zebras in the country; by 2011, the numbers were 29,000 oryx and 18,800 zebras. Conservancies typically enter into agreements with ecotourism companies, allowing tourists and trophy hunters to visit on a controlled basis.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Niamey

Major Cities: Niamey, Zinder, Maradi, Agadez, Tahoua

Population: 17.83 million (2013)

Languages: French (official), Hausa, Zarma-Songhay, Fulfulde, Gulmancema, Kanuri, Tubu, Buduma, Tasawaq, Arabic

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Hausa (56 percent); Zarma-Songhay (22 percent); Fulani (8.5 percent); Amazigh-Tuareg (3 percent); Kanuri (4.3 percent); other including Gulmancema, Tubu, Buduma, Isawaghan, Shwa-Arabs (1.2 percent)

Religions: Indigenous (4 percent); Islam (95 percent); Christianity (1 percent)



Introduction

Geography

The Republic of Niger is a landlocked country of 1,267,000 square kilometers. More than two-thirds of its landmass lies in the southern fringes of the Sahara Desert. It is neighbored by the Federal Republic of Nigeria and the Republic of Benin in the south. The countries of Mali and Burkina Faso border it to the southwest, and the republic of Chad to the southeast. The northern borders of Niger are shared with Libya and the People’s Democratic Republic of Algeria. Because of its geographical location at a crossroad between the Sahara Desert and the Sudanic Savanna, it is referred to as a Sahelien country. Niger’s population is composed mainly of pastoralists, agriculturalists, and fishing and trading communities.

While historically caravan travels linked the Saharan regions with the savanna, the Niger River has also been a source of interaction and conveyance among populations living on the banks of the river. The Niger River flows southwest coming from Mali and toward Benin and Nigeria. Niger’s second seasonal river is called the Komadougou Yobe and is shared eastward with Nigeria and into Lake Chad.

Niger’s fragile economy is mainly tied to subsistence agriculture and livestock. Agriculture in Niger has often been affected by severe dry climatic changes resulting in prolonged droughts and acute famines. Niger experiences Sahelian seasonal climatic variations characterized by high heat from February to May followed by a rainy season from mid-May to the end of August. September to October marks harvest time with all festivals followed by a windy and dusty Harmattan season characterized by a drop of temperature to 70°F (21°C). The Republic of Niger’s geographic location, limited arable land, and severe Sahelian climatic variations have rendered the country extremely vulnerable in agricultural food production. Niger’s agricultural products include millet, sorghum, rice, cowpeas, peanut, and cotton. It is also known as a great exporter of onions, tomatoes, and livestock.


On the Sahel

Niger encompasses a large area of the Sahara Desert in the north and a portion of the Sahel to the south. Meaning “coast” in Arabic, Sahel is a reference to the view of the Sahara as a great sea of sand. Travelers crossing this vast sea rejoiced upon sighting the sparse, semiarid grasslands of the Sahel, having finally reached friendly shores. Niger’s position guarantees that its peoples have a long history of benefiting from the trans-Saharan trade. However, this comes at a price. Each year, the desert encroaches further and further southward, consuming farming and grazing lands.



Demographic studies reveal that the Republic of Niger has one of the highest birthrates and infant mortality rates in the world. This high birthrate is in stark contrast to the living conditions that are constantly at the whim of severe and recurrent droughts and famines. However, some studies argue that the high birthrate is balanced by high infant mortality as a survival strategy and a way of securing farming labor for the families (Charlick 1991: 6).

In spite of being the world’s fourth largest producer of uranium, the Republic of Niger remains the world’s poorest country. For over 40 years, France’s nuclear multinational corporation, AREVA, has controlled Niger’s mining industries with disastrous environmental consequences and calamitous consequences for the health of the people exposed to the deleterious effects of open-pit uranium mines. In addition to uranium, Niger is also endowed with other natural resources such as coal, petroleum, and gold, whose exploitation are currently the sites of political and armed contestations.

People and Ethnicity

The population of Niger, estimated at about 13.5 million inhabitants, is often described as multiethnic in composition. The ethnic groups include the Hausa (50 percent), the Zarma-Songhay (22.8 percent), the Fulbe/Fulani (10.4 percent), the Kanuri (8.5 percent), the Amazigh (Tuareg) (3 percent), and the Tubu (0.5 percent). The rest is composed of a small host of ethnic minorities that include the Schwa-Arabs, the Gurmance, and the Buduma. Of this total population about 50.4 percent are women, of whom 42 percent are between the ages of 15 and 42. These are the figures that are provided by the national census, a tradition that is part of the European colonial legacy in Africa and elsewhere.

Although the Republic of Niger’s populations reflect a mosaic of ethnicities, the people often refer to themselves as product of brassage Sahelien, that is, ethnic and cultural blending. As much as the census record (itself a product of European colonial conceptions of African identities) has categorized the population into seemingly discrete ethnic and religious units, it masks and distorts the reality of ethnocultural dynamics and the composition of the nation. “Hausaness,” for example, which is said to cover about a half of the demographic map of the country, has always been a multiple and shifting identity. Within it are elements from various ethnoregional sources and, though regarded as essentially Islamic, its religious face has been equally inclusive of Hausa of other faiths like African Traditional Religions and Christianity, be it Catholicism or Protestantism. Numerous people of “Hausa” origin are, for all practical purposes, regarded and see themselves as “Zarma.” The Mauri/Mawri (Maouri) are an example of such a group that can claim to be both Hausa and Zarma, or a new ethnicity. The people of Ader in the Tahoua Department (southeastern and central Niger), the Abzin people in Zinder (in eastern Niger), the Agadez Departments (northern Niger), and the Ingall people in Agadez manifest a similar complexity at the intersection of (Amazigh identity) Tuaregness, Hausaness, Fulaniness, or Zarmaness within the Saharan-Sahelien space. Yet, the Mauri, the Adarawa (from Ader) who claim ties to both Hausas and Tuaregs (as the saying in Hausa goes, “Ba’adare duk Buzu ne,” meaning, Any person of Ader is a Tuareg), the Damagarawa (from Zinder) who are originally Kanuri-speaking people linguistically and culturally assimilated to the Hausa, and the Isawaghan (whose native language Tasawaq is clearly a Creole language based off of Songhay and Berber), who claim historical ties to the old Songhay empire of Kankan Mousa and Arab-Berber ancestry are but the more obvious articulations of brassage.

Languages

Niger has a diversity of indigenous languages. These include Hausa, Zarma-Songhay, Fulfulde, Gulmance, Amazigh (Tuareg), Buduma, Isawaghen and Schwa-Arab, and Tubu. These national Nigerien languages are also all transborder lingua franca because they are spoken in neighboring countries such as Nigeria (Hausa, Fulani, Schwa-Arabic, Kanuri, Songhay, and Tamajaq). The Hausa language spoken by more than 56 percent of Nigerien populations is also a mother-tongue to people native to the area that expands southwest from Dogondoutchi eastward to Zinder in the historical capital of the Damagaram. Moreover it is a trade language used throughout West Africa. Zarma-Songhay (22 percent) is the second largest indigenous language spoken in Southwest Niger from Dosso to Tillabery and is a transborder language spoken in Mali, Benin, and Nigeria. Kanuri is spoken by about 4.3 percent of the population in the eastern Niger (in Zinder and Diffa) regions along Lake Chad, while Tamajaq is spoken by 8 percent of the Nigerien Amazigh population commonly known as the Tuaregs. The Amazigh live in the northern Saharan part of the country, which spreads northeast-southwest from Tanout-Zinder to Bonkoukou. In addition Tamajaq is a transborder language spoken in Southern Algeria, Libya, Burkina Faso, Mali and Nigeria.

Ethnic Schwa-Arabic, Tubu, and Gulmancema are minority languages spoken by 1.2 percent of Nigerien populations living in Diffa bordering Chad, and Makalondi at the border with Burkina Faso. Classical Koranic Arabic plays a central role in religious rituals and education given that more than 95 percent of the Nigerien population has been practicing Islam for centuries. The Kanuri-speaking region of the Republic of Niger, which historically was a part of the Kanem-Borno Empire, has been Islamized since the 10th century before the formation of the Sokoto Caliphate.

As a former French colony, French was adopted as the official language of Niger. Both French and Arabic are used as media of instruction in mainstream national schools. However, in general, French language enjoys a privileged status in relationship to other languages as the main language of social and economic mobility. This linguistic advantage that French enjoyed is gradually changing with the advent of democratization and Islamism where public demonstration of competency in the Arabic language has social and political capital in a predominantly Muslim society and where economic globalization is diminishing France’s old political and economic hold on the country. Currently, Arabic has become the language of social, political, and economic mobility for a new educated elite emerging from Arab Islamic institutions of higher learning, which were hitherto marginalized and ridiculed with derision.

In general, most Nigeriens are polyglots speaking their mother tongue and the regional lingua franca. And if they attended school, they are competent speakers of French and/or Arabic. For some living in regions at the border with Nigeria, they learn to speak English and Pidgin English, which in addition to Hausa are crucial for trading in Nigeria.

The English language is increasingly becoming important in Francophone Niger with the proliferation of nongovernmental organizations and international corporations exploiting mineral resources in the country. English is becoming an important medium for the labor market. There is also a new interest in Chinese language given China’s economic partnership with Niger that involves recruitment of labor from both China and the local pool.

Religion

Islam is the predominant religion in Niger, and Muslims across ethnicity account for more than 95 percent of the population. Most Nigerien Muslims are Sunni and adhere to the Maliki School of Islamic jurisprudence. However, the 1990 democratization of the political space has fostered religious pluralism that has inadvertently created the conditions for the manifestation of violent religious fundamentalist movements allegedly with roots in neighboring Nigeria, the North African Maghreb countries, Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan. These groups include the Mai Tatsine movement that emerged from Nigeria, the Izala Ahlalat al Bid’a wa iqamat as sunnah movement (society for the removal of innovations in Islam and the restoration of the practice of the Prophet), and Boko Haram. The goal of these fundamentalist Islamist movements is to promote a puritanical Islam as supposedly practiced in the era of the Prophet Muhammad. They impose a harsh code of behavior on both men and women by regulating modes of bodily presentation in the public space that violates the traditional tolerant and creative cultural practices of Muslims in Niger. An example of this regulation of bodily presentation can be found in certain fundamentalist Islamist groups’ attacks on schoolgirls wearing dresses that did not meet the approval of their particular codes of behavior. This in turn led to the Nigerien women’s protest march against the adherents of these radical fundamentalist groups. This protest was backed by the government’s action of imprisoning the leaders and followers of the fundamentalist movements. Nigerien attachment to their liberal Sahelian cultural practices, tolerant practice of Islam and secularism constitute a deterrent to the extremist religious movements, although the presence of Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb in Mali and Boko Haram in northern Nigeria are causing serious concern for Muslims and non-Muslims in Niger.
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Muslim men pray at the Great Mosque in Agadez. Islam first spread to Niger across the Sahara Desert and quickly became the chief religion of merchants and the elite. By the end of the 19th century, the vast majority of the population of Niger had converted to Islam. (Tuul and Bruno Morandi/Getty Images)

Although Islam is practiced by more than 95 percent of Niger’s population, it coexists with indigenous religions as practiced across ethnicity and with other religions such as Christianity—Catholic and Protestant—and Baha’i. More recently, new Pentecostal churches with Nigerien converts have become visible in the urban centers. The first evangelical missionaries arrived in Zinder, eastern Niger, in 1924 followed by the Catholic mission in 1931. According to Catholic Church statistics Niger counts about 25,000 Catholics, of whom the majority are immigrants from Togo, Benin, and Burkina Faso. Christian missionaries were instrumental in the development of French colonial and postcolonial education in Niger Republic.

Traditional African religions such as Bori (Hausa term for spirit possession) and Folley (spirit possession in Zarma-Songhay) are still practiced by non-Islamized minority groups and by syncretic Muslim communities. In the Katsina Kingdom, Bori is considered a traditional practice that is not undermined by Islam because it is protected by the royal family with its Inna, the palace female guardian of Bori. This royal protection of Bori by the Inna of Katsina is significant in understanding the role of spirits in the power associated with the success of every occupation in the kingdom during the pre-Islamic period. For example, there are spirits associated with farming, spirits associated with rain, and those associated with hunting whose mercy is fundamental to the survival of the kingdom. Spirit possession is also central to southwestern Nigerien populations such as the Sorko (fishing people) who worship the queen water spirit Haso and other spirits. During the Seyni Kountche military regime (April 14, 1974–November 10, 1987) spirit possession rituals accompanied with music and performances were banned by the government. This led to the disappearance of spirit possession rituals in urban landscape while its music continues in a modern form as a result of musicians such as Sadou Bori, Abdallah, and Moussa Poussi, who were concerned with the preservation of this important African cultural heritage. African Traditional Religions such as Bori or Folley are currently threatened by Islamic and Pentecostal fundamentalism in Niger, which call for the abandonment of African religions for the saving Abrahamic faiths.

Social Customs

Islam has had a major impact on the social customs of the majority of Nigeriens. These are reflected in communal washing of hands and eating, architectural designs of houses in both the rural and urban settings, modes of dressing, and gendered modes of interactions. Niger is highly stratified socially, and often an individual’s social status is signified by the position of their home within the main compound of the house in Hausa, Kanuri, and Zarma society. Among the Songhay, the naming system denotes social status. For other groups, like the Tuareg, modes of dress signify one’s class. Across ethnicities, deferential language is used by people for communication across class or social status. For example, while all men veil in Tuareg society, the mouth of an aristocratic man is not to be shown in public. A noble Tuareg man speaks through the rich indigo turban that covers his mouth. Very often an individual’s aristocratic social class is revealed through the praise poetry of royal bards in most Nigerien cultures.

The five prayers required in Islam regulate the tempo of life in Niger and are marked in the landscape by the muezzin’s sonic call. At each call, Muslim men congregate at the nearby mosques that proliferate in the neighborhoods and main market areas while women pray in private spaces at home or at work. Friday is a big congregational day for Muslims while Sunday is the big communal day for the minority Christians in the country. For Tuareg, Tubu, and Woodabe pastoralists, on the other hand, the tempo of life is regulated by seasonal transition because of the transhumant cycle of their herds.

Teenage girls are usually married off at puberty in rural areas while the marriage age of young men is a little later because of the time they need to raise the necessary funds to meet the cost of bride dowry and accompanying gifts. Marriage customs in Niger are a mix of Islam, indigenous ethnic traditions, and practices associated with Western influence, especially in urban settings. The first marriage for both the bride and the groom is the most important in a person’s life in most Nigerien communities because it involves the full cultural and material involvement of the parents. For many groups cousin marriage is highly encouraged as a strategy for maintaining kinship cohesion. However, young people are nowadays resisting arranged marriages orchestrated by parents.

In most cases, apart from the religious rituals performed by the ‘ulema or religious scholar and payment of dowry for the bride, celebrations involving gift exchanges, food, dance, and music vary enormously depending on ethnic background. Polygamy is also common and predates Islam. In Zarma society, there is the marcanda, a ritual organized by the first wife of a man who is about to take a second wife. The first wife invites the married women of her community to engage in dramatic competitive exchange of fictive insults to enact the rivalry inherent in polygamous households. There is a great deal of interethnic marriage in Niger as a result of Islam and mainstream French education that fosters interethnic interaction. Marriage practices of Nigeriens who are among the French-educated elite often incorporate French ceremonial rituals of bride and groom dressing in European bridal fashion, the car parade, the cocktails, the food and champagne, and the final signing of marriage certificate at city hall. Among certain pastoralist groups such as the Woodabe Fulani, there also exists a tradition of the man “eloping” with the woman he is marrying.

Women return to their family to give birth to their first child. A naming ceremony is generally performed on the seventh day according to the Islamic calendar when the child is publically given a name, often drawn from an Arabic-Islamic source. Many Nigeriens also carry indigenous ethnic names in addition to their Muslim names, and these ethnic names often connote important events. For example a name Tonko is given to a boy whose father took a second wife while his mother was pregnant. This is a practice that is culturally prohibited in consideration of the emotional and mental well-being of the childbearing woman. Tonko means a “tough survivor,” a child born in spite of the father’s action. Tasallah is a nickname given to a girl born during Muslim Eid festivities. Bonkano in Zarma literally means “sweet head” and is a name given to a child whose birth coincides with a happy event in the community. The Muslim naming ceremony involves the sacrifice of a lamb on the seventh day to baptize the child. Boys are circumcised in some cases on the seventh day after their birth and in some cases at puberty with other age-mates in a big communal ritual ceremony. Most pastoralists do not use Islamic names. They maintain their ethnic pre-Islamic traditional names in the indigenous languages.

Seniority is strictly observed in codes of behavior observed when interacting with one’s elders. Another way of showing respect regardless of age is to say assalam alaikum, “Peace be with you,” to announce oneself when visiting someone’s house and to take off one’s shoes at the doorsteps of someone’s living room when visiting. It is offensive in most Nigerien cultures to greet someone with the left hand except in the case of right-hand disability. In rare cases there are groups that give the left hand to say, “Come back” to someone going on a long trip. In Hausa culture there is a saying, bak’onka Allanka, “Your guest is your mighty,” suggesting that one is obliged to one’s guest and should show no discomfort to all aspects of their visit.

Lifestyle and Leisure

In rural areas, leisure involves night storytelling within the family setting and musical and dance performances in the market square. Storytelling is a crucial part of children’s socialization into the moral ethos and worldview of their societies. Generally senior storytellers, especially women, entertain while they present didactic stories to the children in the presence of listening adults of the community who are active participants. In Hausa culture, tatsuniya are folkales narrated by women involving animal tales and fairytales, which children enjoy while they learn through them the moral ethos of society. In addition to their entertainment value, they have didactic functions of teaching lessons about such concepts as respect, love, greed, friendship, hard work, and solidarity. Labarai are epic narratives of chivalry narrated by male storytellers to generally an adult audience.

With the modernization of lifestyles in urban settings, this tradition of storytelling targeting children is reproduced in radio and television programs. Radio storytelling for children’s entertainment in local languages—especially with the famous Hausa folktale program run by Hajiya Delu and Malama Rahamu in Hausa language or Mariama Keita’s radio program entitled Le magazine des Petits—are precursors to the more contemporary kids’ entertainment programs that are influenced by American kids’ programs such as Dora the Explorer and Go, Diego, Go! In urban centers there are a variety of possibilities for entertainment although listening to the radio and watching television occupy a major part of leisure time.

Neighborhood entertainment is often provided by griots (traditional bards), local singers and modern musicians who fill the soundscapes of the cities and towns. There are nationally popular musical championships held at major cultural centers such as at Centre Oumarou Ganda in Niamey. There are also neighborhood male conversational associations commonly known as fada in urban centers that are outlets for male camaraderie.

Nigerien people love humor, and because of that theater is a major source of entertainment. Theatrical performances in local languages broadcast on radio or television are popular national entertainment programs. Wasan Kara Kara is a satirical parody traditionally performed at the public square after harvest time in Zinder, the capital city of Damagaram in eastern Niger. It is a dramatic genre through which the performers present a humorous social commentary through a parody of leaders and other subjects of public criticism. There is also wasan koykoyo, literally “game of imitation” in Hausa, which is a very popular drama performed in theater halls and on radio and television.

Nigeriens love radio and television drama in both Hausa and Zarma. Yazi Dogo, Alpha Zazi, Hima Damadama, Malama Delu, and Malama Rahamu are household names on national radio for plays performed in national languages such as Hausa and Zarma. In the mid-1970s, General Seyni Knountché’s regime promoted and popularized the development of national theater in local languages. Dramatic performances involve educators and comedians such as Yazi Dogo and Nourou, internationally renowned artists whose creative works are the focus of important studies. With the proliferation of video entertainment and the development of West African popular cinema such as Nollywood and Kanowood (as well as both Bollywood and Chinese films), many urban families have become hooked on the humor of these new theatrical productions. There are many private television kiosks along the streets in popular neighborhoods where people who cannot afford a television congregate to be entertained at a minimal cost. Low-budget African movies screened on private or public television stations or in private neighborhood television kiosks represent big competition for movie theaters, which show European films that were previously more popular among urban Francophile elite moviegoers.

French colonialism has also left a mark on the Nigerien people as reflected in the educational system, the adoption of French modes of dress, as well as eating and social interactions among the educated elite. The Nigerien elites are generally Francophile even outside the formal administrative context, which is a reflection of the impact of French colonial legacy on language and education. In major cities such as Niamey, Dosso, and Maradi, middle- and upper-class Nigeriens enjoy hanging out at public parks and hotel restaurants where they enjoy drinking and eating brochette, tsire/suya, poulet roti, and viande grille (grilled meat). The Republic of Niger is famous for its spiced grilled meat or kilishi made by Hausa butchers. Urban youths have also developed an affinity for nightclubs, especially in the capital city of Niamey.
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Nigerien men pause for a photograph with their cattle in Danganari. The Sahelian region of Niger is often too dry to support agriculture. However, sparse grasses allow many Nigeriens to pursue a pastoral lifestyle. (Jane Hahn/Corbis)

Employment

Less than one-third of the population of 14 million Nigeriens can read and write, especially in the official French language. Preindustrial subsistence agriculture and pastoralism constitute 80 percent of employment in Niger. The other major employment sectors are mining and civil service. The minimum wage is 28,347 CFA per month. That is approximately US$60 per month. The formal sector is concentrated in the major cities resulting in a rural-to-urban exodus of youth in search of employment. The uranium industry is the major mining sector in Niger. During the global uranium boom of the mid-1970s, the Niger government was able to use the revenue to create employment in the road construction, education, and public health sectors. Once the uranium market fell, however, Niger became one of the poorest countries of the world with an approximate 60 percent youth unemployment rate according to a 2013 World Bank report. Consequently many Nigeriens have become self-employed as craft-makers and skilled laborers, among them artisans of Tuareg jewelry and leatherwork, weavers and potters, and hairdressers. Increasingly Nigerien youth have sought employment in neighboring countries such as Nigeria, Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, and Libya. With the mounting crises in Mali, Libya, and northern Nigeria, the return to Niger of a huge population of Nigerien workers abroad put additional pressure on the government because opportunities for employment at home are bleak. In 2011, it was reported that 240,000 Nigeriens who had been employed as combatants in Libya’s army returned to Niger with no prospect of employment. Some men have found employment as construction workers, drivers, house security guards, and small-scale traders.

In general, Nigerien women are the most affected by unemployment at a rate of 24.95 percent compared to 11.78 percent for men, aged 15–29. Twenty-four percent of those between the ages of 15–29 are unemployed, and rural underemployment is estimated at 86 percent due to the effects of illiteracy, climate variation, and recurrent drought that hinder agricultural activities. In urban settings employment for the majority of the underprivileged, low-educated, or illiterate women consists of service such as nannies, domestic workers for middle- and upper-class families, hair dressers, and street vendors of cooked food. Because of high levels of poverty, Niger is classified as an African country where child labor is practiced in violation of the international conventions. Child labor is observed in mining areas such as Tillabery and Tahoua. In these areas children are recruited as stone crushers, water carriers, well diggers, and in other labor capacities. Despite this statistic, the Republic of Niger is among the countries that ratified the convention against child labor.

Niger underwent a severe Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) organized by the World Bank and International Monetary Fund in the mid-1980s that resulted in the massive lay off of many civil servants and the destabilization of the educational system, with major negative consequences for Niger’s social infrastructure. The country is still struggling to recover from the effects of the SAP program. This was followed by the fall of the uranium market and the devaluation of the exchange rate of the West African CFA franc. Subsequently, the adoption of neoliberal privatization of public services further weakened the economy. Given the lack of employment opportunities at home, since the late 1980s high school– and college-educated young Nigeriens have been migrating to the United States, Europe, and the Arab Gulf countries in search of better opportunities. The remittance money sent by both old rural-to-urban labor migrants and new educated migrants constituting the new Nigerien diaspora is visibly helping many in covering health, education, and housing expenses. These are areas of public welfare that the Nigerien government can no longer successfully support. The diaspora experience also has a positive impact on Nigerien youth who are discovering their new areas of potential and skill. This is a discovery that was not previously possible domestically under the French-inherited system of professional training where the student is assigned and confined to a disciplinary track.


Struggling with Poverty

According to the United Nations, Niger is the world’s poorest country. A number of factors have contributed to this unfortunate state of affairs. Decades of exploitative colonial rule arrested precolonial development and generated enduring imbalances in the Nigerien economy. Successive military regimes governed the country incompetently and often irresponsibly, leading to slow growth and chronic instability. On top of all else, global warming and the overexploitation of land have resulted in the relentless expansion of the Sahara Desert. In the face of these challenges, many have migrated south into Nigeria or farther afield.



Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Puberty has different implications for adolescent girls and adolescent boys throughout Niger. In general, across ethnic groups, teenage boys leave the comfort of their mother’s hut or room to join the male space. This happens in both rural and urban areas and among agriculturalists, pastoralists, and fishermen. Teenage girls, on the other hand, are now considered of marriageable age and are increasingly socialized into domestic roles. For example, among the Tuareg, a teenage boy commonly referred to as amawad leaves his mother’s tent at puberty to build his own grass hut next to that of his kinsmen and undergoes the ritual of face veiling or tagulmust to express his new social status as a young man called amangad (young man). An amangad can court young women in their tents at night, go to war, and attend men’s meetings.

Young women in Niger (approximately 75 percent) are married off at a very early age, around 13 years old, especially in rural areas where the populations do not abide by national laws. Beyond the question of honor that requires the preservation of virginity until a daughter’s first marriage, poverty, family labor demand, and illiteracy are some of the main reasons for the persistence of child marriage practices in Niger. This is why the Ministry of Women and Child Protection, with the support of other branches of the government, has enacted laws that prohibit child marriage and invest a great deal in rural sensitization campaigns to educate parents on the health-related dangers faced by their daughters during childbirth, including maternal and infant mortality and obstetric fistula, which often result in social stigma and abandonment. The male child’s first marriage is generally performed after puberty and after he has proven himself capable of farming to feed his family. Cousin marriage is also commonly practiced in Niger across ethnic groups although it is decreasing particularly in urban centers where there is more and more awareness about genetic health risks for children born of such unions.
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A Tuareg bride is prepared for her wedding inside of a bridal tent. In addition to colorful clothing and elaborate hairstyling, Tuareg brides are traditionally decorated in henna to symbolize purity and fertility. (Robert Estall Photo Agency/Alamy)

Because Niger is a predominantly Muslim country, marriage age and rituals seem to be homogenous, especially in urban centers where people marry a great deal across ethnic lines. Generally, the groom’s family brings the dowry and other gifts, including clothes and toiletries, to the bride’s family. Once an agreement is reached between the two families, a date is set for the Islamic ritual to tie the knot before a gathering of community members and invited guests. The religious rituals are performed at night or early after the morning prayers, usually on Thursdays or Fridays, and are often preceded by a day of wedding festivities including traditional dances and songs to entertain the bride and groom. In general, in most Nigerien customs the bride undergoes a henna ritual cleansing, while this applies also to the groom in the northeastern region of the country. In addition, it is very common on the last day of the wedding that a henna artist draws beautiful henna designs on the bride’s hands and feet while a hairdresser comes to the bride’s parents’ home to do her hair, or she is taken to a hairdresser for a beautiful hairstyle. Generally on the last wedding night, both the bride and groom wear their most beautifully designed clothes for the big dance party inspired by French culture called balle de marriage. Moreover, a mechoui or lamb roasted and stuffed with couscous and spicy ingredients are served with delicious beverages to the guests. In general in Nigerien weddings, there are many joking rituals between the bridesmaids and the groom’s friends and cousins that bring a great deal of humor during the ceremonies and that often lead to new marriage opportunities for new couples.

In rural areas, a marriage celebration follows more closely along the ethnic traditions of the couple. For example, among the matrilocal Tuareg in Agadez, it is the man who marries into a wife’s tent called ehan, unlike in the patrilocal sedentarian cultures of Niger where the woman is married off to a husband’s home. While a female marries very young, a Tuareg male leaves his mother’s tent to join his wife’s tent at marriage at about age 20 or older. The nomadic Fulani Woodabe have two types of marriage. One, which is called koobgal, is an arranged marriage with a cousin, and the second is the marriage of love called teegal in which the woman elopes with a new husband of her choice who is not necessarily of her patrilineage. The Woodabe men find their brides during the festival of the yake dance performed during the end of the rainy season where Woodabe women select whom they want to marry.

During the mid-1980s, recurrent droughts and the economic crisis put great constraints on young men’s ability to pay the bride dowry, which became increasingly exorbitant. The military regime under Colonel Seyni Kountche had to enact a law limiting the dowry to a maximum of 50,000 CFA. The inability to meet the expectations of the bride’ parents regarding the amount of bride dowry, which, contrary to the law, increases depending on the class background and the education level of the bride, has led many young men to opt for more extended stays in foreign countries working as labor migrants attempting to save the money needed for their first marriage. This law is the least respected by the middle- and upper-class families for whom daughters’ marriages are an opportunity for conspicuous display of their wealth and social status.

The new Nigerien diaspora in the United States, the Arab Gulf countries, and more recently China, has introduced the concepts of “mailed brides” and “telephone brides” and has also heightened the cost of marriage celebration. Mailed brides are often young women who have met their husbands-to-be only through photo exchanges because of the precarious undocumented immigration status of the latter, which cannot allow them to visit home and return to where they now live. As a result, the bride who enjoyed several months or years of remittance money from the husband via Western Union and MoneyGram transfers is eventually allowed by her family to join her husband abroad. The telephone brides, on the other hand, are young women who have undergone the religious ritual of marriage but have to wait for several years for the necessary immigration papers that would allow them to join their husbands abroad. Until that happens, their only access to their husbands is by phone.

Because of the practice of polygyny where a man can marry up to four wives, often living in the same household, the average family size is at least eight people including parents and children. In the rural areas, the family can be larger because of cohabitation with members of the extended family who share the same farming land. Nomadic families such as the Woodabe are organized according to patrilineal kinship, although the women are considered the head of the tents because they are the ones who build the tents. This is similar to the nomadic Tuaregs where the women are matrilocal even though lineage is patrilineal, and a man can be polygamous but has to take turns to be with each wife in her own tent.

The idea of marriage within the limits of the law is still contested among some ethnic groups such as the Tuareg who still practice slavery covertly even though it is constitutionally prohibited. Some Tuareg men of aristocratic background take up to a fifth wife who does not have legal status within Islamic law, which allows a maximum of four wives, nor in secular law, which does not recognize the status of a concubine. The Nigerien antislavery nongovernmental organization called Timidria has the first court case brought to their attention against a 63-year-old Tuareg man for taking an underage girl as his concubine. It is important to mention, however, that traditionally children of the concubine are often claimed by their father and are accorded the same rights as the children of the legally legitimate wife or wives. Nonetheless, there are many cases where fathers in concubine unions abandon their children to their mothers because of economic hardships.

Cuisine

Cuisine depends in general on the type of regional crops and vegetables cultivated, and the livestock and fish that are available. Generally Nigeriens see themselves as Sahelians, that is, they are a product of the cultural blending of the southern Sahara and African savanna traditions. Many Nigeriens are subsistence farmers cultivating crops that are specific to a region. In the northern Sahara region of Diffa, agriculture consists of wheat, dates, alfalfa, and fresh produce such as tomatoes, red peppers, sorrel, and okra. Rice is grown along the Niger River in the southwestern part of Niamey, Tillabery, and Ayerou while millet and sorghum are cultivated throughout the country. Because of the short agricultural season, most Nigerien farmers become seasonal rural–urban migrants and often migrants to other African countries in search of employment and income. The northern part of the country is semiarid and is mainly associated with pastoralism and livestock trade. Pastoralists include the Fulani Woodabe, the Tuaregs, and the Tubu. The Nigerien Sahelian landscape reflects a great deal of exchange between agriculturalists, pastoralists, and fishermen as manifested in their traditional markets, dietary customs, and festivals.

Millet and rice are the main staple grains in most Nigerien communities. Millet and rice are usually steamed into dough, making a dumpling called tuwo in Hausa or kurba-kurba in Zarma. Couscous is processed in a variety of ways and eaten with meat, fish, and vegetable sauces or with yogurt or curdled milk. Vegetable sauces could be made of baobab leaves, okra, sorrel, and various varieties of indigenous spinach. The Kanuri are known for their delicious birabusko, a wheat-based couscous dish with dried sorrel and meat stew. Peanut butter stew is very common in Niger and is called tiga-dige foy in Zarma or miyar gyad’a in Hausa. Zarma couscous is known as dambu, which is a mixture of millet or rice couscous mixed with local spinach called kopto, enhanced with red pepper and salt. The Zarma are known for their traditional delicious salad called kopto, which is boiled spinach mixed with spices and peanut butter, cut onion, diced tomato, and a little salt. Another salad called a-ci-a-sha-ruwa is a steamed cabbage salad eaten with roasted peanut called kuli-kuli. Rice and beans, commonly known in Hausa as shinkafa da waka or dunguri nda mo, is a common dish that is sold in the streets.

Hausa society is known for its delicious grilled meat called kilishi in addition to agashe and tsire/suya, types of kebab smeared with roasted peanut, ginger, pepper, and salt sold in the street or markets. Kilishi meat is one of Niger’s tastiest trademarks. All parts of the animal are eaten in Niger and are made into delicious dishes. Both malku (Zarma) or langab’u (Hausa) (animal head and feet pepper soup, respectively), and teli foy (intestine pepper soup) are considered great delicacies. Murge or dried deer meat is commonly found in Kanuri areas such as Zinder and Diffa. The southern Dendi region on the Niger River bank neighboring Benin and Nigeria, Argungun, and the southwestern part Tillabery region, are known for a variety of grilled, fried, and smoked fish. Capitain fish stew and adaptations of Senegalese chepjen are regularly enjoyed by the middle class and served during important celebrations.

Other street foods include a fried bean cake called k’osai (Hausa) or kekkena in Zarma, similar to Yoruba akara. D’an wake in Hausa are small steamed bean cakes dumped in spicy peanut oil sold by young girls in the eastern region. These are often found sold in the streets. Niger is known for its succulent mechoui originating from the Amazigh (Tuareg) tradition. This is the roasted lamb stuffed with couscous and chickpeas. Mechoui has become a national dish served during important events like weddings and when hosting special guests. Amazigh sausage called boudin is sold in the street or in hotel restaurants.

There are varieties of breads depending on regions. These include masa or pancake, fankasu, a fluffy bread, and gurasa or fermented flat bread. Tajeela is the delicious Tuareg desert flat bread cooked in a sand oven and served with a sauce.

Regionally, there are also various traditional beverages. Hura da nono in Hausa or donu nda wa in Zarma is a steamed millet porridge taken with cold curdled milk or yogurt. Koko is a hot millet-based porridge commonly taken as breakfast and given to children along with k’osai bean cake. The Kanuri and Tuareg make a delicious and protein-rich porridge called mordon composed of wheat and millet and to which are added pitted dried dates, dried cheese, yogurt, and sugar. The Kanuri consume mordon frequently during the month of Ramadan. In the eastern region of Zinder, powdered dried cheese called chuku and spices are added to enhance the taste of the beverage. Leemu hari (ginger lemonade) and bisap (sorrel-based drink) are common drinks served at celebratory events. Atay (strong, sweet minted hot tea) is a common Saharan-Sahel Amazigh drink. It is served ritualistically in a small glass in three servings, and each serving is less strong than the previous one. Serving atay in Niger is a sign of hospitality, though the beverage has also become an important part of youth culture. Café au lait can also be found though it is more associated with the French influence, and many civil servants take their breakfast at the maishahi or kiosks of Hausa tea-makers who have their stands near major public service buildings.

In spite of its predominantly Islamic orientation, production of local alcoholic drinks can also be found in Niger. The Gourmantche, for example, are known for their famous millet wine called chappalo, whereas the Hausa make burkutu. Both beverages were banned during the colonial period. Successive postcolonial governments have continued to uphold this ban, in part to eliminate competition for the modern brewery industry. However, these alcoholic beverages are still produced, sometimes in a clandestine circumstances, and consumed by Nigeriens living in Makalondi at the border with Burkina Faso.

The presence of immigrant communities has added new culinary traditions in Niger, especially in the Zongo neighborhood where most immigrants reside in the capital city. Nigerien Togolese are known for making succulent abublo, steamed sweet corn eaten with fried fish, which is a common night snack in the capital city. Nigerien Yoruba restaurants, on the other hand, are highly valued for the pounded yam called sokora, egusi pumpkin seed sauce, and the amala and allele dishes.

As a former French colony, French influence on Nigerien culture is felt in the culinary habits of the middle-class and urban populations. For example, the French baguette is one of the main breakfast items at coffee and tea street vendors. The aroma of freshly baked baguettes fills the air in bakery shops of most residential neighborhoods. Eating macaroni salad and crepes, in addition to European table manners, are other examples of French influence on the Nigerien middle class, and contrast with the practice in many homes where meals are traditionally shared in the same bowl rather than in individual separate plates and with washed hands rather than with knife, spoon, and fork à la francaise.

Dress

There is a rich fashion tradition across regions that reflects ethnic and regional aesthetics. Each region has its cloth-dyeing and embroidery styles and modes of turban wrapping for men, and women’s hairdressing, jewelry, and dress designs. The national museum called Musee National Boubou Hama has a section where beautiful traditional ethnic dresses are exhibited. The Bianou festival, in existence for more than 830 years in the city of Agadez, is a week of folk pageantry celebrated one week after Eid al-Kabir/Eid al-Adha or Tabaski (festival of Sacrifice) where the Tuareg, Fulani, and other groups living in the Sultana of Agadez exhibit traditional cloth designs and cuisine and perform poetry, music, and dance. During ecstatic Bianou dance performance, Tuareg men wear voluminous, beautifully embroidered gowns known in Hausa as babbar riga, gorgeous leather neckware called albai, and traditionally designed leather shoes and elegant shiny indigo turbans.

Like in Senegal, Mali, and Burkina Faso, women and men throughout Niger wear a flowing grand boubou with gorgeous embroidery. Hausa men are known for the beautiful embroidery engraved on their hats, long gowns called jallabiya, or the babban riga, a long, flowing gown that extends a little beyond the knee level.

In general men wear beautifully embroidered Hausa-made hats while women have elegant head wraps that respond to the Islamic code of modesty. Among the Tuareg, nobility and respectability for men are expressed by mouth and face veiling, using a rich indigo-dyed cotton veil that is not required of slaves or children of either gender. Non-nomadic men also wear a turban above their hat generally as a sign of social status as dignitaries of a given community, especially during special events. Each region has its own distinctive male turban design. During formal state functions, the dress code is either traditional attire or Western suit and tie, especially for men.

Nigerien women usually wrap a headscarf called kallabi (Hausa), musooro (Zarma), or foulard in French. This is different from the more recent fashion of Middle Eastern Islamic veiling style called hijab worn by both unmarried and married women, especially among the Izala conservative women regardless of their socioeconomic and education status. Moreover, each woman has her own distinctive kallabi or mussoro wrapping style that enhances the attire she is wearing. Unmarried women generally exhibit their beautiful braided hair or European-inspired hairstyle. Nowadays, urban women have found it convenient to wear wigs that have become affordable due to Chinese imports, or the bonnet Yoruba that is inspired by the head wraps traditionally worn by Yoruba women. These newer styles reflect transnational fashion cross-fertilization.

Although most Nigerien women wear beautiful designed tops and long wrappers called wax or java depending on the quality of threads and whether originally manufactured by the Dutch textile companies or local textile industries, each ethnic group has its traditional dress design for women and girls. For example, Zarma women are known for their beautiful, large woven cloth called tera-tera with an opening for the neck at one of the corner and wrapped around the waist. The Kanuri women’s dress is commonly referred to as manga-manga. It is made of atampa, a kind of long jallabiya similar to men’s attire that extends above the ankle, which has two front pockets and beautiful designs around the neck and the front part. In the Diffa region, Kanuri, Tubu, and Schwa-Arab women wrap a lafai, an Indian-type sari to show modesty and respectability, especially among the middle-aged women who cover their heads with the same cloth. However, it is important to mention that the more affordable and industrially manufactured textiles have displaced the traditional weaving industry in rural areas. Traditionally woven clothes are becoming increasingly relegated to folkloric exhibition wear in Niger.

The International Festival of African Fashion created by Alphadi in 1998 brings international fashion designers together in Niger. Although it has been the target of the fundamentalist Islamist group Izala, Alphadi has successfully continued to host this biannual African fashion festival that brings a huge international fan base to the country and injects energy into Niger’s tourist industry. Alphadi’s fashion design for both women and men promotes a modern taste of Sahel-Saharan and Western artistic sensibilities in modern clothes.

Sports and Games

Wrestling, known in Hausa as wasan kokowa, is the most popular national sport and is considered the sport of national unity. A wrestling festival is an occasion for a diversity of theatrical performances involving both men and women artists. Since 1975, the country celebrates a national wrestling championship known as the Championat National de Luttes Traditionnelles, and the opening day and the closing day are official national public holidays. Niger won the first international African wrestling championship in 1995 and occupied the second place in 1997 and 2000. In 2004, Niger served as host to the African Championship of Traditional Wrestling in the capital city Niamey.

In 1975, President Seyni Kountché’s military regime introduced the national sport championship in a variety of sports as a tool for national youth integration. Using the revenue from the sale of uranium, the Nigerien state used this championship to develop regional cultural infrastructure and encourage economic development of remote regions of the country such as Agadez and Diffa. Furthermore, the state sponsored youth participation in athletic tournaments by covering related expenses. This national championship competition revived both traditional ethnoregional sports such as langa and Western sports. Soccer is highly popular in Niger, and a national championship is organized each year for the selection of the team that will compete in the Africa Cup soccer championship with the hope of making it to the World Cup. Nigeriens are very proud of their national soccer team called Mena, which has registered some international success at the Africa Cup. Furthermore, Niger is reknowned for its expatriate players recruited by international soccer teams in Europe, Cameroon, and Burkina Faso. Basketball, volleyball, boxing, and Ping-Pong are less popular national sports, although they are very popular in schools. Since 1964 the Republic of Niger has been an active participant in the Summer Olympics. In 1972 Issaka Daboré made a name for Niger at the African Sport Hall of Fame for winning the bonze medal for boxing. With the increasing economic partnership with China, there is an increase in martial arts training resulting from China’s sponsorship of the sport and building of a martial arts center near the biggest sport center, the Stade Seyni Kountché located in the capital city of Niamey. Young women participate more in athletic performances such as track, basketball, and volleyball. Horse racing is a traditional sport in the eastern Kanuri part of the country whereas camel racing is common in the desert regions of Tahoua and Agadez, especially during the festival of Bianu after the month of Ramadan. Horse and camel parades were the highlight of the fifth games of Les Jeux de la Francophonie, which Niger hosted in 2005 in the capital city Niamey. Les Jeux de La Francophonie, which is the equivalent of the Commonwealth Games in the French-speaking world, brought 25,000 athletes and about 2,000 international spectators into Niger. In addition to competitive sports, there are artistic competitions involving performing arts (storytelling, music and songs, and drama) and visual arts exhibitions involving sculpture, paintings, and photography.
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A traditional wrestling match in Agadez, Niger. Wrestling is particularly popular among the Hausa, for whom it traditionally serves as a means of peaceful competition between villages. (Guichaoua/Alamy)

Festivals and Holidays

All Islamic holidays and Christmas and Easter are officially celebrated public holidays in Niger. Given the culture of tolerance in the nation, religious leaders of both Islam and Christianity officially send their congratulations to other faith communities in the spirit of interfaith coexistence. As a result, Muslims and Christians in Niger celebrate and invite one another to functions during the holidays in spite of the more recent tensions resulting from new religious fundamentalism of Muslims and fundamentalist Pentecostal Christians. Secular, Western-educated Nigerien Muslims often organize a festive dance called réveillon on Christmas Eve right after the midnight mass, which is broadcast nationally on public and private television stations. This is an important dimension of Nigerien interfaith tolerance and respect that the rise of fundamentalism tries to undermine. As practicing Muslims who perform the Five Pillars of Islam including the five daily prayers and fasting throughout the month of Ramadan, Nigerien Muslims look forward to celebrating all Islamic holidays. After the 30 days of fasting during the month of Ramadan, the nation celebrates at the sight of the moon, Eid al-Fitr. Two months and 10 days later, they celebrate Eid al-Kabir/Eid al-Adha (Feast of Sacrifice), commonly referred to as Tabaski, which is a two-day public holiday where communities share food, especially meat from the roasted lamb or goat slaughtered in sacrifice. There is a congregational prayer at major mosques attended by men, women, and children. After the prayer, a ram or goat is slaughtered in the tradition of the lamb sent to Abraham by God for sacrifice in place of his son Ishmael. Although the sacrifice of a ram is required of all Muslims who can afford it, this ritual is becoming a cultural must for all respectable heads of household. As a result, all heads of families try their best to buy a ram in spite of the fact that this is a religious obligation for only those who can afford it. The transformation of religious rite into a rigid cultural tradition has become unnecessarily burdensome for some families. During that celebration children are given gifts of sweets and money for their visits. There are many musical and performative events throughout the week in some towns including royal parades, especially in the eastern region. Maulidi is another exciting Muslim event celebrated by Nigeriens commemorating the birth of the Prophet Muhammad.

Niger became independent from French rule on August 3, 1960, while December 18, 1958, is the day of the proclamation of the republic. Both dates are commemorated in the country by military parades and cultural festivities. August 3 is also celebrated as Fête de l’abre or Tree Celebration where the entire population is invited to plant trees to assist in the fight against an alarming desertification.

There are cultural festivals tied to ethnoregional traditions. Cure Sale (Salt Cure) is a nomadic festival that takes place at the end of the rainy season around August–September in the northern part of Niger such as in In Gall, a salt basin, where the animals consume salt to cure themselves of diseases as they enjoy the green pasture. This is an annual occasion where Tuareg and Fulani Woodabe herders gather to celebrate the new season by setting a city of tents where folkloric festivities—music, poetry, dance, cuisines, and sport—take place along with the exchange of traditional crafts such as leather products, silver jewelry, and embroidered cloths made by local artisans. This is a time for family ties and courtship. The yake dance is a festival of courtship, male choreographic dances, and beauty pageantry that attract worldwide tourists in Niger. It is a male beauty contest in which women choose a new partner. The annual festival of the guereewol or male war dance is often not performed because of severe drought and famine, which affects the Woodabe gathering.

Music and Dance

The Republic of Niger is a Sahelien landscape of rich musical and dance traditions that reflect the blending of Islamic, Amazigh (Tuareg), Savannah-Sudanic, and Western influence. Each region in Niger is endowed with distinctive rhythm and dance features tied to the type of musical instruments used and their singing and melodic traditions. For example, in the eastern region, the Kanuri are known for their algaita (shawm) music accompanied with big drums called ganga to which men and women dance in couples while forming a big circle. Kakaki is a very long trumpet played at the palace of the Emir of Damagaram in Zinder during special events such as the religious holidays. Kalangu (Hausa) or dondon (Zarma) are the talking drums played during weddings and other ceremonies involving women’s dances. The gumbe is the big Zarma drum to which young men dance. Tende is the Amazigh (Tuareg) women’s drums accompanied by a violin played by women. Hajo is one of the most celebrated Nigerien woman violinists. Among the string instruments there are the Zarma molo and kuntigui. Goge is a type of violin played by both the Hausa and the Zarma especially during the spirit possession rituals called bori (Hausa) or folley in Zarma language. The Fulani are known for their fabulous flute. The gurmi is a two-stringed instrument played by the Tubu in Niger and Chad.

Each ethnic group has its own dance tradition that is borrowed by others in the making of a national dance at national and international festivals. For example, takamba is an elegantly choreographed dance performed by both Tuareg and Songhay men and women to the rhythm of traditional tende and Western guitar. Takai is a popular Hausa drum dance called kid’in duma, “the beating of drum,” performed in the Gobir region involving men and women clapping sticks.

Nigerien modern music is often a remaking of the old traditional songs into a modern genre enhanced by melody from both traditional and Western musical instruments. Dan Gourmou, Maman K’waro, Alhaji Taya, Moussa Poussi, and Saadou Bory are all male artists now deceased who pioneered the modernization of Niger’s traditional music. Mamar Kasay, Oumar Bombino, and Mali Yaro are young male artists who are internationally known for their music. Fati Mariko, Hadiza Mangu, and Zara Moussa are among the more reknowned Nigerien female artists. For example, Zara Moussa, commonly known as ZM, is one of the most celebrated female rappers in Niger who raps about the subordinated female condition in Niger, illiteracy, corruption, and youth unemployment. She performs with the rap group called Home Boys in several local languages including Hausa, Zarma, and French.

Le Prix Musical Dan Gourmou (Dan Gourmou Musical Prize) founded in 1987 is a biannual music festival held in Tahoua every September and October. The prize is named after one of Niger’s most famous singers from the Tahoua region who is an avant-garde musician with a commitment to modernize and promote Nigerien musical culture. In 1990, Centre Alhaji Taya was inaugurated as an institute dedicated to the training of musical talents in Niger.

Visual Art

Niger Republic is known for its rich, multigeneric, and multithematic visual arts traditions. There are many examples of prehistoric pottery, rock engravings sometimes with Tifinagh inscriptions found in the Niger Sahara, and artistic depictions of the social life, social customs, belief systems, migration, lifestyle, and worldviews of their prehistoric authors.

Hair braiding is an important aesthetic practice in Niger’s visual arts for women across Nigerien cultures and for both women and men in Fulani Woodabe traditions, where men are the ones who are required to make themselves beautiful in order to attract female partners. Beyond the aesthetic value of hair braiding, each style often carries a culturally embedded connotation. For example, the Kanuri have their own hairstyle called keleyasku for unmarried young women. The Zarma mangayze is an elaborate women’s hairstyle signifying a child-bearer with two hanging bangs on each side of the cheek decorated with rare silver coins, whereas tanga is a hairstyle for marriageable young women involving four big braids from the center of the head: one to the forehead, one to the back, one to the right, and one to the left. Other popular types of hairstyles include boukoki, “the hut,” whereby all of the single braided, weaved cornrows go from bottom to the middle of the head like the roof of a hut. With modernization and the advent of television, film, and travels, there is a diversity of elaborate modern hairstyles inspired by other African and Western cultures. The Asian wig industry has also impacted on the hairstyle of women in Niger with the wearing of wigs and hair extensions.

Metalsmithing is a landmark of Niger’s Tuareg artisanal traditions. The artisans work with silver, bronze, copper, and ebony wood to make beautiful leather jewelry boxes, bracelets, gorgeous veil weights, amulets, and necklaces. Women use veil weights to hold the light wrapped black cotton cloth from being blown in the wind. Tuareg men are known for their fabulous silver jewelry, especially the 32 regional landmark crosses and the cross of Agadez, the silver amulets that are generally worn by Tuareg women as necklaces, and other jewelry designed as headwear.

Tuareg women in Agadez are well known for their beautiful leatherwork, especially the leather saddlebags, and leather pillows with striking colors and intricate geometric patterns. They also make beautiful wallets called albay and leather sandals.

The Tuareg tent is a masterpiece of interior design. It consists of a stack of colorfully choreographed mats, a grass-made roof (ewar-war) on the top, and nicely worn and beautifully designed floor carpets called tundim made by Tuareg women. The Tuareg bed called alaga is another beautiful work of art exemplified by the design of its six standing pillars, its frame, and the beautifully designed six mats made of raffia fiber and cow leather called tessilil. Tuareg women are famous for weaving beautiful baskets that serve as clothes storage bins called berkeina.

Throughout Niger, women apply henna designs on their hands and feet. Particularly during weddings there is a special day called henna day or ranar k’umshin lalle or ranar wankar lalle when the bride and the groom are cleansed with henna combined with locally made incense. Afterward, the bride undergoes henna feet and hand beautification. With globalization and mobility, local henna artists are increasingly influenced by imported henna designs that they mix with traditional designs.

Generally all Nigerien cultures have a rich weaving tradition in cloth making, basketry, mat making, and hairdressing. Zarma-Songhay men are great weavers and are famous for tera-tera, which has become a national art design. Among the Tuareg it is the women who are great weavers of carpets, which decorate home floors in most nomadic cultures and decorate the homes of other Nigeriens. Zarma women are great pottery makers. Mirya is another region in eastern Niger that is well known for its beautiful pottery design.

Both Tuareg women and Kanuri are great basket designers. The Kanuri women are famous weavers of colorful baskets in the shape of calabashes called kinday goro, “kolanut basket,” cloth storing basket called gara, and baskets for carrying merchandise called zuba. Each ethnic group in Niger has its own distinctive mat-making tradition. However, the Kanuri women, the Hausa women of Madaoua, and the Fulani women of Say near Niamey are the most renowned for the intricate color designs of their mats called tabarma in Hausa. These long, beautiful mats are spread on the floor as seating during major family events like weddings, funerals, and other gatherings.

Facial ethnic marks are common in most Nigerien cultures even though it is practiced less and less because of health risks. The Woodabe Fulani are masters of body designs. The body is used as a canvas on which aesthetic designs in the form of tattoos are inscribed by women. The Woodabe Fulani also transform calabashes and bed poles into beautiful works of art. Woodabe women make fabulous hand cloth embroidery especially for men’s clothes. Fulani women are known for their beautiful decorative calabashes and gourds used for carrying their dairy products. The Hausa are known for their decorative arts of wall plaster, cloth embroidery, and leatherworking.

Islamic calligraphy through the production of Ajami manuscripts in local languages has produced impressive textual work of arts in Niger. Ajami is the Arabic-derived script used in writing local languages and used by young contemporary artists. Western-derived modern paintings are a recent phenomenon because this genre was not part of the school curriculum. Most modern artists are self-taught in painting. Marie Kaziende is among the pioneers of Nigerien modern artist painters whose multigenre works appear in the Smithsonian collection. Rissa Ixa is a famous Nigerien Tuareg artist whose aim is to promote Amazigh culture through his stained glass artworks, while Ahmed Boudane draws amazing abstract art pieces inspired by his maternal Tifinagh literacy tradition.

Architecture and Housing

Islamization and family structure have influenced the structural conception of houses in most Nigerien societies. Most traditional houses in urban Niger are made of mud bricks. Because of the Islamic concept of sutura, “privacy or respectability,” a mud wall fences in the main house. In Hausa society, there is the zaure that is the main entrance of the house; next to it is a side guest room called shago, which in turn is next to soraye, the male kin and teenage boys’ family sleeping area. The cikin gida is the interior of the household, and turaki is the main room of the male head of household. The gendered courtyard called a sassa separates men kin from female kin who often are in kulle, that is, seclusion.

Traditional house designs in Zinder, Maradi, Agadez, and Tahoua are aesthetically fascinating and the objects of documentary films and beautiful photography. In rural areas, the rumbu (greenery) is placed at the center of the compound for spouses’ equal access to the food storage in a polygynous set up. Very often one finds a small mosque at the entrance of main houses of wealthy house owners who can afford its clean maintenance. In rural areas, houses for sedentarians consist for the most part of a hut made of grass entirely or a combination of mud wall and grass roof depending on the means of the family. For nomadic pastoralist populations nomadic women are commonly the heads of households who are charged with building the tents and organizing the living arrangement inside them.

In general whether in rural setting or in urban areas, Nigerien women enjoy decorating the interior of their houses with woven cloths called kunta distinctively made by traditional weavers, and fashionable and nicely decorated plates made mainly in China and displayed in koba, a cupboard. Kunta designs mark ethnic diversity, semiotic sensibilities, and borrowings as reflected in new colors and geometric designs from other cultures within Niger or cultures visited by traditional weavers who are seasonal labor migrants in other African countries such as Ghana, Burkina Faso, Mali, and Cote D’Ivoire. Many women place protective Koranic verses as amulets or tablets above the main door of their homes. Tuareg women design beautiful leather pillows that also serve as traveling storage during their mobility.

In the capital city Niamey and other major interior cities such as Maradi, Zinder, Tahoua, and Agadez, there are Western-inspired types of modern architecture consisting of villas and mansions for wealthy families. Nigerien diaspora communities are investing in real estate with remittance money, a phenomenon that has spread the development of Western-style housing throughout the country. The architecture of these houses is influenced by where members of the Nigerien diaspora reside. New Nigerien housing aesthetics are thus shaped by new experiences abroad. For example, villa Gulf are villas built by Nigerien traders residing or engaged in business in the Arab Gulf States while some housing reflects American West Coast housing design with Mediterranean colors is found in some areas of San Diego.

Nigerien traditional adobe mosque architectural designs have been the object of tourist interest. The beautiful historical mosque of Agadez represents the tallest adobe building in the world. It serves as a watchtower for Tuareg and Fulani pastoralists approaching the city of Agadez. Its structure and construction techniques are arguably derived from the architectural school of 16th-century Songhay’s Timbuktu. In the meantime, external funding from the Muslim world is introducing new mosque designs. The Grande Mosque of Niamey sponsored by the late president of Libya, Muammar Qaddafi, is a distinctive landmark for its minaret and design. The Catholic cathedral is located at Zongo, the predominantly immigrant neighborhood where the majority of Christians used to reside and where the first Protestant church is also located.

The main hospital in Niamey is located near the main administrative quarter surrounded by several ministries and near the presidential palace, the national armed guard quarter, and the national archives. Each major region has a main hospital including Galmi Hospital administered by the Christian Mission in the town of Galmi. The 1990s liberalization of the economy has led to the emergence of private clinics in both major cities and towns.

Literature and Oral Traditions

The tradition of oral storytelling through oral poetry or folk narrative performance pervades all ethnic societies in Niger Republic. Traditionally praise singing is the preserve of a specific professional caste, the griot. It is the male griot or female griotte or bard who are the praise singers. People of noble background (commonly referred to as burcini in Songhay-Zarma traditions) were not expected to praise sing, entertain, or behave unrestrictively in public like a jesere (griot). However these traditional verbal arts’ performance boundaries setting nobles and griots apart are no longer strictly respected with the emergence of griots of modernity. Artists like Habsu Garba and Zara Moussa borrow from the traditional verbal art tradition in crafting their modern musical performance, which is a fusion between African, Western, and increasingly Asian traditions resulting from the impacts of Islamic cultures, Indian cinema, and dance music.

In Songhay-Zarma society, the griot recites epic narratives of heroes such as Askia Mohamed or Sonni Ali Ber often with an accompanying musical instrument called a molo. As a custodian of a royal clan’s history, the jesere or griot recites lengthy epic poems of a hundred verses that depicts the heroic deeds of a royal ancestors or epic events of the clan to his captive audience. Griots’ epic narrative performances are a very common entertainment at weddings in the Republic of Niger, especially on the groom’s side. Both public and private radio and television stations promote epic narrative performances in Niger.

Folktales called tatsuniya (Hausa) are primarily associated with women, especially the grandmothers who educate the young and the captive audience through their narratives. In Hausa traditions, for example, the oldest woman of the household or neighborhood, the grandmother, is the “master” storyteller, especially of the folktale genre. Her advanced age is a symbol of a deep experiential understanding of life as it unfolds in its many facets across time, and she is culturally regarded as an important source of knowledge production, preservation, and transmission. This matriarch becomes the mediator/transmitter of knowledge and information across generations. Her audience cuts across gender, until the adolescent age at which the socialization of a female child into her future role as a woman becomes the task of her mother and that of the male child is the responsibility of the father. She uses her skills of storytelling to artistically convey information to younger generations about culture and worldview, norms and values, morals and expectations. Her relationship with her younger audience of girls and boys who are metaphorically and jokingly regarded as her co-wives and young husbands, respectively, puts her in a position to educate, through her tatsuniya, about taboo topics such as sexuality, and shame and honor that culturally prevent parents and children from addressing with one another.

Forms and ways of speaking become important markers of difference between the nobility and people of caste. In practice, the griots are the only ones given free license to say what they choose. A noble (male or female) is subjected to more censorship both in language and subject matter. But like the griotte, the matriarch storyteller (even if from the ranks of the nobility) is generally exempted from this cultural censorship and is able to exploit that license to instruct as well as to criticize, praise, and scorn, through her narratives. For example, the performance of a folktale dealing with sexual promiscuity can lead the grandmother storyteller to use “vulgar” language in line with the aesthetics of the tale’s performance. However, these aesthetics would be judged inappropriate for the non-griotte grandmother outside the context of folktale performance. Through this process of storytelling, the grandmother serves the role of a pragmatic mentor who teaches the young and impressionable audience survival and cognitive skills. She also assists them in their socialization into their culture and the wider world to be discovered, in the process enabling them to develop a consciousness of their collective identity.

The grandmother storyteller represents a rather important voice due to her mastery of oral literature even when literacy seems to persist in its daily conquest. Its enduring initiation into the joys, trials, and tribulations of life is what gives tatsuniya its continued relevance and importance, especially in the lives of the majority who are yet to acquire some form of literacy. The grandmother storyteller could be considered the embodiment of the experiential and collective wisdom of her community for whom colonialism is not the beginning or the end of history.

Other oral narrative genres in Nigerien society include the short forms such as proverbs, riddles, and sayings that appear also in both poetic and prose narratives such as the folktales, legends, and myths. Just like folktales and epic narratives, proverbs reflect a cultural worldview and practices. This function of proverbs is well captured, for example, by the following tea proverb related to a Nigerien Tuareg to a New York Times journalist:

A Tuareg [tea] proverb says that wan-iyen—the first round—is bitter, like life. The sharp taste of the Chinese green tea the Tuareg prefer has not yet been diluted by several pots of water. Wan-ashin, the second round, is sweet, like love; more sugar has been added and the tea has lost some of its strength. Wan-karad, the third round, is light, like the “breath of death.” This one is little more than sugary water, favored by the children who stayed out of sight during my visits to their parents’ tents.

The Hausa saying that goes as K’aramin sani kunkumi ne, which translates as “(Even) a small dose of knowledge is an asset,” is the motto of the first public university of Niger, called the University Abdou Moumouni, and it appears on the university symbol.

Nomadism, which defines pastoralist life, suggests mobility and often insecurity. As a result, travel and danger are recurrent themes in the verbal artistry of Nigerien Tuareg in folktales, songs, and poetry. For example, some folktales relate encounters with devil spirits during travel, where others involve rites of passage related to the initiation of young men via the crossing of the Sahara, the transformation of gender roles during travel periods for both men and women, and/or of sorrow resulting to the loss of loved ones during the harsh desert travel. It should also show homesickness as expressed in the following love lamentation poetic verses of a young male lover:

Each year that passes [without my being close to her] is worse than the preceding one/Al-ways Iblis [the Devil, associated in Tuareg cosmology with romantic love] comes to me to give me news [i.e., to remind him of his love at a distance]. (Rasmussen 1998: 164–65)

Niger has contributed to the history of Islamic literature in Arabic and Ajami as attested by the volumes of works at the Institute of Arabic and Islamic Manuscripts located at the Institute of Research in the Humanities in Niamey. As a former French colony, Niger has also produced a number of writers who write in the French language. Grandes Eaux Noires (Big Dark Waters) written by Ibrahim Issa and published by Scorpion was the first Nigerien French novel inspired by both the Bible and the Koran that relates Africans’ views of white colonizers. Boubou Hama, the first president of the first National Assembly of the Republic, is known as the father of culture because of his tremendous contributions to the world of letters and the humanities. He was a prolific writer whose autobiography entitled Kotiya ni ma (Child You Hear) won the prestigious Grand Prix d’Afrique Noire in 1971, while his essay on education was awarded in 1971 the Leopold Cedar Senghor Prize for the best French-language publication of the year. Boubou Hamma was a great promoter of oral literature and produced a six-volume anthology of collected folktales and legends from across Niger’s ethnic groups entitled Contes et Légendes du Niger and published in Paris by Présence Africaine. Foneko is one of his semiautobiographic novels that is taught in some of the schools in Niger. Hon si suba ben (Today Does Not End Tomorrow) published in Paris by P. J. Oswald in 1973 is another of his fictions written in the Songhay language. Other Nigerien male writers in the French language include Issa Ibrahim, Mamani Abdoulaye, and Idé Oumarou among others. Boubou Sangare Mamadou is a leading author of short stories and laureate of the Mamani Abdoulaye literary prize.

Traditionally Tuareg women initiate their children in Tifinagh writing tradition and poetry. Most contemporary Tuareg male writers pay tribute to their mothers and grandmothers for initiating them to Tifinagh literary and the Tamajaq sung poetry tradition at an early age. Fatoumata Agnes Zarumey (pen name Shaida Zarumey) is one of the first Nigerien woman writers in the French language to have published an anthology of 30 poems entitled Alternances Pour le Sultan (Alternances for the Sultan), which reflects her feminist stand on the plight of African women. Fatouma Alassane Hamani is both a poet and a short-story writer whose works are in French and have received recognition. She is the author of the short story called “Fleurs Confisquées” (Confiscated Flowers), which exposes both corruption and the plight of barren women in society. Helène Kaziende is a pioneer woman novelist in the French language, and her novels include Aydie (2006) and Le Fer de l’ Absence (2011). Her short story entitled “Le Déserteur” (The Deserter) won the Radio Africa number one literary prize in 1990.

There is an emerging number of both male and female writers in local languages. These include Mahmoudan Hawad, who is one of Niger’s most renowned Amazigh (Tuareg) poets. Hawad belongs to the Ishumar, “the unemployed” movement living in exile in France as a result of his political commitment to Amazigh people’s rebellion against the Niger government for perceived neglect of the plight of his people. He has composed several poems in Tamajeq language that have been translated into French. Some of these include “Caravane de la soif et de l’égarement” (Caravane of Thirst and Loss, 1987); “Chants de la soif et de l’égarement” (Song of Thirst and Loss, 1987); and “Testament nomade” (Nomadic Will, 1987), which has also been translated into Arabic by the Syrian poet Adunis, to cite a few. Ay ne hân (So, I Said) is Idé Oumarou’s short novella in his mother tongue, Zarma, published in 2003. Women have also contributed to fiction writing in local languages. For example, Zeinabou Gwandi is a poet in Hausa language whose poems including, for example, “yara matasa” (Evolving Youth), “Matan Karkara” (Village Women), and “Ta Birni” (The Urban One [Woman]) appeared in the Hausa anthology entitled Duniyar Hausa 3 published in 2008 by Niger’s Ministry of Education Serie Souteba.

Media

The state controls the daily newspaper called Le Sahel and the weekend paper called Sahel Hebdomadaire. However, the 1990s democratization movement led to the proliferation of 30 private radio stations, a few private television stations, and private print media that include Le Democrate, Le Republican, Haske (The Light), and Tribune du Peuple among others. In rural areas, radio and television remain the main sources of national news in local languages especially given that only 20 percent of the population is fluent and literate in the French language. Télé-Sahel is a state-controlled television station while there are seven private television stations including Dounia Tele, Tenere Tele, and Canal 3 Tele, which are three of the most independent TV stations whose journalists are often censored by the government. Radio Hanfani Radio, Radio Tambara, and Radio Saraunia are some of the most successful private radio stations, which are independent news outlets in the country. There are about 129 active community radios throughout the country.

The Ministry of Agriculture in partnership with the Ministry of Education produces newsletters in local languages to promote adult literacy. One of such magazines in Hausa is called Ganga (The Drum). Aicha: Le Magazine Des Femmes Nigeriennes is one the premier women’s magazine in Niger that began its publication in 2006. Its main objective is to give visibility to women’s entrepreneurship capabilities while also offering rubrics that address women’s and gender issues in society such as women’s rights and access to executive leadership positions in society, and girls and women’s access to education and employment opportunities.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Abuja

Major Cities: Abuja, Sokoto, Benin, Makurdi, Lagos, Ibadan, Port Harcourt, Kano, Enugu, and Jos

Population: Over 178 million

Languages: English is the official language of communication and administration. There are more than more than 400 linguistic groups represented in 36 states and in the Federal Capital Territory. Dominant languages include Yoruba, Hausa-Fulani, Igbo, Ibibio, and Efik.

Government Type: Federal system organized through multiparty democracy; a tripartite structure exists within the federal system. The other two complements are state and local government structures.

Ethnic Groups: The nation’s census is still debated, however, the following is circulated: Hausa-Fulani (29 percent); Yoruba (21 percent); Igbo (18 percent); Ijaw (10 percent); Kanuri (4 percent); Ibibio (3.5 percent); Tiv (2.5 percent). Others are the Idoma, the Igala, and Junkun; the Efik, the Urhobo, and the Edo (12 percent).

Religions: Christianity, Islam, and several Traditional Religions in ethnic communities. Other faiths represented are Eckankar, Hari Krishna, Grail Movement, and Olumba Olumba, among others.



Introduction

Nigeria is situated at the eastern end of West Africa, north of the Gulf of Guinea, and is bounded by the Atlantic Ocean in the south and the Sahara Desert in the north. It rests between latitudes 4° and 14° north of the equator, and longitudes 3° and 15° east of the prime meridian. The country covers an area of 923,800 square kilometers, extending 1,300 kilometers from east to west and 1,100 kilometers from north to south. In relation to other African countries, Nigeria is four times the size of Ghana, 13 times the size of Sierra Leone, one-seventh the area of West Africa, and a little over one-third of the Democratic Republic of Congo (Iloeje 1982: 2–3). Although Nigeria is an English-speaking country, her neighbors are mostly French-speaking African countries, namely, Benin Republic on the west, Niger on the north, Chad on the northeast, and northern Cameroon on the east. Western Cameroon, located on Nigeria’s southeast border, is her English-speaking neighbor. The capital of Nigeria, Abuja, is located in the north-central region of the country while other major cities include Lagos, Ibadan, Port Harcourt, Enugu, Kano, and Jos. The cities are hubs for youths, mostly migrants from the rural areas seeking a brighter future and the fortunes that metropolises provide. The 1991 census reports that many Nigerians live in rural communities; however, the country has continued to experience enormous migration from rural to urban areas especially of able-bodied youths in search of greener pastures. Such migration flows have concomitant effects on public infrastructure, and on development. In the wake of the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP), massive emigration (brain drain) of Nigerian youths and professionals to Europe, North America, the Middle East, and most recently, Asia, was also common. This brain drain also has resultant effects on national development and remains one of challenges that Nigeria tackles in the 21st century.

The National Population Commission Census figures for Nigeria in 2006 puts her population at over 140 million, the World Bank 2014 update on the country puts it at 158 million, and the worldpopulationreview.com provides an estimate of 178.5 million people (2014). The figures make Nigeria the most populous country in Africa, 10 times the population of Ghana; 3 times that of the Republic of South Africa, and close to 20 percent of sub-Saharan Africa. A breakdown of the 2006 census according to Nigeria’s six geopolitical zones puts the Northwest at 35,786,444, Southwest 27,511,992, South-South 21,014,655, North-Central 20,266,257, Northeast 18,971,965, and Southeast 16,381,729, of the population (Oyo State Government 2012 Yearbook/Diary). Apart from its huge population, Nigeria’s role and status in regional institutions such as the Africa Union, the New Partnership for Africa’s development, and in the Economic Community of West African States underscore her importance in the subregion. Moreover, Nigeria is recognized as Africa’s largest economy, following its recent GDP rebasing initiative on which the Word Bank advised. It is the region’s most populous country, its largest oil producer, with its GDP coming mainly from oil revenue, and an ethnically diverse nation, with over 400 linguistic groups represented in 36 states (World Bank 2014).

The dominant ethnic groups in Nigeria are the Hausa, the Igbo, and the Yoruba; however, the remarkable human variety and ethnicities also include the Fulani and the Kanuri in the north, the Idoma, Igala, Tiv, and Junkun in the middle belt; and the Ijaw, Efik, Ibibio, Urhobo, and Edo in the south. The principal religions are Christianity, Islam, and innumerable Traditional Religions. Other faith-based configurations in Nigeria comprise the Eckankar faith, Hare Krishna, Grail Movement, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Olumba Olumba, and so on. Nigeria operates a federal system of government complemented by state (37 in all including the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja) and local government structures.

Geography

Nigeria comprises seven relief regions based on land units or common landform assemblages: the creeks and lagoons, Niger Delta, coastal plains, river basin troughs, inselberg landscapes, Chad basin, and eastern highlands. Three distinct drainage systems exist, namely, the short and swift-flowing coastal rivers, the inland drainage system of the Chad basin, and the long plateau river. The country has a tropical climate with wet and dry seasons. The south is wetter than the north with substantial variations in rainfall, lasting more than 10 months in the extreme south and barely 3 months in the extreme north. The country is characterized by six soil types. Sandy soil (coarse-grained, porous, friable, and easy to work) is found in the north where sedimentary sandstones outcrop and the wind deposits sand from the Sahara. Loamy soil, also found in the north, is a fine-grained loess soil deposited by the winds from the Sahara that over the years has mixed with the local soil to form a very rich, tillable loam that allows cotton to flourish in Zaria, Kaduna state, where the soil is found. There is also lateral soil, gray or reddish in color, hard to till, impervious to water, and of poor fertility. Volcanic soil is localized where climate has weathered the volcanic lava, as at the Biu Plateau and the Oban foothills (Iloeje 1982: 72). Forest soil is found in the south of the country. It is characterized by a large concentration of humus decayed from vegetation matter, but unfortunately also by leaching, owing to heavy rain. In the southern part of the country where it develops on granites, it is fine-grained, dark, and fertile whereas in southeastern Nigeria where it emanates from sandstones, the soil is acidic and has low fertility. Alluvial soil is peculiar to the delta and coastal flats, river valley flood plains, and Lake Chad shores. It is used for rice farming in areas where the soil is waterlogged and underlaid by a clayey substratum. The seasonally flooded area enables a mixture of sand and silt that produces good fadama land for cultivating rice and vegetables. However, where the soil is basically made up of sandy river deposits, it is yellowish brown in color and virtually sterile (Iloeje 1982).

Nigeria’s climate is good; however, the terrain is bedeviled by major environmental challenges including “deforestation, drought and desertification, erosion, floods, pollution, municipal waste disposal and general environmental risks in the oil sector” (Jaiyeoba 2002). Deforestation far outweighs afforestation with astounding margins of 400,000 ha yearly to 3,200 ha as at the 1980s. If the pattern continues, it is predicted that Nigeria’s forest may disappear by 2020. Erosion (gully, sheet, and wind) is also capricious, causing property losses, human and livestock deaths, and other grave consequences. There are over 2,000 active gully erosion sites widespread across the country; however, sheet erosion is the most common and one that threatens agriculture. Wind erosion invades the Sudan Sahel belt where vegetation is sparse, rainfall low, and soil sandy (Jaiyeoba 2002) and invariably makes agriculture a less attractive enterprise in the region. Coastal and marine erosion attack the entire 835-kilometer coastline of Nigeria, but its effect such as oceanic rise is more endemic on Bar Beach in Victoria Island, Lagos. Whether in the mangrove belt, freshwater swamps, or flood plains, flooding is a major scourge to many Nigerian terrains, and notable towns affected are Lagos, Ibadan, Aba, Warri, Benin, and Maiduguri. For instance, the low nature and the topography of the entire Nigerian belt of mangrove and freshwater swamps particularly render the area very susceptible to flooding.

People and Ethnicity

The nation is made up of cultural diverse groups that struggle for power and political visibility as well as resource control. As such, Nigeria grapples with various challenges including political marginalization, resource conflict, cultural and ideological differences, and ethnic skirmishes, among others. Ethnicity remains a major factor in Nigeria’s political development with political power almost exclusively in the hands of a dominant few. Party formation, membership, and allegiance are more often than not developed along ethnic lines as seen in the first, second, third, and fourth republics. People gravitated toward political parties where their ethnic group dominate the population; for instance, in the first republic the Northern People Congress embodied the Hausa/Fulani’s worldview and agenda, the Action Group stood for the interest of the Yoruba, while the National Council of Nigerian and the Cameroons represented the concerns of the Igbo. The pattern was repeated in second republic with the membership of the National Party of Nigeria dominated by the Hausa/Fulani; the Unity Party of Nigeria was led and populated by the Yoruba and the Nigerian People Party by the Igbo. The party configuration status quo was maintained into the fourth republic with the People Democratic Party (PDP) recognized as a party of the Hausa/Fulani, and the Alliance for Democracy as a Yoruba political party. A temporary change in the pattern occurred in 2007 when the PDP won the six southwestern states and political analysts ascribed the victory to the fact that the PDP fielded a Yoruba presidential candidate. All political parties in the current democratic dispensation, in terms of their composition at various levels and their outreach, appeared to be making concerted efforts to neutralize ethnic-based party formation as they prepared for the fifth democratic election in 2015.

Nigeria makes other efforts to stem conflicts emanating from ethnic differences, notably through policies centered on national integration and political inclusion. The establishment of institutions such as the National Youth Service Corps, the Federal Character Commission, the Niger Delta Development Commission, and the Unity Schools demonstrate the country’s idealistic strides toward engendering peace and harmony among her diverse population. However, the reality of national integration remains to be seen. Ethnic skirmishes are as frequent as they are widespread. Minorities (such as the Tiv, Izon, Kanuri, Ibibio, Nupe, Edo, and many more) in the body polity continue to demand change, equity, and fairness.

Languages

The over 250 ethnic groups are responsible for numerous linguistic formations. A conservative estimate of the number of indigenous languages is put at 744. Nigerians fall into two broad categories, namely, the forest peoples and the savanna peoples, which also helps in understanding their linguistic consanguinity. The forest peoples are Bantu speakers and constitute the most diverse Bantu language group of the Niger-Congo family. They include the Yoruba, Edo, Ijaws, Urhobo, Itsekiri, Ekoi, Anag, Ibibio, Anan, Efik, Kalabari, Idoma, Igala, and Tiv, all of whom belong to both micro and macro Kwa subdivisions of Niger-Kordofanian (Andah 1988 cited in Ajala and Aremu 2012: 57).

Religion

Three religions are dominant in Nigeria: Islam, Christianity, and Traditional Religions—the last example being the oldest. Islam was introduced to Nigeria in the early 11th century. The diffusion route started from Borno, at that time one of the greatest of the Sudan empires and one that had become a Muslim state as a result of her close contact with the Fezzan and Tripoli. By the 16th century, Islam had become firmly established in the northern region before spreading southward to other parts of the country. Although Christianity debuted in Nigeria first through the arrival of Portuguese missionaries at about the 13th century (c. 1214 in Benin where the first mass is said to have been held in the palace of the oba), it was still striving to find a foothold in most of West Africa including Nigeria as of the early 1800s. By the middle of the 19th century through the efforts of Scottish (c. 1846) and later British missionaries (c. 1848), Christianity became established. Since a lot of missionary work took place in Calabar, Christianity could be said to take root first among the Igbo before it diffused to the southern parts of the country to the Yoruba, Edo, and others. In terms of population of adherents of the religions, Islam is the largest body of religious groups at 50 percent of the total population followed by Christianity at 40 percent while indigenous religions constitute 10 percent (World Fact Book and Almanac).
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A worshipper pays homage at the sacred grove of Osun, which lies alongside the river of the same name. The river goddess Osun is one of the principal deities of the traditional Yoruba belief system, and her shrine attracts thousands of adherents during an annual festival in her honor. (George Esiri/Reuters/Corbis)

The awareness of a supreme being is an essential and existential aspect of the lives of Nigerian ethnic communities. Religious beliefs systems are well developed among them because of their esoteric ideas and aetiological beliefs in the unseen forces, various supernatural objects, vegetable matters, and natural elements such as the sky, mountains, stones, water bodies, the earth, the trees, air, and how these affect and influence lives. Those who practice Traditional Religions recognize this supreme entity, and cautiously approach him through deities. Principal deities among the Yoruba include Ifa or Orunmila, the Yoruba deity of divination and wisdom whose many roles include divine messenger and custodian of Yoruba intellectual tradition; Osanyin, the patron divinity of herbalists who is closely associated with Orunmila because both possess extensive knowledge of shrubs and herbs and their curative and therapeutic properties; Soponna, the god of smallpox; Ogun, the god of war and patron to hunters, all craftsmen, and those who use iron including motor vehicle drivers; Sango, the god of thunder; Obatala, the god of creation who the Yoruba believe the supreme deity charged with shaping the human form; Esu, the trickster deity misconstrued as the Christian devil (Satan); Osun, the river divinity and owner of brass wealth, possessor of honeycomb; and many more of the over 401 divinities in the Yoruba pantheon. The Igbo also have sophisticated religious institutions with divinities. Indeed, as Jegede (2012) notes, all the deities found among the Yoruba are also found among the Igbo and other ethnic groups, though they bear different names. The Igbo Ekwensu is the Yoruba’s Esu, and Amadioha, the Igbo god of thunder, is the equivalent of the Yoruba’s Sango. Chukwu, the supreme deity of the Igbo, is Olodumare in Yoruba cosmology. The Hausa, said to have a relatively sophisticated Traditional Religious structure called Maguzawa, lost it to Islam that subsumed and/or obliterated every opposition in its path. With Islam, the deities suffered oblivion, and little or no scholarship exists on them.

Social Customs

Rites of passage refer to a complex web of practices that mark the birth, rebirth, remaking, regeneration, death, and reincarnation of an individual in a society. It may be as simple as offering a gift of a hen to a child for cutting the first teeth as seen among the Igbo, or it may be as sacred as giving the heart of a deceased oba to his successor to eat—a symbolic rite that establishes the indissolubility of sacred kingship as enshrined in the Yoruba concept of “Oba ku, Oba tun ku,” literally, the king is dead, long live the king! Rites of passage could also contrast sharply as seen between the Yoruba of southwestern Nigeria and the Dukawa of northwestern Nigeria in their response to their dead. While the Yoruba curry the favor of their deceased ancestors, venerate them, and enact seasonal performances that they believe herald the dead into their presence, the Dukawa prefer their dead to stay in their shallow graves, or at least maintain a distance that only allows the dead to do them good (such as reemphasizing Dukawa core values, the unity of family, generosity, the role of gormu, and respect for tradition) than bad. In the two examples, ancestor veneration sharply contrasts with ancestor dread. The phenomenon of rites of passage in Nigeria thus differs from culture to culture. However, all ethnic groups observe rites pertaining to birth, coming of age, marriage, and death. The various rites are usually celebrated with performances that many include music, dance, and art.

Among the Yoruba, rites of passage include second burial ceremony that has origin in antiquity and is validated by excavated naturalistic, life-sized brass heads at Ife dated between the 12th and 15th centuries. The Owo-Yoruba may have continued this tradition in ako effigy, a significant part of their second burial ceremony before Islam and Christianity became established in the society. In the Owo-Yoruba second-burial rites, a portrait of the deceased is carved in wood, dressed, and displayed in an open space to allow families, friends, and well-wishers to pay their last respects. Afterward, the effigy is carried in public procession around the town accompanied by survivors and teeming sympathizers who sing and offer prayers for the dead to have a good afterlife. It is then buried like a dead person, destroyed, or abandoned in the forest. Such customs have since given way to Islamic or Christian burial rites. However, those who hold to the practice may substitute the second burial effigy with an enlarged photograph of the deceased, sometimes burying the photograph like a typical second-burial figure (Lawal 2012). Another Yoruba rite of passage is found in egungun—ancestor worship, one of the traditions that unite the people. Its origin dates back to the 14th century when Sango as the fourth Alafin of Oyo introduced the phenomenon initially called baba, and later egungun. The institution became formalized from the 16th century onward with adoptions of the tradition and variants developing in other Yoruba towns, and lineage groups striving to outdo one another with stunning ensembles comprising masks, cloths, and various ornamentations, dance displays, and songs in annual and or seasonal celebrations. In terms of their formal characteristics, Yoruba egungun also comprise the mimesis type (which display a sculpted image or head of the ancestor) and the anonymous type. In the latter, the masker is covered from head to toe without any form of identification.

Rites of passage are not just about ancestors and elders; they also concern children and youths. Although the Igbo also have many masquerade traditions, the reference point to them in this section are the rites they observe for birth, coming of age, and age-grades. The Ili Alo, literally, the burying of the umbilical cord of a child after birth, is a very important rite among the Igbo. It involves severing the umbilical cord of a newborn or waiting for it to fall off (after four days of rubbing local substances made from oily matter and herbs called uda on it) while mother and child are kept in seclusion, and burying it at the site of the birth of the child. At this site, the cord is typically interred under what the society considers as an economic tree such as palm, banana, plantain, local pear called ube (Dacryodes edulis), breadfruit, or local apple (udara). The choice tree from then onward becomes the natal plant inextricably linked to the child, and flourishes according to the child’s destiny and success in adulthood. The interment of the cord into the earth is also symbolic in that it links the child to the earth goddess called Ala in local parlance. The Igbo are so steeped in the tradition to the degree that a child who cannot point to his or her diala, that is, the site where its umbilical cord is interred, does not have a freeborn status conferred on him or her by the society. Also, it is said that the Igbo cannot bury the umbilical cords of their children in their places of sojourn. However, how the latter social control plays out in the context of transatlantic migration and diaspora locations of the Igbo is not firmly established in the existing literature.

To mark the attainment of puberty or the transition from one age-grade to another, Nigerian cultures also perform rites. For instance, the Igbo of Abriba hold the Igba Nnunnu (shooting of birds) ceremony that marks the transition of young boy of between five to seven years old from childhood to adulthood. To be recognized as an eti (child hero) and to attain adulthood, the boy has to observe three phases, namely, separation, transformation, and incorporation—phases that derive from Arnold Van Guenep’s model of the “crisis periods” of human life. At the separation stage, he is deemed to have gone into the bush to hunt for a bird, while the transformation stage is when he has to parade his community in the nude hoisting aloft a live bird (the one he is deemed to have hunted) hooked to a bow. The bird on a bow symbolizes his enemies that, when he becomes a full-grown male in the community, he will be expected to capture, subdue, and/or kill and bring home as trophies, thus affirming his prowess to eliminate adversaries and a demonstration of his ability to protect his community.

Marriage rites among all cultures in Nigeria transcend the agreement between two people to marry and the union of two; rather, it is a unification of families. Nuptial festivities therefore involve the gathering of families, relations, friends, colleagues, and well-wishers; the offering of prayers; payment of bride-price; presentation of bride-wealth; exchange of gifts by families; singing, dancing, and lots of fanfare. It may also signify the beginning of enduring friendship as seen among the Dukawa, a fiercely independent and egalitarian people who moved to northwestern Nigeria to maintain their independence from slave traders and settled in Rijau District, Kotangora Division, Niger State, and Shanga District, Yauri Division, Sokoto State. Friends of the Dukawa groom join him to offer bride service to the bride’s family and thus observe a significant rite of passage: the transition from youth to adulthood. “The friends, therefore, who perform bride service with a man, remain his closest friends for life, and they must support him in all his disputes,—those with kin and non-kin, Dukawa and strangers” (Salamone 2010). Marriage rites could demand a prenuptial separation, seclusion, and grooming such as the Iru-mgbede (fattening of a girl and her training to assume wifely mothering responsibilities) among the Igbo. For the Fulani, marriage could also entail a test of endurance as demonstrated in sharo or shadi, one of their wedding traditions believed to have originated among the Jaful Fulani. During sharo, the groom endures severe flogging, must not express pain, and may even taunt those flogging him for more whiplashes, in order to win the admiration and praise of families and friends. Sharo, normally staged twice a year during the dry-season guinea corn harvest and the Muslim festival of Eid al-Kabir, is a test of manhood that a potential bridegroom worthy of a bride endeavors to experience.

Usually held in a marketplace and lasting for a week, sharo may also be held at the naming ceremony of the firstborn child of a renowned sharo exponent, to honor a chief, or as a contest between clans. It attracts the Fulani from far and wide, men and women who gather at the marketplace for the ceremony. Family and friends support the one enduring sharo and offer gifts if he is successful. Wounds sustained during flogging are treated with the Fulani special herbal medicines that heal the wounds fairly quickly, leaving only scars that the youth may display for all to see.

Contemporary rites of passage regarding birth, marriage, and death have evolved in response to modernity, new religious affiliations, social change, and migration. Births and weddings are celebrated according to Christian and Islamic rites in private homes, in mosques and churches in the homelands and in the diaspora. Sometimes, tradition meets modernity in the way some people morph marriage under the ordinance or traditional rites with Christian or Muslim rites. And regarding honor to the dead, whether at home or abroad, wake keeping or vigils have become part of contemporary burial practices of Christians,

In terms of social etiquette, Nigerian communities have ways of controlling and regulating social behavior. In the traditional setup, people are sanctioned by their communities when they violate norms, values, and approved codes of conduct. Such sanctions may involve mild or severe punishment, public disgrace, and/or ostracization. Some of the structures still apply to modern societies. However, modern institutions also have structures for regulating behavior and for sanctioning erring members of the society. For instance, the Nigerian government at different times evolved programs for ensuring acceptable behavior. These include operation War Against Indiscipline, the anticorruption and anti-indiscipline campaign established in 1984 by the military regime of General Buhari and General Idiagbon, and the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission established in 2003 to investigate financial crimes such as advance fee fraud known as 419, and money laundering.

Lifestyle and Leisure

The lifestyle and leisure of Nigerians follow rural and urban patterns. Those in the rural areas are mostly farmers and petty traders. They set out in the morning and return home at the end of the day’s chores to have dinner and engage in conversations and share jokes and anecdotes. Leisure for the rural folks also includes traditional games such as ayo board games and combat sports such as wrestling. Nigerians are cultural enthusiasts who relish the celebration of founding and foundation days of their towns and villages. They also celebrate days designated in honor of their heroes such as Lisabi Day in Abeokuta and Obanta Day in Ijebu-Ode. For those steeped in tradition, observance of days consecrated for the deities is sine qua non as in the celebration of Osun Osogbo, a festivity that attracts indigenes, other Nigerians, and the global community. And because Nigerians are deeply religious people, their lifestyle revolves around religious spaces, mosques on Fridays, church on Sundays and other days of the week. For leisure, Nigerians in traditional communities may play board games or other outdoor traditional games, and share tales by moonlight especially for didactic instruction to instil cultural knowledge in the young ones. For those in cities, leisure activities include watching home videos, going to the theater—the latter phenomenon evolved as of the late 1970s—attending art exhibitions, concerts, etc. Football is a sport that is popular in Nigeria and a strong mobilizing force for the people. Thus, there are activities developed around the sport including soccer clubs. Boat clubs, golf, riding, table tennis, squash, badminton, tennis, and basketball clubs provide avenues for leisure. Horse racing is another popular leisure activity among Nigerians, and various styles of the martial arts are practiced. Cricket and hockey all have followings in Nigeria.

Nightclubbing is an essential feature of Nigerian cities, and night crawlers and fun seekers are never at a loss on where to go for relaxation. There is a wide range of bars, cafes, and clubs all over the country where people visit to relax, wine, and dine. Since leisure is combined with dining, it is customary to find Nigerians at pubs and joints where local delicacies such as a wide range of pepper soup (fish, goat meat, cow leg, kidneys, etc.) are served. Nigerians also love eating suya (barbequed delicacies) made from beef, cow innards, chicken, guinea fowl, and duck. Grilled fish, chicken, and steak served with chips (potato or yam) can be found in various locations and in eateries that are now widespread across the nation. Whether the club, pub, or joint is in Lagos, Calabar, Benin, or Port Harcourt, music is a major attraction for fun seekers; hence live music or music from sound boxes are usually featured in such outlets. Lagos City has a thriving nightlife encompassing numerous nightclubs and live music venues that offer a jumble of musical influences blended harmoniously into the unique riffs and rhythms of West Africa. Highlife, juju, Afrobeat, folk music, and other genres are performed by different artists. Notable live music spots are the Muson Center, where one finds King Sunny Ade occasionally on the bandstand playing juju music when he is not on tour. Femi Kuti, son of the late Afrobeat star Fela Kuti, enlivens the New Afrika Shrine Club with Afrobeat music, and by extension carries on his father’s musical legacy. He usually plays on Sunday night and is sometimes accompanied by his 12-year-old son who can play several instruments. Femi’s brother, Seun, and Dede Mabiaku, Fela Kuti’s protégé, also perform live music at clubs and at various functions.
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Femi Kuti, son of legendary Nigerian Afrobeat artist Fela Anikulapo-Kuti, performs at the Afrika Shrine nightclub in Lagos. Like his legendary father, Femi Kuti has enjoyed considerable international success as a musician. (Sunday Alamba/AP/Corbis)

Terra Kulture, an outfit owned by Bolanle Austen-Peters is a place to go for food, an aesthetic taste (theater, art exhibitions, art auctions, etc.), and an “immersive cultural experience” (terrakulture.com). It is located on Plot 1376, Tiamiyu Savage, Off Ahmadu Bello Way, Victoria Island, Lagos. Terra Kulture teamed with MYDRIM Gallery to host the 2014 art auction in Nigeria. Pat’s Place on Victoria Island is popular with Lagos’s expatriate community for its pub like atmosphere. Serving imported drinks and simple food like steak and kidney pie or chicken and chips, it also has a large screen for watching sport. On the weekends, they sometimes have music and a disco. The enormous Kuramo Sports Café, in the Eko Hotel on Victoria Island, has several decks and bars decorated in a sporting theme. It has large screens showing important matches and music videos. Mobi’s Lamborghini lounge in Port Harcourt, the Garden City, is a major place of attraction for good food and wine, leisure, and fun-packed events.

The leisure time in some parts of Nigeria is also enriched by watching the colorful Durbars that are periodically performed in the northern part of the country. In the southwest, festival days such as Obanta Day in Ijebu-Ode, where gaily dressed horses and their riders along with their retinue of singers, dancers, admirers, and well-wishers, literally bring the town to a standstill. Other noteworthy forms of relaxation include boat regattas staged in the riverine areas, especially Port Harcourt and Badagry, and dance carnivals that have now become popular fiestas in Calabar. These attract enthusiasts and observers from far and wide.

Employment

Nigeria was originally an agrarian economy before the initial discovery of oil in Oloibiri in the 1950s and later in other regions in the delta. The resultant effect was a transformation of the economy and a transition from agrarian into oil economy. Nonetheless, it is safe to argue that farming is one of the major occupations of the people. The scope of farming comprises crop farming (the oldest and most widespread practice with six distinct practices), animal husbandry (livestock farming comprising pastoral nomadism, ranching, dairy farming, and other husbandry), and mixed farming (a combination of crop farming and livestock husbandry). The six options open to crop farmers are rotational bush fallowing with mixed cropping, intensive permanent agriculture, extensive scientific (or commercial farming), plantation agriculture, terrace cultivation, and irrigation (Iloeje 1982: 76). Crop farmers cultivate cash crops such as oil palm, cocoa (Theobroma cacao), rubber (Hevea brasiliensis), banana/plantain (Musa spp.), and kolanut (Cola nitida) in the tropical high forest zone of the country. Staple food crop farmers in the zone grow yam, cocoyam, sweet potato, maize, rice, groundnut, cowpeas, and beans, as well as a number of fruits.

The people of the Sahel savanna practice animal husbandry and are mostly nomadic herdsman. The same could be said of the people in the monatane vegetation region where the Fulani who live in great numbers in the area turn the available fields into good pasture for their grazing animals (Ajala and Aremu 2012: 54–55).

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Traditional institutions in Nigeria formulate and regulate people’s ideas about gender, marriage, and family; however, they also reflect the impact of modernity. The influence of Western education, the aftermath of migration, and the introduction of new occupations, technologies, and foreign religions have had significant consequences on gender roles.

Although men and women have distinct roles in the Nigerian society, such roles could also be mutually reinforcing and complementary. Traditionally, women are caregivers, while men assume the role of breadwinners. The two stratifications arise from a patriarchal structure that gives men higher status and control. However, modern Nigerian society has given rise to departicularization, role sharing, and/or reversals. It is increasingly common to find men and women sharing caregiving roles and providing resources for the family. Indeed, the economic independence of women in business or in the corporate world, and the evolution of female-headed households, rupture the traditional categorization of men as breadwinners or heads of households. There is little or no change in the traditional roles assigned to men and women in traditional institutions. While men and women can be chieftains, leadership of supreme traditional political institutions such as the oba and baale among the Yoruba, Obi or Eze among the Igbo, the emirate or sultanate, are held by men. While exceptions exist among the Yoruba as in the past when women ruled as kings, obaship has become the exclusive preserve of men. However, women become regents, as in the examples of Princess Olufunmilayo Momoh-Fabiyi of Ikare Ekiti (Olajubu 2003: 91), Princess Olajubu; Princess Motunde Adelabu of Ado Ekiti; and most recently, Princess Adetutu Adesida-Ojei, the eldest daughter of Oba Adebiyi Adesida, the deceased Deji of Akure, who stepped into the role of their late fathers as the surrogate monarchs of the respective kingdoms. Their regency empowers them to administer the kingship institution until a new king is installed.


Genre Bending in Nigeria

Traditional institutions were gatekeepers of gender roles in the past. Contemporary institutions provided free runways and platforms for choices, and made room for gender and genre bending in professions and positions. Education, migration, and globalization enabled the transformation and redefinition of gender roles such that male and female artists cross hitherto gender-specific margins. The list of genre benders continues to expand. Aralola Olumuyiwa, the Nigerian numero uno female talking drummer who wears signature long braids, and other females have emerged as gangan drummers. Oluseyi Olaleye, a male and a ceramicist, is making waves in a genre erstwhile designated as a female art. He taps into the archives of Yoruba pottery tradition and redefines it by making stunning sculptural pottery that speaks to archetypal and innovative ideas. Though the traditional Kalabari society does not allow women to sculpt metal let alone make the iconic duein fubara, an ancestral screen created in memory of an elite leader of a trading house in celebration of his life and achievements, migration to Europe enables Sokari Douglas-Camp, a Nigerian-British female artist, to contravene and transcend tradition. Douglas-Camp not only sculpts metal, she also appropriates duein fubara for other purposes. She uses her sculpture Sharia Fubara (2000) to critique the instrumentalization of sharia law in the Nigerian political north that encouraged the cutting off of offenders’ hands. The work could also be understood broadly as a denunciation of gender inequality especially as it pertains to the treatment of women under the sharia matrix in 21st-century Nigeria.



Traditional professions hitherto are gender stratified such that men are blacksmiths, jewelsmiths, and stone, wood, and calabash carvers while women are body and wall painters as well as potters. The exception to the norm in pottery making is found among the Hausa where men make pottery. In the southwest, women are cloth dyers in the dyeing centers such as Abeokuta and Osogbo, while men are cloth dyers in northern Nigeria cities of Kano and Kaduna. Both men and women weave cloth but on different looms. Wall paintings among the Igbo and body art, notably uli (a form of cosmetic art that transforms the human body into a beautiful canvas of motifs), are done by women. Gender and genre bending takes place in contemporary craft traditions and artistic practices as demonstrated by men and women who now make crafts and art that were once the exclusive preserve of opposite sex.

Cuisine

The many ethnic groups in Nigeria make culinary diversity imperative. Cuisines peculiar to different ethnic groups are based on what is mostly sourced from their environment. Where yam is the predominant food crop, much of their diet is yam-based meals such as boiled, roasted, or fried yam, yam flour, eaten with a variety of protein-based food or snacks.

Local peculiarities also impact on culinary culture. For instance, the meals of the Hausa/Fulani and Kanuri groups are sweet and savory, and they tend to favor dairy-based meals and snacks since cattle herding is a major traditional profession in the regions. Fura de nunu, a milk-based shake garnished with ginger, mixed with millet and local spices, is one of the food drinks of the people. Kunu, a food drink made from ground corn, millet, ginger, and spices, is another. The peoples also make rice meals such as tuwo sinkanfa, and corn meals such as tuwo masara. As predominant cattle herders, the Fulani profit from their herds in two ways: cattle serve as capital as well as food. When the cattle are harnessed for food, the people derive yogurt, cheese, and milk from them. They also make suya, their signature wet or dry and spicy chargrilled meat.

Generally, the Yoruba love spicy meals, so they cook beef, fish, goat, or mutton in stew made of ground bell peppers, big red peppers called tatatse, onions, and tomatoes. They combine the stew or hot sauce with vegetable soups such as efo riro (green leafy vegetable sometimes garnished with fish, crayfish, and other small meaty chops), efo elegusi (leafy vegetables mixed with melon), ewedu (spinach), and ila (okra), and use the combination to eat various meals including eba, amala, fufu, and boiled, fried, or pounded yam. Rice is consumed with stew only or with leafy vegetables. Among the Ijebu-Yoruba, dishes such as ikokore, a meal made from grated water yam steamed and garnished with spices, fish, and sometimes chopped liver, palm oil, and salt, and ebiripo (a dish made from either water yam or cocoyam), are popular. The Egba-Yoruba love lafun (cassava flour) eaten with ewedu, while the Oyo, Ibadan, and other Oyo-speaking groups love to eat elubo (yam flour) with ewedu (vegetable) and gbegiri (bean soup). The various Yoruba meals are eaten with fish, chicken, goat, ram, or beef. Some people also eat meat from the hunt such as hare, grass cutter, and deer.

Bean cakes and moinmoin made from processed beans are pan-Yoruba snacks and meals. From the Yoruba hinterland to the urban centers, these meals are eaten with pap or eko (liquid and solid corn meals) as breakfast lunch or dinner. Some people eat them with garri soaked in water. All Yoruba groups make snacks; the Egba make kokoro and robo (ground fried corn), the Ogbomoso make akara Ogbomoso (corn cake), the people of Ikire make dodo ikire, a snack made from mashed banana mixed with pepper and spices and then fried and shaped into small balls.

Soups of great variety are delicacies of Nigerian cultural groups. For the Igbo of southeastern Nigeria various vegetable soups such as ofe-oweri are made for carbohydrate meals such as eba, made from yellow gari (cassava grains), fufu (cassava pudding), and pounded yam.

Cooked or roasted groundnuts, roasted plantain, plantain chips, and roasted and or boiled corn are popular snacks in Nigerian cities and villages. Ube—a type of pear popular among the Igbo, Edo, Urhobo, and other groups in the South-South region, but widely accepted in the southwest of Nigeria—is eaten independently as a snack or sometimes eaten with corn.


Food Tourism Options

Food tourism is a very promising venture in Nigeria. For the adventurous tourist with a very flexible palate, the various delicacies peculiar to different communities are sumptuous and inviting. The many options include the ikokore and ojojo (meal and snack made from wateryam) and ebiripo of the Ijebu communities; the gbegiri, ewedu, and amala in Oyo communities; the iyan (pounded yam) and efo riro or okra soups garnished with fish, meat, crayfish, and locust beans in Ekiti communities; and the banga soup (cooked with dried fish, panla, or assorted meat) and paired with starch, a delicacy of the Itsekiri and Urhobo communities. Other possibilities are afang soup and edikang ikong soup of the Efiks of Akwa Ibom and Ibiobio of Cross Rivers states of Nigeria. There is also a soup made from melon seeds and green leaf vegetable found among three dominant cultures of Nigeria. It is known as the okazi soup among some southeastern cultures. The Yoruba of southwestern Nigeria call it egusi soup while the Hausa call it miyan gushi soup. Nigerians make a variety of drinks to go with their meals or just to drink alone. They include palm wine; a variety of honey and root beers; zobo, a punch drink derived from juice extracts of dried hibiscus flower and mixed with pineapple juice; and ogogoro, a juice extracted from raffia palm and allowed to ferment to become alcohol before it is consumed. It is used in pouring libations to the ancestors in traditional ceremonies.



Dress

Nigerian dress forms are a rich and diverse variety that speaks to the identities and creativity of the different cultures. There is haute couture—an industry serviced by excellent indigenous designers and dressmakers who create stunning clothes inspired by tradition and modernity, and exhibit their designs on fashion runways from time to time. There are also distinctive traditional dresses. The wrapper is peculiar to the cultures of the South-South region of the country. The Urhobo, Itsekiri, Edo, Ijo, Kalabari, Igbo and so on, all wear wrappers made from local and imported cloths such as Georges and Hollandaise. The Urhobo and Itsoko wear identical dress forms. The two-piece wrapper that a typical Urhobo woman wears for ceremonies is called osiba-gba-niku. Both men and women wear lace on top of their wrappers. Women make stylish blouses and wear beads or other jewelry, as well as taffeta headgear to accessorize the ensemble. The ceremonial dress for the Igbo (except the Ukwuanis whose dress is akin to that of the Urhobos) is akwa ocha (handwoven cloth) tied by both men and women. Men wear shirts over their akwa ocha wrapper and place another piece of the wrapper on the shoulder across the shirt. This is tied over the left shoulder like a toga. The dress is complemented with coral beads and a pair of shoes.

Traditional garments for the Yoruba are made from their dyed and woven fabrics. The people are synonymous with woven textiles called aso-oke and indigo-dyed textiles. Aso oke is made from cotton or silk threads and comes in variants of old and new cloth forms. The old forms are sanyan (beige color cloth), alaari (dark or wine red) and etu or petuje (indigo blue color sometimes designed with thin, fine lines of sky or ultramarine blue), Modern varieties are more dynamic in terms of colors, designs, and motifs. Adire cloth and techniques comprise two main traditional varieties, namely, adire oniko (tie-dyed cloth) and adire eleko (cassava paste resist–dyed cloth), and modern ones such as “splash,” which resembles Jackson Pollock’s action paintings and is achieved by carefree pouring or painting dye directly on the cloth. There is also the freehand painted cloth and the stenciled type that cloth dyers developed for speed and dynamism in adire cloth making in the 21st century. Adire eleko is a cloth form typically replete with many designs and motifs derived from the flora and fauna of the immediate locality. The designs could be stylized food and cash crops such as banana, cassava, cocoa, and kolanut; or animal imagery such as scorpions, crocodiles, frogs, snakes, lizards, and birds. Depending on the creative inclinations of the cloth dyer, the designs used could also include geometric and abstract patterns. For Yoruba men such fabrics are tailored into sooro, gbariye, and dansiki, while Yoruba women make buba, iro, gele, and ipele from the cloth forms. The people also used indigenous textiles to make various dress statements. For instance, in the year 1960 educated elites used adire to make elite statements during Nigeria’s independence. By wearing short-sleeved, collarless “Mbari shirts” made from indigo-dyed cloth, these elites believed they affirmed their nationalism. Nigerians employ imported fabrics such as laces, damasks, and Guinea brocades, among others, to make dresses and accessories.

Among the Igbo of Abia State, akwete cloth is prominent and significant. Women weave the cloth and wear it in form of two wrappers (tied-around fabric) in combination with lace blouses and taffeta headgear to important ceremonies. Motifs synonymous with akwete cloths “are lozenge, zigzag, and paired triangles joined at the apex, called ebe (ceremonial rattle)” (Oyelola 2010: 49)

There are also dress forms for various professions. For instance, Yoruba hunter’s dress, typically a tunic worn over large cotton pants, is a combination of cotton and animal skin or fur embellished with gourds, amulets, and miniature iron implements. Warriors’ dress forms are more elaborate and may include animal or human skulls tied to the war garments. Foreign influence sometimes shapes how war garments are made, as in the example of the chain mail warrior’s garb and helmet displayed in the Owo museum (Adesanya 2014). The metal armor war suit is an example of those made in Egypt and the Ottoman Empire and traded across the Sahara through Borno and Hausaland. They entered the Yoruba dress repertoire through the people’s contact with the Bornu Empire in northern Nigeria. The Olowo first acquired the type displayed in the National Museum in Owo from such contact in the 18th century.

Sports and Games

Key sports in Nigeria include football, basketball, boxing, weightlifting, track-and-field events, tennis, and table tennis. Combat sports such as wrestling, tae kwan do, karate, and judo are also prominent feature of the country’s national and international competitive sports. Soccer/football is regarded as the major sport with the largest number of active players in all categories, though the number of players in each category is not established in the literature. Nigeria’s participation in major football competitions has earned the country laurels, including gold medals in the Olympic in 2004. The demographic sport profile of the country including age group, gender, geographical scope, and other features is necessary for a basic assessment on the sport profile of the country and to ascertain good governance in terms of equity, fairness, and the like (Abass 2014: 109). Government at the federal, state, and local levels provides institutional support for sport administration and management. However, other key players such as the media, individual sport journalists, private entrepreneurs, sport federations and associations, and civil society organizations, ensure that there is sustained energy and momentum in sporting activities and entertainment. Notable entrepreneurs also float football clubs such as Iwuanyanwu National FC, Eyimba FC of Aba, and IICC FC of Ibadan, which enable local leagues to thrive. These and others demonstrate the notion that public/private partnership is central to sport initiatives, programming, and development.

Nigeria has numerous traditional games, combat and cultural practices that have been institutionalized. Traditional games are fully part of the social life in Nigeria, and several traditional sports including abula and langa sports (both originated from the north), and board games such as the Yoruba ayo that are widespread in the east, north, west, and south, are included in the national sports festivals.

As Nigeria’s sports continue to develop, researchers and analysts recommend strategies for growth and sustainability, and harp on the need to turn policy into concrete plans and actions. The Federal Executive Council on November 18, 2010, developed the Nigerian National Sports Policy to guide the nation’s sport agenda and local and international sports campaigns. However, whether the policy translates to action remains to be seen (Abass 2014: 102). Similarly, the National Sports Commission, established to oversee Nigeria’s sports development, has not been operating with clear-cut strategies. Still, there is promise in some quarters; the African Sports index shows that the Nigerian constitution provides a supportive environment to ensure equity and fairness with regard to gender and disability issues.

Festivals and Holidays

Nigerians observe various traditional and contemporary festivals inspired by culture, contact, modernity, and religion among other impulses. Eyo and Igunnuko festivals are notable in Lagos. Various egungun festivals are widespread among Oyo-speaking groups. Nigerian cultures in the South-South and southwest celebrate the harvest of the new yam. Among the Igbo (comprising seven Nigerian states: Abia, Anambra, Enugu, Ebonyi, Imo, and Rivers), the celebration of the New Yam festival is a grand affair. It is the closure of a work cycle and the commencement of a new one. The Igbo also celebrate Ofala (known to the Enugwu-Ukwu as Igu aro and the Igbiriam as Ovalla) usually in December and January. The festival occupies a unique place in the culture of the people in the sense that they use the occasion for homecoming (Igbo sons and daughters in the homeland and in the diaspora chose the period to return home to visit their kinsmen), thanksgiving, and stocktaking. In terms of stocktaking, their leaders including the traditional rulers and political representatives use the occasion to give account of their stewardship for the previous year and to announce plans and projects for the New Year. Beyond tradition, Ofala has evolved to become a platform for tourism and community development. It is also a day when deserving members of the Igbo society and their friends are specially rewarded and honored for their contributions to the development of their communities.

In the northern part of Nigeria, the Durbar—formerly a military parade—is a spectacle of gaily dressed riders and their horses that perform annually to the pleasure of the emir, his court, and his distinguished guests. It is a major festival celebrated with pomp and pageantry that attracts observers—both local and international. The Durbar dates back to the era when the emirate used horses in warfare. The horses came from each town, district, and noble household that customarily contributed a regiment to the defense of the emirate. In the past, the Durbar ceremony began by the emirate military chiefs inviting the various regiments for a Durbar. At the event, they offered jahi (homage) and were expected to demonstrate horsemanship, brinkmanship, valor, and their loyalty to the emirate. Today, Durbar has become a festival celebrated in honor of modern political leaders such as visiting heads of state and other important state visitors. The Durbar also wraps up the two great Muslim festivals, Eid al-Fitr (commemorating the end of the holy month of Ramadan) and the Eid al-Kabir (commemorating Prophet Ibrahim sacrificing a ram instead of his son).
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A gathering of chiefs for the Durbar Festival in Maiduguri. Despite the destruction of Nigeria’s precolonial states at the hands of European invaders, the institution of chieftaincy survives among most of Nigeria’s peoples. (Tim Graham/Corbis)

Another important festival in the northern region is the Argungun, a fish festival celebrated in Argungun town, Kebbi State, which dates back to 1934. It was first celebrated in honor of the late Sultan Dan Mu’azu and has since been held annually between February and March. During the festival, men and boys armed with large fishnet scoops launch the fishnets into the water to harvest fish of various dimensions, though the attraction of the festival are big catches. The fishermen are joined in their quest by canoes filled with drummers, plus men rattling huge seed-filled gourds who assist them to drive the fish to shallow waters. Additional features of the Argungun fish festival include canoe racing, wild duck hunting, bare-handed fishing, diving competitions, and swimming.

Contemporary festivals in Nigeria are linked to modern religious ceremonies are sometimes associated with institutionalized national holidays: New Year’s Day (January 1), Maulud Nabyi or Eid al-Maulud (the Birth of Prophet Muhammad), Eid al-Fitr (End of Ramadan), Eid al-Kabir/Eid al-Adha (Feast of Sacrifice), Good Friday, Easter Monday, Christmas Day, and Boxing Day are examples of annual religious festivals. Independence Day (October 1), May Day (May 1, also known as Workers’ Day), Commemoration Day (June 12, Lagos State only); and Democracy Day (May 29) are the prominent secular holidays.

Music and Dance

Music and dance genres in Nigeria comprise traditional and contemporary typologies. Traditional music is associated with traditional institutions such as religious, kingship, leadership, and occupational institutions. There are genres known as aristocratic art forms developed and performed for the obas (monarchs in the southwest), the obis (southeastern sovereigns), and the emirs (northern rulers), and there are occupational and freelance art forms. Royal music for the emirs is enriched by court praise singers such as the banga, kotso, taushi, or the jauje singers whose performances are accompanied by instrumental orchestra comprising the kakaki, algata, farai, gangar algaita, kaho, kuge, and ganger saraki. The kakaki, arguably the most prominent of the ensemble and a significant feature at durbars, is a brass wind instrument (three to four meters long) derived from Songhai cavalry and first introduced to the emir’s palace in Bauchi during the reign of Usman. It became a permanent feature of Hausa royal music just before the end of the 19th century during the reign of Maigari (Kofoworola and Lateef 1987: 254). It is used as part of the sara—a weekly rite and valorization of the power and authority of the sarki or emir. Dances for the Hausa aristocracy include the turu, dakaru, and takai. Hausa dances involve graceful body movements. Goge music is performed for all in; garaya music is for the Bori cult and the hunters’ guild in the Hausa society.
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A Hausa dancer in motion. Among the Hausa, traditional dance serves as recreation, as a marker of ethnic identity, and, in some cases, as a component of spiritual observances. (Robert Estall Photo Agency/Alamy)

The universe of monarchs in Yorubaland is linked with gbedu, bata drumming, and dance. Gbedu is played to celebrate the ascension of a king and to announce his demise. Bata is also played as part of court music. The drumming and dance are rapid, rigorous, and energetic beats that inspire spontaneous arm and leg movements of the dancers. Gangan, the talking (hourglass) drum, is another important musical instrument and is used to herald the oba into, or announce visitors to, the royal courts. It is also used to convey messages in public ceremonies and for entertainment. Similar to practices in other Nigerian societies, music and dance in Yorubaland feature in life cycle (birth, marriage, and death), occupation or guild, recreation, and other ceremonies. The oriki (praise poem) celebrates the Yoruba king or commoner, male or female, warrior or hunter, young or old. For instance, oriki is a significant feature of isipa, or iremoje, a choral and responsorial composition that Yoruba hunters’ guilds perform at a vigil in honor of their departed member. The composition combines the oriki of the deceased and other individuals with the theme of death. Yoruba hunters also perform ijala, the signature vocal music for devotees of Ogun including hunters and blacksmiths. The Yoruba develop instrumental music that distinguishes the official instruments of particular deities and is performed in their honor. For instance, the Yoruba honors Sango with bata drumming (because Sango was a deified god-king and the fourth king of Old Oyo), Ogun with agere, Osun with bembe, while they hallow and enrich the Ifa ceremony with ipese, aran ifa, and afere (drums), along with the agogo (gong). In gelede and efe performances, the Yoruba combines art, music, and dance to celebrate and revere leadership (and in particular, the covert power of elderly women), to make satirical commentaries, to convey social etiquette and critique aberrations, and to entertain the community.

Contemporary music in Nigeria includes Islamic and Christian music (used for worship, evangelism, and entertainment); and popular music comprising highlife and folk opera that grew out of bars and night clubs in the western region and evolved into a genre used for social and state events. These were rocked from the 1960s through the 1970s. Others examples of popular music are juju, apala, fuji, waka, sakara, seli, and ajiwere. Popular musicians from the southwest are IK Dairo nicknamed Baba Aladura because of his melodious prayerful songs, King Sunny Ade, Ebenezer Obe, Emperor Pick Peters, Dele Abiodun (juju), Sikiru Ayinde Barrister, Kollington Ayinla, Wasiu Ayinde, and Ayinde Pasuma (fuji).There are other musicians who create their own genres such as Orlando Owoh, the “bass crooner,” whose brand of music is a blend of highlife and juju; Sir Shina Peters who developed Afro-juju, a genre that took Nigeria by the storm in the mid-1980s; and Yinka Ayefele who mixes gospel with juju. The Afrobeat king, Fela Anikulapo Kuti, rode the music industry like a colossus and used his art for entertainment, social struggle, and emancipation. He also used it to campaign for pan-Africanism and African renaissance. His classic compositions laced with satire and “sermons” include “Jeun Kooku,” “Sakara,” “Zombie,” “Perambulator,” and “International Thief Thief (ITT).” Bisade Ologunde, aka Lagbaja, is also a contemporary musician in a world of his own. He is distinguished by his stylish attire made from indigenous textiles (notably adire—tie-dyed cloths, batik, and other prints), the permanent mask he wears for his performances, and his use of Yoruba folklore. Lagbaja’s reinterpretation of materials mined from traditional Yoruba music and instruments particularly the Yoruba bata and talking (hourglass) drums, and his leaning toward highlife and Afrobeat also set him apart from his contemporaries. Distinguished musicians from the South-South region of Nigeria include Bongos Ikwe, another crooner and a composer of didactic and evergreen sentimental songs; Victor Uwaifo, a guitarist and the famed joromi performer; and Osita Osadebe, among others. Notable musicians from the northern region include Danmaraya Jos, who performs melodic vocal social commentaries to the accompaniment of kuntigi, a one-stringed fiddle. Nigerian female musicians (notably from the southwest and South-South regions) also create rich and diverse brands of music that range from popular to highlife, waka to gospel, hip-hop to rhythm and blues. They include Onyeka Onwenu, Salawa Abeni, Senwele Jesu, and Tiwa Savage, among others. Hip-hop music is very contemporary and Nigerian musicians (male and female) such as Dbanj, TuFace Idibia, and Iyanya among others are making great waves in the local, continental, and global music industry.

The Performing Musicians Association of Nigeria, established in 1982 at Ariya Nite Club, Jibowu, Lagos, is the official Nigerian music body. It oversees the affairs of and protects the rights of musicians in the country, particularly against piracy and bootlegging. Its national headquarters is at 18 Adegbola Street, Anifowoshe, Ikeja, Lagos, while its chapters are spread across 28 of the 37 states of the federation.

Visual Art

Nigeria is one of the important art-producing centers in sub-Saharan Africa. The sculpture traditions of Nok (500 BCE), Igbo-Ukwu (9th–10th CE), Ife (11th–13th century), and Benin (15th–18th century) are some of the significant art forms on the continent well known to the outside world. Many examples of the excellent sculptures from Nigeria cultures can be found in museums across the Euro-American spaces notably the Ulm Museum in Germany, the British Museum, and the Smithsonian Museum of African Art, among other various museums with African art collections in the United States. Ancient and traditional art are also found in private collections in Nigeria and abroad. Modern and contemporary Nigerian paintings, the plastic arts (sculpture in various media and sculptural pottery), textiles, pottery, and photography are no less important as the artists continue to make local and global impact with their creativity. Artists emerge from formal (academic institutions) and informal training structures (lineage-based art and craft setups, art workshops, and art studios). Some of them even establish art movements such as Akaism, Onaism, Ullism, and Araism.

The art industry thrives as a result of local and foreign patronage. National and privately owned galleries such as the National Art Gallery, Iganmu, Lagos, which houses contemporary paintings, sculpture, and photographs, and many Lagos-based art galleries and outlets including Gong Gallery, Mydrim Gallery, Terakulture, Quintessence, Something Special, and Nike Art Gallery, among others, support art production and exhibition and enable its circulation. Foreign embassies and cultural institutions such as the Goethe Institut, the American Embassy, the United States Information Service, Alliance Francaise, and the Italian Cultural Institute remain the epicenters of art patronage. The institutions provide platforms for the visibility of artists and the globalization of their works. Other important local initiatives include the Institute of African Studies, University of Ibadan, and the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture that offer spaces to contemporary artists to exhibit their works. There is also the Nike Arts Gallery located in Victoria Island, Lagos, with other branches in Abuja, Osogbo, and Ogidi, the hometown of the founder. Nike Arts Gallery is owned by Oyenike Davies Okundaye, artist, art entrepreneur, and philanthropist. Through her enterprise, she makes the local encounter the global and brings the global to the local. A cultural broker and transnationalist per excellence, Nike Okundaye hosts artists, scholars, and tourists from various parts of the world who come to experience the visual culture and the sights and sounds of Nigeria. Her gallery holdings comprise various art forms, traditional and contemporary. The contemporary arts, which far outnumber the traditional works, cover three of the four gallery levels. Contemporary collections include the works of Osogbo artists including Jimoh Buraimoh, Muraina Oyelami, and Nike Okundaye (b. May 23, 1951, Ogidi-Ijumu, Kogi State, Nigeria). Featured too in the expansive, multistoried Nike Arts Gallery are the works of artists who profess and illustrate the tradition of the Ife Art School, namely, Tola Wewe and Mufu Onifade. The works of vibrant male and female artists such as Segun Ayesan and Peju Alatishe jostle for space on the gallery walls. Local art patrons such as Omo Oba Yemisi Shyllon and Chief Rasheed Gbadamosi are significant lifelines for numerous established and young, enterprising artists. For rich archives on traditional and contemporary art, Shyllon is the one to seek. He, Omo Oba Oladele Odimayo, and other collectors of traditional and contemporary arts yield their archives to researchers from various parts of the globe. Shyllon, in particular, offers fellowships through his foundation Omo Oba Yemisi Shyllon Art Foundation to artists and scholars from any part of the world to have short-term stays in Nigeria to study and or experience the nation’s visual culture. The fellowship is also platform for cultural production, multicultural interaction, and transnational dialogue. Other avenues for display are salon exhibitions “held in the homes of individual promoters only for known dealers” (Adepegba 1995).

Nigerian artists are organized under an umbrella organization called the Society of Nigerian Artists, a body established in 1963 to promote the works of, protect the rights of, and create platforms of interactions for visual artists, among other objectives. The Female Artists Association of Nigeria, a parallel organization, oversees the professional affairs and protects the interest of Nigerian women artists.

In an endless dialogue, traditional arts continue to coexist with contemporary forms. One finds contemporary Nigerian artists returning to their roots to derive ideas and motifs from different cultural archives, as in the example of the Zaria Rebels (notably Bruce Onobrakpeya and Uche Okeke) and younger artists such as Tola Wewe, Kunle Filani, and Mufu Onifade. Other home-based artists reimagine tradition, as in the example of ceramicist Martins Oluseyi Olaleye (b. 1964), who unites tradition with modern technology to create avant-garde, beaded, decorative, and functional pottery. Ceremonial Pot (Igwe Festival), Sweet Psalmist, and Ajantala are examples of some of his multitiered works that morph pottery tradition and combine sculpture and pottery. Nigerian diaspora artists such as Moyo Okediji, Sokari Douglas-Camp, Obiora Udechukwu, Victor Ekpuk, and Wole Lagunju also draw inspiration from indigenous archives and fuse them with ideas derived from the transnational space. Remarkable too are stained glass artists such as David Dale, Eric Akinmolayan, and Sehinde Ajidahun, who develop local initiatives for producing stained glass and have generated remarkable works for contemporary religious and public institutions. For instance, Akinmolayan has examples of his signature stained glass (produced with Perspex, epoxy, and paint) in over 100 Christian buildings (churches and homes) spread across the six geopolitical regions of the country.


Elites and Art Patronage and Promotion in Nigeria

The elites dictated and continue to direct the art industry in Nigeria. A number of elites have started the institutionalization of art by collecting stupendous numbers of artwork and building structures to house them for public viewing. A notable example is Nike Okundaye-Davies, who built a huge four-story building in Victoria Island that showcases traditional and contemporary art. The space also serves as a hub for tourists and attracts scholars drawn from different parts of the globe. Other elite avid collectors such as Rasheed Gbadamosi, Omo Oba Odimayo, and Omo Oba Yemisi Shyllon keep their handsome art collections in their palatial homes where they display them for the visual pleasure of their visitors and dignitaries. Others still, notably Omo Oba Yemisi Shyllon, donate them to public institutions for greater public accessibility and the promotion of Nigerian art. Shyllon has pledged a generous donation of his art to the Pan African University and equally donated money toward the building of a museum to be named after him and to house his collections and those of others.



Nigerian cinema culture is equally vibrant. Nollywood, the nation’s phenomenal video-cum-film industry, is the biggest of its genre in Africa and has a very significant presence in the global film industry. The industry arose in response to a lacuna in the entertainment industry brought about by growing criminality and attendant state of insecurity that pervaded Nigerian society in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and consequently forced many moviegoers to stay away from cinema houses. Executed with budgets that started from low to high, driven by passionate entrepreneurship and the exploitation of digital technology, Nollywood has grown to be huge with a US$250 million-a-year budget. It is proudly Nigeria in its depiction of the cultures and the experiences of the people. The themes of Nollywood films reflect socioeconomic issues, religious diversity, and tensions arising from differences, ethnicity, and local and global trends. Nollywood is also very continental and African in the way the actors, producers, and filmmakers make cross-cultural bridges across other African locations through various collaborations. According to a report on a Nollywood Web site, the appeal for Nollywood films and the stars stretches far beyond Nigeria. Nollywood films are proving popular all over English-speaking Africa and have become a staple on M-NET, the South Africa–based satellite television network. Nigerian stars have become household names from Ghana to Zambia and beyond. The last few years have seen the growing popularity of Nollywood films among African diaspora in both Europe and America (thisisnollywood.com). The star-studded film industry boasts of remarkable and successful actors and actresses including Justus Esiri, Olu Jacobs, Peter Edochie, Richard Mofe-Damijo, Fred Amata, Ramsey Noah, Joke Silva, Taiwo Ajayi-Lycett, Clarion Chukwura, Bukola Akintola, Genevieve Nnaji, Omotola Jalade-Ekeinde, Adebayo Salami a.k.a. Bello, Idowu Philips a.k.a. Iya Rainbow, Peju Omobolanle, Nkem Owoh, and Patience Okonkwo. While Ola Balogun with For Freedom, Hubert Ogunde with his twin classics Aye and Jaiyesinmi, and Moses Olaiya with his films Money Power and Mosebolatan are pioneer filmmakers, Tunde Kelani of Mainframe fame, vintage master Yoruba cultural renaissance maestro, and ace satirist is one of the nation’s leading contemporary filmmakers with works such as Agogo Eewo and Saworo Ide, allegories on Nigerian socioeconomic history.

Architecture and Housing

A number of architectural styles have evolved over time on the Nigerian landscape such as the traditional, the colonial, the Sudanese, the Brazilian, the vernacular, the modern, the contemporary, and the postmodern, among others. Bodga Prucnal-Odusote (n.d.) provides a broader detailed classification; however, only a group of three will be discussed in depth here. These categories are traditional, colonial, and contemporary architecture. They could be further grouped into five categories, namely, domestic (the living environment), religious (sacred arenas), ceremonial (leadership spaces such as palaces and chiefdoms), administrative (colonial edifices), and corporate architecture (bank, insurance buildings, and markets). Traditional architecture, whether the living or religious space, is common in villages and rural communities, and some examples also dot the urban landscapes. While most are basically dwellings, others are developed for communal sacred functions. However, traditional Nigerian societies hardly build elaborate structures for religious observances; rather, they set up shrines in private chambers of individuals or in designated sites within lineage compounds. The shrines of lineage, clan, or community deities are sometimes built or situated in a grove, and such separately built shrines are invariably in miniature forms of dwelling houses. Specially built structures are also not common for assembly and general meetings. The only well-known examples are men’s clubhouses, ekpe or egbo houses, found among the Igbo and other ethnic groups in the Cross River area (Talbot cited in Adepegba 1995: 59).

Nigerian traditional houses vary in forms, materials, and localities. The houses in the southern part of the country, say from the Niger/Benue confluence to the coast, “are mainly rectangular, built of mud walls and thatched ridge roofs but completely thatched and erected on piles among the coastal and riverine peoples” (Adepegba 1995: 59). The rectangular houses are built to enclose a center—a courtyard that allows for various activities including cooking, spaces for domestic craft, small-scale industries, and other engagements. This pattern is typical of the Yoruba and the Edo cultures. According to P. A. Talbot (cited in Adepegba 1995: 60), the rectangular architectural style may have originated from the Mediterranean region. The Yoruba traditional houses, whether single-unit or multiunit, are built to offer protection from external incursion. They hardly have openings to the outside besides their entrances. The rooms that are the outermost parts of the buildings open into a common verandah, which opens into an enclosed courtyard.

In the northern part of the country, rectangular and circular house types are common. In the far north, mud-wall rectangular buildings covered with mud decks, and circular structures with cone roofs—completely thatched or made up of mud walls and thatched roof, and later dome-shaped mud roofs—predominate. Awotona (1986: 55) notes that “the climate, human physiology and geography led to the development of curvilinear, conical and mud-roofed structures in the North and the rectilinear thatch-roof mud house of the South.” The round architecture of northern Nigeria, which Adepegba (1995: 60) hypothesized evolved from conical shelters into completely and more neatly thatched conical forms, are invariably small, hardly exceeding 16 feet in diameter. The form has sub-Saharan origin; it is said to emanate from areas such as South African grassland, East and Central Africa, and in the Sudan in West Africa (Adepegba 1995: 62). The influence from Sudan informed what is known as Sudanese-style architecture.

Colonial buildings emerged in the aftermaths of European contact and influence. The early ones were styled after British architecture. These were usually either imported 18th-century houses of the English countryside or prefabricated constructions with deep verandas and overhanging eaves. They were sometimes placed on stilts, and they usually had a continuous horizontal band of windows. The introduction of new building materials such as corrugated iron sheets, cement, steel, and the like imported from Europe changed the architectural landscape of the country.

A quick note on the distinction between traditional and contemporary architecture: the latter is communally oriented; it is usually built in clusters, arranged in circular or rectangular formation. Most are built without walls with the exception of houses in the northern part where fences enclose the smaller units within the compound, providing privacy to and ensure communal bonding among members of the household. Among the Nupe, the perimeter of compounds is fenced with raffia or grass. The contemporary variants on the other hand are built individually and are fenced in by iron gates, antiburglar devices for windows and doors, and cement walls that convey to the observer that they are “architecture of fear.” The fortified fences and formidable metal speak to a consciousness in the Nigerian social fabric, and the psyche of the home owners, especially their fear of the unknown forces—invaders and marauders—who invade homes whether at night or by day in cosmopolitan centers.

Ornamentations of buildings are found in the southern and in the northern parts of the country. Such ornamentations derive from the taste and status of the owners of the buildings. Southern Nigerian peoples embellish their buildings with paintings and sculpture. Wall paintings usually done by women could be found in shrines and chiefly domains. Individuals also embellish their houses with paintings as found among Igbo women who beautify their houses and rooms with wall paintings. In the past, architectural sculpture such as house posts and door panels are used to adorn Yoruba palaces and shrines of deities. Today, many of such palaces and shrines have been stripped of their imposing woodcarvings. At Oyo, one still finds the vestiges of the past as in the example of sunken relief images of symbolic importance. The Igbo also decorate the traditional domains or entrances to the seat of authority of their leaders, the ozo, with exquisitely carved door panels. Royal domains among the Edo are decorated with wall flutings. However, it must be said that contemporary palaces across cultures in Nigeria feature innovations in buildings and technological awareness of the people.

Contemporary buildings range from the simple to the avant-garde, the archetypal to the hybrid forms. The various configurations from the high-tech variants to the curtain wall skyscrapers typical of American spaces jostle for space, mostly in urban centers. Institutions such as banks, hotels, and insurance companies build skyscrapers and postmodern structures with modern materials (reflective glass, steel, marble, etc.) that convey their corporate identity and financial status. For instance, the corporate buildings of Guarantee Trust Bank, one of Nigeria’s leading banking institutions, is very postmodern in terms of their dynamic designs, very stylish rooftops, and the use of lively colors of orange and gray as paints for the buildings. The architecture of First City Merchant Bank is distinguished by their imitation of classical architecture, particularly in their use of Greek pantheon–style structure and Doric columns. Super modern and stylish residential buildings also continue to evolve in response to taste and needs of end users and the changing urban landscapes.

The Nigerian Institute of Architects, a professional body of architects established on April 1, 1960, regulates the profession, conducts the registration of members, advises government on policy issues, and ensures quality control in the practice, among other functions.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Oral Literature

Oral literature that experts transmit from generation to generation includes narratives, songs, chants, pithy sayings, folklore, riddles, proverbs, music, didactic sayings, poetry (personal, town, and panegyric), and tales, among other genres. Experts are typically custodians of culture, palace bards, griots, verbal artists, and older folks in Nigerian communities. They are the life and agency of oral tradition and ensure the chain of continuity remains unbroken.

The concerted efforts of these people in retelling mythology, recalling moments, and revisiting memory ensure that modern writers, artists, and performers derive a lot from the rich archives of Nigerian oral tradition. Mores and lore have survived in the mouths and minds of these practitioners and those invested in the sanctity and preservation of culture. Exploits of legendary heroes, inventions and achievements of forebears, successes and failures, have come to modern listeners, readers, and users of such lore for instruction, for caution, and for change. Clearly, the argument can be made that a society forges ahead by learning from the deep insights into the past granted by rich, ancient archives.

The various ethnic groups in Nigeria have extensive traditions of oral literature, given the fact that the majority of them transmitted knowledge in spoken form more than they wrote on bodies and rock surfaces or retained records in other tangible or written forms. Every society is dynamic and alive by virtue of the enormous volume of information passed down by mouth. Customs, rites, succession tradition, religious practices, healing, and other nuances of culture were transmitted orally before written culture was introduced. By virtue of oral literature, we encounter and relive the narratives of founders, kings, heroes like Oduduwa, the Oranmiyan, and other significant entities and phenomena among the Yoruba. Tales of the Yoruba, such as alo apagbe (stories with songs) and alo apamo (riddles), and vocational tales also thrive as didactic and entertainment genres. Other forms of oral literature among the Yoruba are dirges and eulogies, which allow for memorialization and other experiences. Through oral literature, the pre-Islamic origin of the Hausa society of northern Nigeria and the import of Bayajida tales for Hausa States is contextualized and understood. The mythology is reproduced for modern audiences and listeners. Apart from foundation tales, Hausa oral literature includes poetic genres, such as Islamic and secular poetry. Much of the Islamic poetry that began around the 15th century is an extension of Arabic poetry, and it deals extensively with the life of the Prophet Muhammad and other Islamic leaders. However, there are other types that highlight social tension. For instance, Abdullahi dan Fodio—the younger brother of Usman dan Fodio, the founder of the 19th-century Fulani Empire—wrote a war song entitled “Wallahi Wallahi” (By God, by God) that explains the tension between religious and secular factions and the social reality of his Islamic society.

The groundwork of Igbo customs and traditions—their local and creation myths—is found in akukuo-ala (their intellectual corpus of deities, of localities, of phenomena, habits, food dress, dance, etc.), in akukuo-ifo (their fictional narratives) and okwu-oka (their artistic speech). The beauty, complexity, pride, and passion of the Igbo cosmos are found in their legends (ancestral and heroic), creation myths, proverbs, and other genres of oral literature. For the Igbo, oral literature is artistic speech and performance, and to this end, the society recognizes onu-na-ekuru-oha (the chief craftsman and spokesman), who delivers impeccable okwu-oka (artistic speech) to the delight of enthusiastic listeners. Further glimpses into the rich tradition and customs of the Igbo are found in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), the classic novel that weaves together the pride of a culture and the life, triumphs, travails, and tragedy of an African cultural hero. Here, the ancient and the modern are very much alive.

Apart from enabling the celebration and memorialization of heroes and founders, oral literature in Nigeria establishes the intellectualization of societies that had no written tradition prior to the 19th century. For instance, the intellectual tradition of the Yoruba is stored in the predominantly oral Ifa corpus that philosophizes and explains everything about Yoruba life. It explains the foundations of the world, enables the wedlock of mythology and history, and allows life to form a continuum—much like the opele (Ifa divination chain) and the numerous odu (Ifa verses) that are incrementally expanded to embrace modernity and reality.

Among the cultural groups in Nigeria, the Yoruba were the first to have their oral literature recorded and documented, blurring the lines between written and oral literature. Western education impacted on Nigerian literature as early as the eighth century CE, when Arabic ideas and culture were introduced to Africa. During the 14th century, written and spoken Arabic flourished in northern Nigeria, and, by the 17th century, some Hausa literature had been translated into Arabic. During the 19th century, the Hausa language was written in Arabic and the Ajami script. Christian missionaries accelerated the importation of Western education into Nigeria during the 19th century.

Foremost among writers whose works have benefitted tremendously from Yoruba oral literature and whose efforts have enriched the works of modern writers are D. O. Fagunwa (author of Ogboju Ode Ninu Igbo Irunmole and Irinkerindo), Wole Soyinka (A Forest of a Thousand Demons), and Amos Tutuola (The Palmwine Drinkard). Tales migrate into drama, fiction, and prose. The most widespread tales in Nigeria, and indeed among African cultures, are the trickster tales, and, in view of their didactic form, they are mostly told to children to impart moral lessons.

Oral traditions have had a profound influence on Hausa drama, shaping the work of such famed dramatists as Aminu Kano, Abubakar Tunau, Alhaji Muhammed Sada, Adamu dan Goggo, and Dauda Kano. During the 1980s, the genre of littattafan soyayya (books of love) emerged and grew in popularity. Presenting the experience of Hausa women, these works engaged issues including education, polygamy, and forced marriage. Famous littattafan soyayya include Allura cikin ruwa (Needle in a Haystack, 1994), Wa ya san gobe? (Who Knows What Tomorrow Will Bring?, 1996), and Ki yarda da ni (Agree with Me, 1997) by Bilkisu Ahmed Funtuwa; and Budurwar zuciya (Young at Heart, 1987), Alhaki kuykuyo ne (Retribution Is Inescapable, 1990), and Wa zai auri jahila? (Who Will Marry the Ignorant Woman?, 1990), by Balaraba Ramat Yakubu.

Oral literature has been used as an instrument of protest and proselytization, as in the case of native black Muslims who met the threat of white Christians with protests in poetry. Aliyu dan Sidi, for example, utilized the oral tradition to write poetic protests against the missionaries. Nana Asma’u also wrote primarily religious poetry in Arabic, Hausa, and Ajami script. In terms of proselytization, Yoruba authors, such as D. O. Fagunwa and Isaac Delano, wrote novels promoting the missionaries and teaching the Christian religion. Fagunwa and Delano relied heavily on ancestral folktales in their writing as they advanced Christian religious instruction and preached the acceptance of Western ideas to the Yoruba. Other foremost oral literature gurus include Amos Tutuola (b. 1920, Abeokuta–d. 1997, Ibadan, Nigeria), a blacksmith and later a master of inventive, fantastic narratives. Tutuola published many texts. However, his most celebrated novel is The Palm-Wine Drinkard (1952), which was the first Nigerian book to achieve international fame. It has been translated into 11 languages. So popular is the text in America that rap artist and actor Ice T adopted Tutuola’s last name for his character on the acclaimed television series Law and Order.

Oral Literature and the Nature of Storytelling

In the mouth and craft of the storyteller, the griot, the master of riddles, the songwriter of ancient traditions, the poetic panegyrics and the praise songs of towns, kings, warriors, heroes, and heroines come alive. Time collapses, and the members of the audience are in the presence of history. Postcolonial African society has recognized the importance of the storyteller’s art and has moved oral literature from the realm of community participation into that of structured documentation. Deliberate efforts have been made toward recovering the past and poignantly focusing on the most usable parts of that past. Consequently, from the start of the 20th century, many colleges in Africa have factored oral literature into their course offerings to give future generations a glimpse into the past, to help them comprehend the present, and to empower them in envisioning a vibrant contemporary world.

Media

Nigerian media can be categorized into traditional and contemporary. Traditional societies communicated in ways that are different from the modern societies. In the past, communities disseminated information through human beings designated as town criers, by using instruments such as drums, gongs, and trumpets, and via symbols or image metaphors. Town criers known as mai shela/sankira among the Hausa, akede among the Yoruba, and otiekwe to the Igbo, announced important and/or messages that emanate from the leaders to the general public. The town crier beats a gong to get the attention of people in the community, and thereafter he delivers the message. It was a cheap and effective means of communication for small populations. Population explosion, new technologies, the expansion of knowledge, and globalization make it imperative for contemporary societies to embrace faster and more effective means of communication, hence, the evolution of the contemporary Nigerian print and electronic media.

The pioneer print media is the West African Pilot. Later other governmental and privately owned print media emerged including the Daily Times, owned by the Nigerian government. The Lagos Times was first published in 1880, starting a tradition of active and diverse debate in the mass media. The Lagos Daily News became the first daily in 1920 and ran until 1936, providing with the West African Pilot an urban perspective on Nigeria’s campaign for independence. Today, Nigeria has more than 50 different newspapers, both tabloid and broadsheet. Lagos alone is home to numerous newspapers and magazines, most privately owned and retaining their editorial independence against the odds.

Among the tabloids in Nigeria are the Vanguard, established by Sam Amuka Pemu; the Guardian, owned by Olorogun Felix Ibru; the Tribune, the brainchild of Chief Obafemi Awolowo; the Concord, established by the late business mogul Chief Moshood Kashimawo Abiola; the Punch, owned by Chief Moyo Aboderin and now run by Chief Ogunsola, his nephew; the Observer, the Herald, This Day, and so on, widening the readership options of the Nigerian public.

The premier electronic media is Western Nigerian Television and Western Nigerian Broadcasting Station, the brainchild of Chief Obafemi Awolowo, the premier of the western region. It later morphed into the NTV and finally the Nigerian Television Authority (NTA) with national coverage. Today the NTA is the largest television network on the African continent. As a conglomerate, the NTA offers rich and diverse news, educational, and entertainment programs. Ethnic concerns encouraged the NTA to float news stations such as NTA Igbo, NTA Yoruba, NTA Hausa, and so on, where those who wish to hear news in indigenous languages can tune in.

Just as entrepreneurs became major players in the print media, there are also private initiatives in the electronic media industry. Lagos is the hub of privately owned TV stations. Chief Raymond Dokpesi established Africa Independent Television, and former ace broadcaster John Momoh established Channels TV. There is also Muri International TV, and lately Wale Adenuga Production TV joined the list of privately owned television stations. Notable private TV stations too are ethnic-oriented stations such as Orisun and Odua cable television that are not Lagos based.

From the modest beginning of few stations, the numbers of the privately owned television network have risen. Most of these stations are located in the commercial city of Lagos. With more than 10 television stations, Lagos city now has the highest number of television stations of any city in Africa. Advanced technology makes international satellite television channels such as CNN, BBC, FOX, and the like as well as satellite radio stations easily accessible.


De-Territorialization and Liberalization of the Media

Across the globe, the media shape public discourse and impact on local and global politics. However, the powerful and the influential tend to control the print and the electronic media; consequently they literally exact tremendous control on the circulation of knowledge. In Nigeria, it cannot be overstated that political elites who own media houses use their media institutions to promote their political cleavages, to advance personal and group agendas, and to pursue personal vendettas. However, the evolution of social media such as Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, and WhatApps has enabled a liberalization and democratization of public knowledge. Freedom of speech and unbridled and uncensored critiques emanate from such channels to counter ideologies and policies, to unsettle unpopular hegemonies, and to even keep popular ones on their toes. In these “liberalized virtual empires,” the airwaves become a leveler where youths, boardroom executives, college students, and even rural dwellers exchange information.



Radio is the key source of information for many Nigerians not only because it is easily accessible both in the cities and the villages, but also most of the programs are in local languages. While radio stations used to be exclusively owned by the government, licenses have since been granted and continue to be issued to private broadcasters. Consequently, there are so many national, state-owned, and private-owned radio stations. Radio Nigeria is a national radio station; Eko FM, Edo State Broadcasting Corporation, and Broadcasting Corporation of Oyo State are state-owned stations. Today, there are more than 30 privately owned radio stations all over the country providing information, news, and sports to the people. A notable privately owned radio station is Ray Power FM, owned in Lagos by Chief Raymond Dokpesi. Institutions of higher learning also establish their own stations to cater to the information and entertainment needs of their immediate communities. Hence, one finds Premier FM, a station that belongs to the University of Ibadan, transmitting news and programs to the university community, and by extension the nation at large. Radio stations are also established to critique phenomena as in the examples of 96.1 FM, dedicated to the impossible traffic, noise, and road rage that characterize Lagos, the city that never sleeps.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Kigali

Major Cities: Butare, Byumba, Cyangugu, Gisenyi, Kibungo, Kibuye, Ruhengeri

Population: 12,337,138 (CIA 2014)

Languages: Kinyarwanda (official), Swahili, English (official), French (official), and others

Government Type: Multiparty Presidential Republic

Ethnic Groups: Hutu (84 percent); Tutsi (15 percent); Twa (1 percent)

Religions: Roman Catholicism (49.5 percent); Protestantism (39.4 percent, 12.2 percent Adventist); other Christian (4.5 percent); Muslim 1.8 percent; Animist (0.1 percent); other (0.6 percent)



Introduction

Geography

Rwanda is located in East-Central Africa, in the Great Lakes region. Stretching from latitude 1° to 2° south, and from longitude 28° to 30° east, it shares boundaries with Uganda to the north, Burundi to the south, Tanzania to the east, and the Democratic Republic of Congo to the west. The Akanyaru River separates Rwanda from its sister state, Burundi. Covering an area of 10,169 square miles, Rwanda contains many geographical features, such as the Virunga and Karisimbi Mountains. The volcanic Birunga Mountains are in the northwest, and gorillas can be found on the slopes of the Karisimbi and Nyaragongo volcanoes. Rwanda enjoys a temperate climate because of its high elevation. During the two rainy seasons (February to May and September to December), heavy downpours usually occur. The two dry seasons are January to February and June to August.

Numerous lakes, rivers, and volcanoes exist in Rwanda. Among the lakes are Burera, Ihema, Kivu, Mugasera, Muhazi, and Ruhondo. Lake Kivu, which is the largest and the most spectacular, drains into Lake Tanganyika. The most important rivers include the Doma, Mulembwe, Ndahangwa, and Rusizi. The Virunga Range, the major volcanic highlands, is found to the north of Lake Kivu on the borders of Zaire, Rwanda, and Uganda. Adding to Rwanda’s natural beauty are animals such as buffaloes, elephants, gorillas, hippopotami, lions, and zebras. There are several varieties of gazelle, snakes, and fish.

Although most of Rwanda is savanna grassland, the western mountain ridge falls within the forest region, while the eastern section is characterized by wooded savanna. Continually expanding farming and cattle economies have led to deforestation and periodic droughts. Without access to the ocean, Rwanda is landlocked, but a sizeable part of the land is fertile and suitable for farming and cattle rearing.


Rwanda: A Beautiful Country

Rwanda has many beautiful physical features. The country has been variously referred to as “a land of almost ideal beauty,” “the Switzerland of Africa,” and “the Pearl of Africa.” Rwanda has also been referred to as “the Land of a Thousand Hills” and “the Land of Gorillas.” The spectacular volcanoes, mountains, and natural resources are significant economic assets to the country. In spite of its long history, as well as natural and physical beauty, not much has been written about Rwanda’s culture and customs. Rwanda experienced several sociopolitical vicissitudes, including ethnic differences and inequality, and domination by two colonial powers, the Germans and Belgians. In spite of these experiences, Rwanda remains a country with rich history, culture, and customs.
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Cultivation against the backdrop of cinder cones in Mudende. Rwanda’s position along the Great East African Rift has guaranteed an active geological history. The result is rich volcanic soils and mountains in the west of the country. (Robert Ford/iStockPhoto.com)

People and Ethnicity

Population

Rwanda is a densely populated country. In 1900, Rwanda recorded a population of 2 million inhabitants. The population had risen to 2.3 million by 1956, but by 1978 the figure had further increased to 4.8 million. It rose to approximately 6.5 million in 1986, 7.1 million in 1991, 8.1 million in the last census in 2002, and the estimated figure for 2003 was 8.4 million. Ruhengeri province is the most populous, while Umutara is the least populated area. With a land area of 10,169 square miles, the population density is around 819 persons per square mile, the highest in Africa. In spite of the genocide, the population remains high. The poor economy of the country does not correspond with the growth in population.

Ethnic Groups

Unlike other countries in Africa with many ethnic groups, there are only three in Rwanda. These include the Hutu (with about 84 percent of the population), the Tutsi (15 percent), and the Twa (1 percent). The Twa (Pygmy) hunters and potters are considered the indigenous people of the country. The Hutu and Tutsi, who migrated to the region at different times, met the Twa in situ. Three things have differentiated these ethnic groups: occupation, social status, and physical features. The Tutsi, as cattle owners, are usually tall and slender, while the Hutu farmers are short and square. The Tutsi retain the exclusive right to own cattle, and for this reason, the Belgians described Rwanda as a caste society. There are close cultural similarities, but it is more difficult to distinguish a Hutu from a Tutsi than the two from the Twa. There are no last names that differentiate the Hutu from the Tutsi. Married women do not adopt their husband’s last name, and children do not take the name of their parents. By the 19th century, when the Europeans arrived in Rwanda, the Hutu and Tutsi were identified not only by ethnic differentiation, but also by marriage, occupational status, and politics.

People

The Hutu migrated from the north to present-day Rwanda circa 1000 CE, mixing with the indigenous Twa people. They are Bantu-speaking farmers whose sociopolitical structure was based on the clan. The abahinza, known as “those who cause things to grow,” were clan heads. They possessed the power to cause rain, as well as to protect crops from insects and cattle from diseases. The Hutu were farming people, with both women and men participating in farmwork.

The Tutsi, a Nilotic warrior and cattle-owning people, migrated from Uganda to Rwanda between the 15th and 16th centuries and occupied the Virunga region. Owing to their military experience, the Tutsi were able to subdue the Hutu and the Twa and assume political leadership. The Tutsi believed that they were destined to establish a political hegemony over the Hutu. Their belief was sustained by a legend that their descendants came from “the north” (heaven) bringing along with them cattle, fire, and iron, which were instruments of power and wealth. Under the leadership of Gilhanga (Founder), the Tutsi settled in the land between Lake Muhazi and Lake Mugesera. The Tutsi achieved political and economic dominance in central Rwanda, founded kingdoms, owned cattle, and established the Abanyiginya Dynasty during the time of Kanyaruanda (Gilhanga’s son), who became the first mwami (king). Over several centuries, their kingdom expanded to cover most of the area occupied by modern-day Rwanda.

Ownership of cattle became a symbol of prestige for the Tutsi. They evolved the political institution of the mwami as a sacred kingship and used royal drums as symbols of power and authority. The mwami was regarded as the source of life and he symbolized unity for the Rwandan kingdom. Unlike the abahinza of the Hutu, the mwami held and wielded strong and wide political powers over both the Hutu and the Tutsi. To demonstrate his supremacy, the mwami controlled and distributed land. Three types of chiefs assisted and advised the mwami in performing his political duties: the military chief, whose responsibility was to defend and expand the kingdom; the cattle chief, who was in charge of grazing and settling disputes; and the land chief, who oversaw agricultural land and produce. Although the Tutsi politically dominated the Hutu, they were partly assimilated into the Hutu culture and language (Kinyarwanda). Before the Abanyiginya dynasty came to an end in 1961, when Rwanda became a republic, wealth, political power, and prestige rested firmly in Tutsi hands.


Ethnic Identity

The three ethnic groups in Rwanda have their distinct identities. In physical appearance, the Batwa are short, the Hutu are stout, and the Tutsi are tall and slender. The Hutu are in the majority, while the Batwa and Tutsi are in the minority. Traditionally, the Batwa were hunters, the Hutu were farmers, and the Tutsi were cattle owners. In large-scale politics, the Batwa have never been heavily involved. The Hutu initially provided political leadership through numerous lineage heads, but later the Tutsi emerged as dynastic rulers. On their arrival in the region, the Tutsi achieved political and economic dominance, established kingdoms, and founded the Abanyiginya dynasty. Kanyaruanda (Gilhanga’s son) became the first mwami (king).



The Twa, a Pygmy people, were the original inhabitants of Rwanda and lived off the land as hunters and gatherers in the northern regions of the Virunga Mountains. Their material culture was poor, and as nomadic people, they showed no signs of iron technology. Archaeological artifacts reveal only the use of animal and plant materials such as horns, bones, and skins. The Twa were potters, singers, and dancers. When the Hutu and Tutsi arrived and utilized the land for farming and grazing, the Twa were pushed farther into the forests.

Languages

Kinyarwanda and French are the official languages, although Kiswahili is spoken as a commercial language. Widely spoken by approximately 7 million people (Hutu and Tutsi), Kinyarwanda is a tonal Bantu language, and it belongs to the central branch of the Niger-Congo language family. It has dialects, such as Kinyabwisha and Kinyamulenge, and it is close to Kirundi, which is spoken in Burundi. Since the end of the genocide, English has become a growing language, gradually displacing French. Government officials speak English, newspapers are published in English, and English is taught in schools.

Religion

Religion has always occupied an important place in the culture and customs of the Rwandan people. The Rwandan people were traditional worshipers before the introduction of Islam and Christianity. Sacred objects, persons, places, and natural phenomena were revered, but there was not an intricate hierarchy of gods and goddesses. Ceremonies and rituals were performed on regular basis to appease gods or ancestors. Individuals, as well as clans, held life and religion to be sacred. Religion was real to Rwandans, because it was a part of every aspect of their lives from birth, to marriage, to work, to illness, to death. Rwandans believed that religion could also provide insight into the future.

The indigenous religion revolved around a strong sense of the sacred and the development of a concept of a supreme being whom they called Imana (or Nya-Murunga in the northern part of the country). He is worshiped with music, singing, and dancing and is perceived as a potter who carefully fashions children and places them in their mother’s womb. The people are ever cautious not to offend the supreme being, to avoid his wrath. Imana not only created the sky, he also dwelt in it and is conceived as the “Wise One,” whose power transcends that of the lesser spirits. Imana is described as unique, transcendent, and immanent. He is recognized as a universal being. A Rwandan proverb states “Imana yirirwa ahandi igatahai Rwanda” (Imana spends the day elsewhere but spends the night in Rwanda). They also say “Imana Y’i Rwanda” (Rwanda is Imana’s country). There are no shrines, temples, sacrifices, or worship to Imana, because he has everything, lacks nothing, and needs nothing. Since it was an offense to give to Imana, sacrifices and shrines were made to the umuzimu (spirits).

A strong belief in the afterlife is reflected through ancestor worship (guterekera). The spirits of the ancestors are called abazimu. When a person dies, he or she changes identity by transforming into abazimu, residing in the spirit world but remaining in the local area in which he or she once lived. Family members communicated with their ancestors through an umupfumu (witch doctor). If not regularly and appropriately propitiated, it was believed that the ancestors could become malevolent, causing disaster, sickness, misfortune, or crop failure.

There were cults such as Ryangombe (of Hutu origin) and Nyabingi. Ryangombe was a culture hero and a warrior who died under strange circumstances. Kubandwa (to grab, or to get initiated) is a cult whose adherents are called imandwa (the ones who are grabbed). European exploration into the interior of Africa in the late 19th century opened up Rwanda to the outside world and brought about the introduction of Christianity. Bishop Joseph Hirth (1854–1931), a member of the Société des missionnaires d’Afrique (Society of the Missionaries of Africa, also known as the White Fathers), was the founder of the Catholic Church in Rwanda. Born in France, ordained a priest in 1878, and speaking fluent German, Joseph Hirth participated in the first expedition of the Catholic missionaries to Central Africa. Hirth established a religious, economic, and political relationship with King Yuhi Musinga.

In February 1900, Hirth opened the first Catholic mission at Save, northeast of Butare. The station attracted many people, especially those Hutu who needed protection from their landlords. The ability of the missionaries to treat wounds and heal diseases also brought many sick people to the station. Apparently, sociopolitical circumstances drove the Hutu to embrace Christianity.

Christianity experienced difficult times. For example, the initial close relationship with the Tutsi rulers prompted Hutu converts to regard the missionaries as agents of political domination. Relations between King Musinga and the Catholic Church, which were initially friendly, later became hostile. Religious and political riots, especially in the Gisaka, Save, and Zaza regions, led Musinga to conclude that the missionaries were interfering too much in politics and in the local affairs of his people. The Tutsi became less enthusiastic about practicing Christianity and even hostile, because they considered the European missionaries as imperialists who were attempting to usurp their political power. The lack of support from the Tutsi courts presumably accounted for the limited success of the Catholic missionaries. But, a strong Catholic-Hutu alliance was established, and the strategy became successful, especially in the rural areas. From the Church’s perspective, Christianity could serve to assist the marginalized Hutu in their social advancement.

In 1938, Alexis Kagame, a prominent Tutsi and court historian, became the editor of Kinyamateka, a Catholic newspaper that started publication in 1933. He was ordained a priest in 1941. With active and educated Hutu and Tutsi, Catholicism made significant inroads into the political and social life of the people. The most significant development took place on October 27, 1946, when Mwami Mutara III himself converted to Christianity. As part of its efforts to reach the people with its doctrines and spiritual teachings, the Catholic Church established a number of periodicals. For example, L’Ami began to circulate in 1945, changing its name to Temps Nouveaux in 1955. Kinyamateka also circulated widely in the 1950s, serving as a vehicle for disseminating ideas that were not or could not be expressed in other publications. The Grand Seminaire de Nyakibanda at Butare founded the Urunana paper in 1967, publishing three times a year. A monthly review called the Dialogue, edited by a Belgian priest, was founded in 1967.

The constitution of Rwanda allows freedom of religion, but Catholicism has attracted the most followers. By the 1990s, a large population of Rwandans had adopted Christianity. In the 1991 census, approximately 90 percent of the population was Christian (63 percent Catholic, 19 percent Protestant, and 8 percent Adventist). The 1994 genocide brought about some changes in the number of adherents to Christianity. By 2006, the number of Catholics had dropped to 56.9 percent, because the church was accused of complacency with the perpetrators of the genocide. Protestants increased to 26 percent, Seventh-day Adventists had increased to 11.1 percent, and Muslims had risen to 4.6 percent. Only foreigners, especially Asian businesspeople from Bangladesh, China, and India, practice Baha’i, Buddhism, and Hinduism.


Religious Change in Rwanda

Traditional Religion prevailed in Rwanda before the introduction of Christianity. Imana was the traditional god, who was often consulted through the spirits of the ancestors. Imana, as the supreme being, resided in Rwanda. There were diviners and hero spirits and a core of priests (abiru) who served as palace ritualists. The coming of Christianity in the late 19th century altered the prevalence and popularity of the Traditional Religion. Roman Catholic missionaries succeeded in converting many Rwandans, to the extent that today almost half of the population practices Catholicism. There are Protestant churches, as well. Islam is gaining popularity in the wake of the 1994 genocide, in which the Catholic Church was accused of complacency.



Social Customs

Rwandans developed close-knit relationships through which social activities and ceremonies were carried out. Friendliness, hospitality, politeness, and intermarriage serve as hallmarks of the people’s lifestyle and social relations. Early European visitors to Rwanda, such as Count Von Goetzen, the first German to arrive in 1894 (who was later followed by other Christian missionaries, notably Catholic priests), enjoyed the hospitality of the Rwandan people. Children were taught proper social skills and etiquette through learning about the appropriate ways to greet, the importance of being obedient to and respectful of one’s elders, and being responsible individuals in the society. Children were allowed to participate in ceremonies initiating them into adulthood or into religious cults. Activities such as dancing, drumming, or sporting competitions further served to promote socialization.

Social relations promote cultural dynamism when people respect and understand one another. Good character or acceptable behavior is the hallmark of interpersonal and social relationships. In accordance with their culture, Rwandan youth greatly respect their elders and place high regard on seniority. Learning respect is a great part of the socialization and acculturation process for a child and is a part of home education. The culture does not permit younger people to look older ones in the face, and a young person is not allowed to initiate a handshake with an elderly individual. The young look to the elders for instruction and for guidance in social relations. Village elders and impeccable people (inyangamugayo) also give dignity to their culture by performing key roles in ensuring that people live in peace. They advise on or encourage good behavior and attempt to provide an example of a proper Rwandan social relationship and lifestyle.
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Students and teacher at an elementary school in Kigali. Education in Rwanda traditionally emphasized gender roles and deference to elders. (Les Stone/Corbis)

In the gacaca courts (the Rwandan cultural method of conflict resolution), the elders adjudicate minor cases, such as claims to inheritance rights, land disputes, marital misunderstandings, and property damage, since the young are not considered to be capable of matching the wisdom of elders. No member of the society is regarded as an outcast, because offenders are often quickly reintegrated into the community. According to a Rwandan proverb, “Ijambory-umuku ruritorwa mo igufwa” (From the word of an elder is derived a bone).

Kings occupied the highest level of the social order. The position was sacrosanct and was accorded an aura of dignity. Village chiefs and wealthy members of society also received high respect. In modern times, social activities have helped to close the gap and to solidify relations. Rwandans and the government are now deemphasizing ethnicity and promoting social cohesion. Modern technology and social media are being used as means of social relations.

Rites of Passage

There are different aspects of rites of passage in Rwandan society. When a woman gives birth, both the mother and baby remain in the house for eight days. The traditional naming ceremony is performed on the eighth day, when the name of the child is announced and the child is presented to the people for the first time. Unlike some African societies, Rwandans do not have traditional rites of passage from childhood to adulthood, but there are exchanges of gifts.

Social Etiquette

There may be cultural variations in Africa, but most aspects of social etiquette are similar. The practice of greeting people, observance of social taboos, and the concept of gift-giving are common in African cultures and customs. In Rwanda, there are taboos about cattle, their owners, and their herders. For example, it was not allowed for cattle to return to the kraal without fire being made for them. Again, in collecting fire for cattle, it was a taboo to carry only one piece of burning charcoal, because one piece of fire was interpreted as a bad portent. It was a taboo to smoke while milking the cow, because the cow could die. Taboos about cattle are indicative of how sacred cows were among Rwandans. In relation to warfare, it was forbidden for the royal drum to be captured by enemies because that meant defeat. Thus, the royal drum was often protected at any cost. It was not appropriate social etiquette for a woman to call her parents-in-law by name. This taboo is called gutsinda (when women are not allowed to name their husbands). Women were forbidden from whistling and were excluded from building or fixing houses or compound fences. They were not allowed to milk cows and could not close or open the compound fence gate. It was illegal for women to cut firewood, and they were forbidden from tending cattle or taking cattle to the well. If a woman was not married or did not have male children to do these activities for her, she would require the assistance of her neighbors.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Rwanda has been modernizing on the Western model, but many aspects of the customary lifestyle remain largely intact in the rural areas. Friendliness, hospitality, politeness, and intermarriage serve as hallmarks of the people’s lifestyle and social relations. Whether in the rural or urban centers, socialization serves as a pillar of a community’s lifestyle. Village elders give dignity to their culture by performing key roles in ensuring that there is peaceful coexistence. They encourage good behavior and exemplify proper Rwandan social relationships and lifestyle. The changes that have occurred in social customs and lifestyle, especially since the 1994 genocide, have rendered the classification of Hutu farmers and Tutsi cattle owners irrelevant, because the new socioeconomic structure is no longer drawn along ethnic lines.

As urban centers are growing fast and adopting new lifestyles, rural areas are also changing. The village dweller’s economic situation and sentimental attachment to a traditional lifestyle, combined with the lack of necessary social infrastructure, make the pace of changes, development, and adaptations slow. Farming, pasturing, and small-scale industrialization dominate the economic life of the rural regions. People in the rural areas essentially produce the food and other products that city dwellers enjoy. To meet the basic needs of the people, the government provides amenities and services, such as health clinics, roads, and education.

Employment

A large number of Rwandans, particularly the Hutu, were gainfully employed as farmers in the precolonial period and took care of the cattle that belonged to the Tutsi. Since agriculture took place in rural areas, the demographic movement to urban centers was relatively low. This economic situation did not radically change when Christian missionaries arrived and colonization began. The unemployment rate was high even among the early beneficiaries of Western education in the urban centers. The unemployment rate was higher among women. Colonization not only encouraged the cultivation of cash crops, it also promoted wage earning. Thus, Rwandans who received Western educations served as civil servants, although with low pay.

Today, with the Rwandan economy growing fast, there is the gradual shift from government jobs to self-employment, and there are employment opportunities, especially for the youth. As in other societies of the world, higher education is a fundamental requirement for securing high-paying employment. The government is taking necessary steps to control the high unemployment rate among the youth, one of the primary reasons for the high poverty level. There is also a gender dimension to employment. According to a recent study, though women account for more than half of the Rwandan workforce, men are considerably more likely to hold wage-paying positions. Furthermore, most higher-paying sectors of the wage economy are dominated by men (Nabalamba and Sennoga 2014: 12–14). Since the genocide, there have been more women in employment than men. Statistics by African Development Bank indicate that “[f]rom 2005/06 to 2010/11, Rwanda’s overall employment rate remained relatively stable at about 82 percent. Women’s rate was about 3 percentage points higher than men’s in both 2005/06 and 2010/11” (African Development Bank on Rwanda 2014). For the Rwandan economy to grow and compete in the world market there is a need for the government to promote and provide incentives to skilled workers.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Social institutions constitute the bedrock of the culture and customs of Rwandan society. The institutions of marriage, family, and kinship developed over a long period of time, providing continuity by passing culture and customs from one generation to the next. The close relationship among family, clan, and lineage members laid a solid background for the culture and traditions of Rwanda to survive and thrive, as well as to adapt to changes and challenges. The key factors that influenced social institutions and gender roles in Rwanda include urbanization, colonialism, independence, modernization, and Western education. Since independence, government policies have either influenced or altered traditional marriage, family structure, and gender division within the labor force.

The family is a universal and sacred institution. The Rwandan family is the center of activities, because it provides a forum for members to come together for recreation and religious and social ceremonies. There are two types of families: the nuclear family and the extended household. In African beliefs and practices, children are the physical products of a marriage and they complete the interpretation of family. The sizes of the families may differ because of the number of children, but without children, a family is not considered complete. Since the husband or father is regarded as the head of the family and exercises certain powers, he controls many of the affairs of the family—economic, religious, and social. Cooperation often exists within the family circle, but there is always distinction in gender roles.

Traditionally, a Rwandan family lived in an u’rugo (traditional homestead), consisting of many beehive-shaped nuclear-family houses. A large fence enclosed many homesteads. The compounds were scattered on hillsides, and the houses were constructed with woven branches and grasses and covered with clay. Usually, the main family house was at the center of the compound. Newly married couples usually prefer to live in a patrilocal residence, with or near the family of the husband.

Marriage

Marriage is a sacred social institution that is accorded much respect and dignity in Rwanda. There is a desire to establish a family by getting married, raising children, and establishing kinship systems. Singleness, especially among women, is considered strange and unacceptable. Marriage is not merely the union of a man and a woman as husband and wife; it is additionally based on the relations between the two families or clans involved. Part of Rwandan marriage culture was that the woman had to come from a clan different from her husband’s.

Marriage within each of the ethnic groups in Rwanda has long been common, but intermarriage between the Hutu and Tutsi has increased in frequency. Because ethnicity was a consideration in one’s social status, more Tutsi males marry Hutu women than Hutu males marry Tutsi women. When a Hutu man married a Tutsi woman, his social status was raised. Since ethnicity was a primary factor in determining where the children belong, the offspring of Tutsi women and Hutu men were considered Hutu. In Rwandan culture, bearing children out of wedlock carries the death penalty or banishment from society.

Paying of bride-wealth was an important part of the marriage process. A Rwandan man paid the bride-wealth, in money or cattle, to the family of the woman. The bride-wealth validated and legitimized the relationship between a man and a woman. Bride-wealth was part of the traditional social structure and marriage ethos that enabled the two families or clans to engage in exchanges of gifts in order to strengthen their own relationship. Rwandans have great respect for the practice of bride-wealth, irrespective of the form of marriage. In cases of divorce, the bride-wealth is usually returned. Men often delay marriage due to a lack of money to pay the bride-price and/or due to a shortage of land to set up a new household.

Procedures and Ceremonies

Traditional marriage procedure consists of a set of rituals that end in the transfer of a cow or other property from the husband’s family to the bride’s family. The preparation for marriage takes some time in order to allow the prospective brides and grooms to get to know each other better. It is common in either Traditional or Christian marriages for the families and the couples to have prayer sessions or consultations with the gods and goddesses before the marriage is consummated. Marriage ceremonies are held at the residence of the groom’s father, with the bride and groom beautifully dressed in traditional outfits. Family members and friends gather to witness the joyous occasion. The bride is formally introduced to the family of the groom amid the exchange of friendly and joyous remarks. Because the marriage ceremony is a social occasion, part of the procedure is for the family of the groom to provide food and drinks for the people. Dances are normally performed at marriage ceremonies, since dance plays an important role in all Rwandan public activities.

The different forms of marriages are traditional or customary marriages, religious marriages, common-law marriages, and marriages through local authorities. In the customary marriage, parents and family members play a huge role in assisting their daughter or son in selecting a marital partner and in giving approval to the relationship. The practice of prearranged marriages was once common. Many such prearranged marriages have been successful, but, in modern times, young people prefer to choose their own partners.

Polygyny was allowed, not only in Rwanda, but generally in tropical Africa. Tutsi polygamous homes have two wives while the Hutu have either three or four. In view of frequent rivalries and disputes in a polygamous family, each wife with her children occupies her own u’rugo. The wives perform domestic duties, such as providing food and beer for the household and cleaning their huts. Although the husband is the head of the household, overall authority is in the hands of his father and the lineage heads.

Procreation is an important reason for marriage, therefore childlessness is an excuse to take more wives. Polygyny is encouraged by the practice of levirate marriage, whereby the widow of a deceased husband is married to her deceased husband’s brother. If the woman is still able to bear children with her husband’s brother, the children belong to the deceased. Forced marriage, bride kidnapping, and marriage by abduction were once practiced. These are not considered valid forms of marriage today, because the woman does not give her consent. This type of marriage often occurred among young people.

Christianity, colonization, and Western civilization introduced monogamous marriage. The Belgians promoted monogamy, and since independence, the constitutions of Rwanda also have made provisions that impose it. Modernization and economic hardship are strengthening monogamy and weakening polygamy among city dwellers and educated people. Also, the increasing rate of HIV and AIDS cases has discouraged heterosexual relations. The government and world health organizations are intensifying efforts to advocate fidelity and monogamy.

To preserve marriage, there is an elaborate procedure to prevent divorce. Parents and relatives often take part in conflict prevention and resolution between a husband and wife. If reconciliation attempts fail, divorce will take place. A husband who initiates the termination of the marriage allows the wife to return to her parents’ house.

Cuisine

In precolonial times, Rwandans practiced subsistence agriculture, whereby they produced only what they consumed. Their staple foods consisted of roots, tubers, bananas, plantains, and pulses. They also ate beans, corn, millet, peas, sweet potatoes, cassava, and fruits such as avocados, mangos, and papayas. Because the Hutu and Twa were agrarian people, they were able to eat more solid foods, as compared to the Tutsi pastoralists who fed mainly on milk and other dairy products. Cattle served as symbols of wealth and status rather than as a source of meat. Only those individuals who lived near lakes ate fish, in particular tilapia. A great number of Rwandans were unable to diversify their diets with vegetables and other vitamin-rich foods.

A majority of the people ate twice a day, having sweet potatoes and porridge (consisting of a mixture of sorghum, corn, millet, and milk) for breakfast, and boiled beans, bananas, sweet potatoes, or cassava for lunch. Sweet potatoes can be boiled, fried, or roasted and remain the primary source of energy. The Butare region is known as the largest producer of sweet potatoes, beans, sorghum, groundnuts, and manioc. Kibuye has long been a producer of potatoes and peas. Byumba also produces sorghum, and Gitarama produces manioc, sweet potatoes, taro, beans, and bananas.

The top cash and food crops in Rwanda are bananas and plantains. Banana consumption in Rwanda is one of the highest in the world. Prefectures such as Cyangugu, Gisenyi, Kibuye, Kibungo, and Kigali constitute the traditional banana producers. Everywhere across the country, bananas are also used for brewing beer, as well as for cooking. They also provide a small income for the growers. Cheaper sources of food are purchased from the proceeds of the sale of banana beer. Plantain grows under similar conditions as bananas, and, when ripe, they can be eaten fresh or made into mizuzu (fried plantains). Maize was introduced to Rwanda in the 18th century. The nutritional importance of maize lies in the high quantity of carbohydrates it provides and the proteins it supplies to the population. Cassava is the main source of calories and one of the principal staple foods. It is the third most consumed food after bananas and sweet potatoes. Cassava does not require frequent weeding and grows faster than other crops, because it can be harvested in six months. Both the roots and leaves of the cassava plant are edible, as well. Cassava is intercropped with bananas, beans, and maize, but surplus production yields little income to rural small-scale farmers. Foods made with cassava include bread, umutsima (a dish of corn pasta), and isombe (cassava leaves) with eggplant and spinach.

Rice is heavily consumed, especially in the urban centers, but its production is limited. Varieties of rice are imported into Rwanda for three reasons: there is increasing demand, locally produced rice is expensive, and foreign-produced rice is of higher quality. Rice is often boiled before being eaten in a stew or mixed with beans. Besides serving as a daily staple food, rice also serves as a ceremonial food. During social occasions or ceremonies, rice is often served. To increase rice production and ease food shortages, the Rwandan government has allowed agronomists from Taiwan and China to attempt to cultivate rice on a large scale.

Cattle served as a symbol of political power and were the traditional mainstay of the Rwandan economy. The importance of cattle in Rwandan society is demonstrated in the proverb “Ushaka inka arara nkazo” (He who seeks to obtain cattle is made to sleep outdoor like them). The consumption of milk and dairy products (mainly from cattle), was important to the health of the people of Rwanda. The production of milk and butter was carried out by a process of fermentation with the use of traditional technology. The Tutsis’ diet consisted of more liquid than solid food. Milk, in particular, was central to their diet. Occasionally, they ate beef and vegetables. Unlike the Tutsi, the Hutu consumed grains, vegetable foodstuffs, and goat meat, while the Twa ate almost every type of food. Following this hierarchy of consumption, it becomes apparent that people at the lower level of the social order ate more solid foods, while the privileged upper class consumed more liquid foods and beverages.

Dress

Before modern fabrics were developed, Rwandans used products from plants or animal skins as their clothing. The bark of the imivumu (ficus tree) was processed into fabric. Decorations of different colors and patterns were put on the fabric. Clothes were also made from banana trees. Tailors assembled, cut into pieces, and then sewed together the fabrics from bark of banana trees to make garments, mostly loincloths, for children and adults. The skin of cows, calves, and goats were also used for clothing. Grease was rubbed on the skin to make it smooth. It was then cut, assembled, and stitched. Married women wore a loincloth called inkanda. It could be worn with or without a plaited belt made of cowhide.

Adornment was in the form of jewelry, such as bracelets, necklaces, and earrings. There were armlets, belts, bracelets, and pendants. In many African societies, beads, brass, gold, ivory, and leather have been used to make beautiful jewelry. Feathers, particularly ostrich feathers, have also formed part of African adornment. Hairstyles and body decorations, such as tattoos, were another part of personal adornment. Some jewelry was worn for religious purposes, but the most expensive pieces were worn primarily for reasons of prestige. Different kinds of jewelry were worn as part of traditional daily dress or during ritual ceremonies. Women adorned themselves with well-crafted beads, bracelets, earrings, necklaces, and rings. In addition, women wore beautiful hair styles, decorated with beads or different ornaments. Tutsi women were well known for their adherence to elaborate traditional methods of personal adornment.

Rwandan kings dressed elaborately and flamboyantly, as was expected of their position. Early Rwandan rulers often dressed in royal garments of leopard skin and sandals. Part of their paraphernalia included a ring, tools, vestments, and royal drums. Royal clothing and adornment included a beaded crown or special headgear, which symbolized royalty and power. The royal headdress, called igisingo, consisted of a beaded bonnet with fringes falling over the face. The presence of beads, especially in Gitarama, suggests that Rwanda established commercial relations with Arab, Indian, or Nyamwezi merchants along the east coast or participated in the transatlantic trade. Kings wore beaded crowns on special occasions, such as during the installation ceremony of a new king. Diviners also used beads on their divination dish boards.

Dancing has been one of the most important social and cultural activities of the Rwandan people for many centuries. Dances had their special costumes. The intore dance, for example, is an ancient warrior dance, which used to be performed to celebrate victory in war. The splendid and colorful costume of the dancers consists of long or short skirts, ankle belts and headbands made of different beads, head dresses with grass wigs, small hand-painted shields, and sticks, which represent traditional spears. The inganzo is a dance performed by girls who wear long skirts with beaded belts worn across their chests, and with bells attached to their ankles. For their part, the tambourinaires (drummers) wear short skirts and beaded belts across their chests and shoulders.

The presence of Europeans has engendered profound change through the introduction and adoption of the Western style of dress. After independence in 1962, the government of Rwanda encouraged and required the people to wear Western-style clothing. In many Rwandan cities, such as Kigali and Butare, people dress in the Western fashion for daily wear but, on special occasions and holidays, put on their traditional garments. The influx of Western tourists and journalists, as well as people working for various humanitarian, religious, and political world organizations, is forcing Rwandans to adopt new styles of dress in schools, offices, and social gatherings. Young city-dwellers, in particular, are adapting to the Western way of dressing. In spite of increasing Western influences, Rwandan culinary and dress customs continue to persist, and it will be difficult to completely displace them, particularly in the rural areas, where foreign impact is felt less.

Sports and Games

After the day’s work on the farm or office, Rwandans spend the evening on entertainment. Children also avail themselves of the moonlit time to engage in pastime activities, such as dancing, wrestling, skipping, reciting poetry, performing in plays, or simply playing hopscotch or hide-and-seek. Rwandans are fast runners, like their East African counterparts in Ethiopia, Kenya, and Uganda. In schools, sporting competitions are held in track-and-field events. Usually, only those who live near lakes or rivers are able to swim. In all sporting activities, there are no gender restrictions, thus both boys and girls participate and compete in different sports.

A traditional board game that adults and children enjoy playing is called igisoro. The playing board consists of a carved wooden box with 32 holes arranged in four rows (eight holes in each row). The board is fairly rectangular in shape, and the game is played with four seeds placed in each hole. The game requires two players, facing each other, and is played in turns. Each player picks the seeds from one of the holes on his side and distributes them in order to each of the holes. Players try to win the seeds in their opponent’s holes, and the player who captures the most seeds wins the game. The game requires calculation and concentration on the part of both players. While playing, it is common for players to crack jokes at each other, and spectators add more to the jokes to make the game interesting. There are two important aspects of the game. First, sitting face-to-face is a sign of cultural interaction, and second, the game requires calculation in order to outmaneuver the opponent, thus helping the children in their mathematical skills.

Soccer (football) and basketball are the most popular sports, but in recent times, volleyball has also gained in popularity. There are three main soccer teams: Kiyovu Sportif, Rayon Sport, and the Rwandan Patriotic Army. The national soccer team, the Amavubi Stars, has not only competed with many top African teams, it has played against many European clubs. This shows that Rwanda is producing talented soccer players. Amahoro Stadium is usually filled to capacity with fans, equipped with drums, songs, and dancing to support their team each time the Amavubi Stars play a home game. Those not physically present at the stadium watch the games on television or listen to commentaries (in Kinyawanda or French) on the radio. For the most part, political and ethnic differences are put aside in support for the national team, and a win for the Amavubi Stars calls for an elaborate celebration on the streets, in public places, and in private homes. The performance of clubs such as the Rwanda Patriotic Army and the Amavubi Stars clearly indicates that Rwanda is a force to be reckoned with in soccer in East and Central Africa.

Other sports include chess, cricket, cycling, and tennis. Through the Ministry of Youth, Culture and Sports, the government supports these sports, because they provide vehicles that serve to unite and rebuild the country. Sports are seen as development tools and sources of empowerment. Thus, both male and female sports are encouraged. In elementary and high schools, as well as in colleges and universities, teams are formed to compete against each other. Rwandans now talk about sports teams rather than ethnic groups. At the National University of Rwanda, there are both male basketball and volleyball teams. At the Butare Youth Football Training Centre, young boys and girls are being trained in sports and teamwork. As part of recreation for women, adult female soccer clubs have been formed in cities such as Kigali. The Women Without Borders initiative aims to train girls in soccer as part of the reconciliation process.

Festivals and Holidays

The Rwandan government has set apart some days as national holidays for either secular celebrations or religious occasions. These recognized national holidays are usually occasions for the citizens of the country to come together, setting aside their ethnic or political differences. January 1 is celebrated as a national holiday in many African states, but one of the secular national holidays in Rwanda is Independence Day, July 1. On July 1, 1962, the Belgians granted independence to Rwanda. Following Independence Day is National Liberation Day, July 4, which celebrates when the Rwandan Patriotic Army succeeded in taking control of the country in 1994, after the horrific experience of the genocide. Kamarampaka Day (September 25) marks the anniversary of the abolition of the monarchy and the establishment of democratic rule in 1962.

During religious holidays, Rwandans attend either a church or mosque for special prayers, and, thereafter, they gather with family to wine, dine, and enjoy togetherness. On Christmas Eve, children go from house to house drumming and singing Christmas carols, receiving gifts of money. On Christmas Day, Christians go to their different churches, well dressed and in a joyous mood, for worship services often accompanied by dance, music, and the singing of Christmas carols. After that, family members and friends will enjoy delicious meals, such as beans, peas, potatoes, and rice with beef, chicken, goat meat, or roasted steak. Even though Christmas and the New Year are joyous occasions for the poor, these are the only times they can afford to buy meat and prepare fine dishes to share with their friends and neighbors. People used to meet (in urban areas) and “dance the year out” as an expression of gratitude for living to see the end of one year and the beginning of another.
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Children born and christened during Christmastime often receive special treatment during the celebration. The concept of Santa Claus and Christmas presents is foreign to Rwandan culture, except for Rwandans who studied in France or Belgium where they were exposed to“Père Noël” (the French version of Santa Claus, a gift-giver to children during Christmas). The African version of Santa Claus is Father Christmas. Exchange of gifts at Christmas time is not common, but those who are able, especially people in cities who have been heavily influenced by the Western world, often do so. Unlike the American experience, Christmas is not commercialized in Rwanda or generally in Africa. As for Easter celebration, Rwandan children also do not engage in egg hunting, because the idea is not part of their cultural practice. It is, however, possible that children of returning refugees from English-speaking countries, such as America, Britain, or Uganda, or those in churches that are led by foreigners, practice egg hunting in Kigali or other major cities.

For secular holidays, prayers are offered in churches or mosques for the good of the country. While the Christian festivals are celebrated on specific days, the celebration of the Muslim Eid al-Fitr is not fixed. Unlike what occurs in other African countries, the celebration of the end of the Ramadan (annual fasting) by Muslims has not yet gained the status of a national holiday, because Islam is just gaining ground in Rwanda. The holiday follows the lunar calendar. The Eid al-Kabir, which commemorates the end of the pilgrimage to Mecca, is two days long. Muslims go to the mosque for prayers in new or at least good attire; and they kill rams and make delicious food, which they share among themselves. Their Christian friends are often invited to celebrate with them. Children take the occasion to play around with their colleagues in their compounds.

Music and Dance

Music has penetrated every facet of Rwandan life, and all the component ethnic groups produce it in different forms. Music and dance were connected with religious festivals and ceremonies such as births, marriages, and deaths. Music is a powerful tool that links different generations together through entertaining performances. Music features in epics that celebrate excellence and bravery, praise songs, and bow songs. Music can be spontaneous or organized. Rwandan music is evocative and exciting, but its style and songs are divided along ethnic lines. For example, the Hutu have humorous lyrics about hunting and harvesting; the Tutsi enjoy epics that center on bravery, wars, conquests, and cattle; and the Twa celebrate their hunting background. Music and dance are means of relaxation. In their palaces, Rwandan rulers enjoyed music and dances performed by the Twa. Music and dance were used for the continuity of tradition, as in the intore dance of the Tutsi, and to promote intercommunity relationships. The Intore Dance Troupe appears to be the most well known, performing in many parts of the world—especially since 1994. Since the Rwandan people were sociable and humorous, they composed traditional songs that expressed their emotions as well as love for one another. The Twa were particularly known for music and dance. Contemporary music and dance has been heavily influenced by Western and Christian culture.

Musical Genres

There are variations in traditional Rwandan music including instrumental, vocal, vocal-instrumental, and vocal-instrumental with dancing. Vocal music is associated with historical occurrences, royalty, heroes, and love. Pastoral music, hunting music, popular music, wrestlers’ songs, and musical stories that teach moral lessons also belong to this vocal category. The combination of drums and various instruments without song is classified as instrumental music. Rwandan music has three main categories: First, indirimbo are songs that are meant only for listening and enjoyment. They are vocal and produced mainly in the Kinyarwanda language. Second, imbyino are songs for dancing. Third are the ibitekerezo, which are sung poetry or storytelling that are accompanied by an instrument. These include praise songs, songs about cows, and dynastic poems (ibisigo). Ibisigo, a collection of symbolic poetry that narrates the accomplishments of the kings of Rwanda in symbolic and glowing words, provide a vast source of information on the warrior tradition of the Tutsi. Ritual or sacred music was performed by the abiru for the king and for the protection of the people against evil spirits. It was also performed during ceremonies to celebrate courtship, marriage, and harvest. The abolition of the monarchy also eliminated the role of the abiru in producing sacred songs. Ritual music is still alive and performed, but Christian and Islamic types of music have become more popular.

Royal Drums and Dances

Drums carried importance beyond their sociocultural context. The kalinga (royal sacred drum) served as the symbol of political power since the founding of the Tutsi dynasty by the Nyiginya clan. Other royal drums, known as ingabe, surrounded the kalinga. Emphasizing the political importance of drums, Rwandans say, “He is king who has the drums.” Another proverb states, “The drum is greater than the shout.” Rwandan royal drums, as marks of identity and authority, were sacred and rarely brought out to the public. They were beaten only on special occasions, such as the celebration marking the beginning of the planting season, to symbolize the rhythm of life. In case of war, the royal drums were often jealously guarded to prevent their capture by enemies. The loss of the royal drums meant the loss of authority to rule.

The king often performed religious rituals with drums through the abiru priests. The performance often included royal rhythms, praise songs, bow songs, and abiru drum rhythms. The Tutsi composed epic and historical songs in praise of their kings. Many Tutsi were poets and warriors and they focused their songs on bravery, military successes, and their ruler’s accomplishments. When the Republic of Rwanda was proclaimed in 1961, centuries of monarchical rule came to an end and the royal drums, as well as royal music, ceased to exist.

Musical Instruments

Rwandan music is essentially a vocal genre, therefore not many instruments are played. Instruments include drums such as inanga, ikembe, ingoma, iningiri, and umuduri. The inanga, an instrument particularly used in praise music of the kings, was introduced by the Tutsi, but played by the Hutu and Twa. The inanga is a seven- to eight-stringed instrument carved from a single piece of wood and played during rituals. The ikembe is designed from a resonance case and a rectangular-shaped wooden sound box. Eleven or 12 iron lamella are fixed to the sound box and played with both thumbs. The instrument is made by the Twa, but played along with other instruments.

The umuduri is an acoustic, single-stringed, Twa-made instrument. The string, made from plant fiber, animal gut, or metal wire, is tightly attached to a bow. A gourd is attached to the bow to serve as the sound box. It is usually played at festivals or official ceremonies. The ingoma, commonly found in many parts of Central Africa, can be a drum or a dance, depending on the culture and language. Various types of rattles accompany musical instruments and dances. For example, gourd rattles are used in the cult of the Lyangombe. Rattle bells are often attached to dogs while hunting. The intore and imbyino dancers always wear ankle rattles to add more to the sound of the music and to stress the rhythm of the dance. Along with the various musical instruments are three instrumental groups: the ingoma ensemble, consisting of seven to nine large drums; the amakondera ensemble, of six to eight trumpets; and the insengo ensemble, consisting of five flutes. The ensembles traditionally played for the kings and followed the intore dancers.

Dance

Although music is often accompanied by dance, not all forms of music or songs could be danced to. The type of occasion or the specific music determines the rhythm and the type of dance. All dances are collective; there is no solo dance, except when the best dancer does a solo performance in front of the group. Male and female dancers perform in separate groups and have their own forms of dancing. Both men’s and women’s dances require physical fitness and mental alertness, because they involve jumping, frequent body shaking, and sometimes violent movements. However, the movements beautifully synchronize to the beat and tempo of the drum or whatever instruments are being played. A strong interface and communication exists between the dancers, drummers, and musicians.

Types of Dances

The intore is the best-known traditional dance in Rwanda. Originally, the intore (chosen ones) referred to the young men chosen to serve as military guards, but it became an intricate and technical warrior dance performed by combatants, accompanied by the ingoma drums. Warriors performed the dance to celebrate their war victories. The intore also characterized and perpetuated the Tutsi cultural identity. In the preindependence era, the intore was performed exclusively for the Tutsi kings, but today, it is now performed for tourists at the National Museum in Butare. The Intore Dance Troupe, established many centuries ago, continues to serve as a hallmark for Rwandan culture. Intore was the only war dance in most of Rwanda. In northern Rwanda, particularly in Gisenyi, there exist other war dances, such as the inkaranka and the ikinyemera.

The ikinimba, danced by both young and single men and women, is performed as part of a courtship ritual. Songs that accompany this dance are focused on advising the future bride on how to deal with her prospective in-laws. Once a woman is married, she is no longer eligible to participate in the dance. The dance shows the grace and beauty of Rwandan women as they emulate the movement of cattle with their arms. Umuganura, the Harvest Dance, is performed at the ceremony that marks the sharing of the first fruits of harvest season.

Ritual Music

During initiation ceremonies, rites of passage, weddings, and funerals, ritual songs are rendered, sometimes accompanied by dance. Diviners use esoteric songs and chants in their divination practice. Ritual music was used to appease the gods and goddesses, to protect the people against evil spirits, or to avoid epidemics and disasters. Ritual dances, such as the urwumana (unbroken circle), are performed in an ensemble whose members are mainly Twa. The touchi dance, often performed with feathers; the ikinimba, a traditional courtship ritual dance; the hoe dance in the north; and the dances organized to celebrate and praise the long-horned cows are other examples of ritual dance. Rwandan music and dance are a mixture of tradition and modern influences from other cultures, but the rich legacy of the past echoes in celebrations, festivals, and in the entertainment of tourists. Various Hutu dances are still performed during special occasions, such as weddings, harvests, and hunting expeditions. Because tourism has become an important source of government revenue, the Intore Dance Troupe now performs for tourists through the National Museum in Butare.
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Dancers perform the intore, Rwanda’s best-known traditional dance. Deriving from dances performed at the court of the Rwandan king (mwami), the intore depicts tales of love, war, and perseverance. (Antonella865/Dreamstime.com)

Visual Art

There is a variety of artwork, most of which satisfies everyday needs, including ornaments, baskets, and pots. Ceramics, pottery, basketry, woodcarving, and metalwork are mostly made in the rural areas, but sold in urban centers, mostly at the center for the Formation of Arts in Kigali. Skilled artisans create and design artworks that carry symbolic meanings. Artworks in Rwanda are in some cases unique and sometimes similar to those found in other parts of Africa.

Men control carving (in wood, stones, and metals) and sculpture, while women dominate the ceramic and basket industries. Drums, bowls, and jugs are some products of wood carving. Different colors and patterns of linear decorations make traditional art very beautiful. Through basket making, wood-carving, pottery, sculpture, and house decorations, Rwandans express their ingenuity in traditional art. House decoration is the exclusive art of women. Walls and floors are often decorated with cow dung paintings, with black, brown, and white whorls and other geometric abstractions. Paintings, wood carvings, and baskets are included in house decorations.

Wood carving is a long, complex process and requires specific professional skills. Some of the tools required include the axe, adze, billhook, long-handled grass knife, chisel, angular chisel, small scraper, and wood of various sizes and lengths. Among the final products are arrow shafts, awls for piercing reeds for attachments, support pillars for buildings, beehives, canoes, drums, and shields. Animals (such as gorillas), flags, and maps are also crafted from wood, as well as handles for knives and machetes and sheaths for swords.

Basket weaving is a traditional art form, one of the most widespread forms of art in Rwanda, especially among Tutsi aristocratic women, who specialized in making small, lidded agaseke (small basket). They use a coiling method that has lasted thousands of years. The social status of a basket maker can be identified by the skillful, expressive, and colorful methods used, due to their privileged position, and Tutsi women had sufficient time to perfect their skills. Nature also plays an important part in the patterns and colors used for the baskets.

The basket industry contributes substantially to the economic and cultural life of Rwandan women and their counterparts in Burundi. Made of natural fiber, baskets serve a utilitarian function, as well as an aesthetic one, both in the traditional and contemporary setting. Exquisite lidded baskets with beautiful and bright colors, as well as graphic patterns, are produced by women artists. Not all baskets have lids, but the conical lids are also intricately woven and have harmonious zigzag ornamentation. While the finished product is beautiful, the process of weaving is cumbersome, intricate, and painstaking, requiring full concentration and precision.

Historically, baskets were used for various purposes. First, lidded baskets (inkangara) served as storage for personal materials, such as clothing, ornaments, headdresses, and shields. Inkangara was often given as a special gift to a married woman who was in seclusion. Second, baskets were used for ritual purposes, particularly to store and preserve masks. Third, ikigega baskets provided storage facilities, but they also served as granaries, where food materials were stored. Ikigega could be installed in the house or within the enclosure. Fourth, winnowing baskets (intara) were used for cleaning or drying sorghum grains, maize, beans, or cassava flour. Big winnowing baskets were used as carpet to dry sorghum or maize while small winnowing baskets served as plates. (Examples of these materials can be found at the National Museum in Butare.) Basketry has not lost its cultural and economic importance in Rwanda. It remains a source of economic empowerment for women. Private and government-operated handicraft shops are located in large cities, such as Kigali and Butare.
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A Rwandan peace basket made of woven straw. Rwandan basketry is celebrated in Africa and around the world and represents an important contribution to the national economy. (Michael Eggleton/Dreamstime.com)

Bantu-speaking people have been associated with a type of pottery known as channeled ware, which were found in Rwanda. The Urewe ceramics, as well as brick-built iron-working furnaces, which characterized the Bantu civilization, were found in central Rwanda. Twa women distinguished themselves in pottery. Girls learned the art at a very young age from their mothers and gradually developed the skill. Pots of various sizes and designs were produced. Pots were made for household uses, such as storing and serving liquids and food. Pots were also used for rituals. Decorations and patterns were placed on the pot before it was fired. Although the process took many hours, pottery making did not generate appreciable income. To provide potters with economic empowerment, Communauté des Autocthones Rwandais (Community of Indigenous Peoples of Rwanda, CAURWA), founded in 1995, established a Pottery Project in Kigali. CAUWRA is the largest indigenous network in Rwanda. It is an NGO that supports the Twa through income-generation projects. The organization is encouraging and training Twa women in production and marketing strategies. Tourists are patronizing the potters and basket makers.

Rwandan women were engaged in the production of handwoven ornaments of various sizes and designs. Palaces were decorated with artworks, and kings adorned themselves with beautiful, finely crafted ornaments. Particular reference has been made to Mazimpaka, who ruled the Nyiginya Kingdom between 1735 and 1756 and was known for his physical beauty. He often adorned himself with expensive ornaments. Through interregional trade, glass beads from the east coast became symbols of prestige and wealth in Rwanda. Hutu and Tutsi women adorn themselves with bead necklaces and bracelets. Ornament making does not generate substantial income for Rwandan women, but they use their creative ability to send the message of peace and unity through inscriptions on ornaments. Ornaments include small baskets, table mats, and Christmas decorations.

Tourists to Rwanda have discovered and admired the ingenuity of Rwandan artists. Many patterns, for example in basketry and pottery, have not departed from traditional styles. Works of art from the rural areas include ceramics, basketry, traditional woodcarvings, and paintings. Artworks, including masks of different sizes and shapes, are created and sold in the many open markets located in different cities and along the roads. There is an extensive display of artworks at the Centre for the Formation of Arts in Kigali. Contemporary art is creating a new identity and a new focus. The beautiful two-color baskets with zigzag pattern have become a symbol of identity for Rwanda. The baskets have popularized Rwandan art, especially in the wake of the genocide. Blending traditional and modern materials, contemporary artists continue to use beads and cowry shells in their works.

Architecture and Housing

Most Rwandans lived in close-knit rural and agricultural settlements where architecture had traditional expression. Houses were usually constructed on sites dictated by oracles. This religious dimension shows the reliance the Rwandan people placed on spirituality and ancestral worship. People resided in self-contained, circular buildings—small, beehive-style traditional huts, which were divided into sections and usually surrounded by cattle corrals. The circular mud wall buildings were arranged in compounds comprising lineage and clan members, as was the norm in many parts of Africa. Within the compounds, social life was predominately traditional.

Archaeologists have unearthed remains of circular walls in Ryamurari, the old capital of the Ndorwa Kingdom, which suggest that the king’s palace had an enclosure with cattle kraals built of cattle dung and garbage. Radiocarbon dates of the remains suggest that the walls were constructed between the 18th and 20th centuries. From the outside, the huts may look simple, but the internal structure was complex, allowing for family convenience and social activities. Children played freely in the compound and were not prohibited from entering the huts of members of the extended family. Family groups were scattered over the hills where their huts (inzu) were constructed in circular enclosures, large enough to accommodate livestock. The enclosure and the house had a main entrance situated on the same axis.

Huts were often small for poor families. Ashes enriched the soil of the hut, and banana plantations surrounded the family enclosure. Particularly in central Rwanda, narrow bamboo panels were inserted to partition the hut or to support the roof. The panels helped to provide privacy. The location and size of the rooms determined the height of the partitions. Unlike in central Rwanda, the walls were larger in northern Rwanda. Beautiful bamboo baskets and ornaments were used to decorate the huts. Size, architectural design, decoration, and the beauty of the immediate surroundings distinguished the houses of the wealthy from those of poorer families. The construction of huts was exclusively the responsibility of men, since women were, by custom, not allowed to go on the roof of the house.

Wealthy people built larger homes with high, solid walls and sanctuaries that were dedicated to the cult of the ancestors. Although dead, the ancestors were believed to be part of the family and they were to be accorded high honor. The traditional Tutsi hut (u’rugo) was the most important local architectural work, because the Tutsi were wealthy cattle owners. Their houses were complex, beautifully decorated, and well furnished. Most of these houses were decorated with shields crossed with spears. Woven or beaded artifacts were hung on the walls of the rooms. Many large houses were constructed in Butare, because it was the traditional seat of the Tutsi rulers. Also, the Royal Palace at Nyanza was a huge building that was constructed entirely with traditional materials. Today, the massive building serves as a national museum.

Architecture and Modern Housing Patterns

The late 19th century witnessed the beginning of the construction of modern buildings in the northern provinces of Gisenyi and Ruhengeri. Modernization has dictated the fast-changing nature of architecture. Western-style construction, especially of government buildings, is found in the major cities. Instead of grass-thatched roofs, corrugated iron sheets are now used. The Kigali Institute for Science, Technology and Management has been established to promote urban planning and architecture. One of the most spectacular buildings is the National Museum in Butare, which displays spectacular Belgian architectural design. In the museum, a section has been specifically dedicated to the various aspects of traditional Rwandan architecture. Butare is the capital of Rwandan culture. Therefore, many works of art and artifacts are found there.

Private houses in urban areas have borrowed Western-style architectural designs. Instead of round floor plans, houses are now constructed as rectangular structures with wooden windows. Concrete slabs have also replaced decorated woven mats. Rwandans have imitated the European missionaries and colonial officials who lived in houses that have different styles and designs from the indigenous Rwandan pattern. Changes in economic status as a result of business and investment ventures have had a positive impact on the patterns and designs of residential buildings. Many of the houses are in the bungalow format, but there are two-story buildings, as well.

Given the predominance of agriculture in traditional Rwandan society, houses were scattered to allow for access to farmland. Urbanization was limited, since most people lived in the rural areas where they pursued subsistence farming. However, migration to urban centers, such as Kigali, has been dictated by the search for employment in order to escape rural poverty. Declining conditions in agricultural production as a result of inadequate rainfall and lack of mechanized farming made movement to urban centers an attractive alternative. The increase in urban population has created some social problems, such as housing shortages and the rapid spread of disease as a result of overcrowding among unskilled workers. The rural–urban demographic movement changed the housing patterns. Large towns such as Butare, Gisenyi, Gitarama, Kigali, and Nyabisindu were largely planned cities, crowded with houses of different architectural designs.

The development of urbanization is also changing the landscape of Rwanda. Major cities in the beautiful country of many hills are rapidly increasing in population with modern houses and spectacular architectural designs. Government and private houses are being constructed with materials from the industrial world, without completely displacing traditional architectural designs.

Literature and Oral Traditions

An intricate relationship exists between memory and history, with Rwandan literature and oral traditions demonstrating that the brain is mightier than the pen. Memory is a powerful means of preserving the past, from fading into extinction. With a dearth of written documents, the centrality of oral literature cannot be ignored in reconstructing the history of Rwanda and in unearthing the rich culture and customs of Rwandan society. Because Rwanda was a preliterate society, the Rwandan language, Kinyarwanda, was not committed to writing until the coming of the Europeans. This prompted the Rwandan peoples to develop a culture of recollecting their history, traditions, experiences, and laws by memory. Rwanda possesses a considerable body of oral literature, which constitutes a strong part of its cultural history. Because there was no alphabet and no written language, the rich history, culture, and customs of Rwanda have been preserved in oral traditions, traditions both royal and common.

Rwandan traditions are well represented in chants, names, myths, poems, proverbs, and songs. An extensive part of the traditions or oral literature pertains to the Tutsi ruling class. Professional singers in the courts of the rulers performed the function of reciting the royal genealogical list and long verses of praise to the king. The skill is hereditary and is passed on from generation to generation. Like palace historians in other parts of Africa, professional singers in Rwanda often recite royal genealogies, as well as significant and historical events. Thus, they preserve, and from time to time reenact, the history, culture, and customs of Rwanda society.

Written literature did not emerge until late in the 19th century, when Europeans arrived, especially the Catholic priests who introduced Christianity and Western education. Their primary objective was to propagate Christianity, but, in the process, they began to introduce European culture and education. Through biblical education, the missionaries taught Rwandans how to read, write, and commit Bible verses to memory. Gradually, a formal system of education began to replace the traditional informal mode of instruction. The introduction of Western education, however, did not immediately displace the traditional form of education. Instead, both coexisted. Given the facts that early missionaries spoke French and that Rwanda was colonized by Belgium (a French-speaking nation), French, rather than Kinyarwanda, became the official language of Rwanda.

The oral traditions of Rwanda can be classified into three categories: predynastic stories (often described as fairy tales or legends), the royal or official tradition, and the common or popular tradition. Put together, Rwandan oral literature is rich, and these genres reveal the wealth of the people’s culture and customs. These traditions have also formed a significant part of Rwanda’s written literature. Some of them, however, relate the unpleasant past experiences of interethnic conflict. Some of the predynastic stories are myths, some are historical, and others teach moral behavior or character building. Around fireplaces in the evening, adults often narrated funny but educative stories. Also, moonlight storytelling took place. Storytelling during the day was prohibited, following a story that lasted several days and prevented people from working on the fields. Imana was said to be angry with the people for listening to a story instead of working on their farms. He consequently prohibited daylight storytelling.

Royal literature consisted of fixed traditions, which were created, memorized, and preserved by specific families of professional singers and regulated by the Tutsi kings. The royal traditions have been transmitted from generation to generation. Royal court historians and their family members often enjoyed a high level of prestige, given their ability to recite long genealogical lists of rulers. Along with sociocultural institutions, royal literature has also existed in Rwanda for centuries. Four of the royal traditions are preserved: Ubucurabwenge, a royal genealogical list, often recited at the coronation of a new king by the abacurambwenge (forgers of intelligence, or royal court historians); Ibitekerezo, a collection of royal myths; Ibisigo, a collection of royal poetry; and Ubwiru, a set of royal rituals. Considered a wisdom literature, other traditions were structured around the Ubucurabwenge. The abacurabwenge royal court historians were the officials who preserved and recited the Ubucurabwenge. The Ubucurabwenge is also known as the Amasekuruza y’Abami (Genealogy of the Kings). The Ibisigo represents a collection of symbolic poetry and consists of approximately 176 poems.

Two prominent names in Rwandan oral tradition are Kigwa and Gihanga. Traditions believe that Kigwa (Fallen), a legendary figure, descended from heaven and became the first Tutsi king. To establish his divinely ordained authority to rule and to legitimize his position and power, Kigwa purportedly created the abiru (court musicians and ritualists) group, which became one of the most important religious and political institutions in Rwanda. The establishment of the abiru suggests the complexity and intricacy of the interactions between religion and politics in the early history of Rwanda. One of Kigwa’s successors was Gihanga (creator), who became the cultural hero of the Rwanda people and founded the first empire. Gihanga has been portrayed as being skilled in many things: politics, religion, and technology.

Literature in Kinyarwanda

Although Kinyarwanda is widely spoken and has been adopted as the language of instruction at the elementary school level, very little written literature exists in the language. That is not surprising, because Rwandan literature has been essentially oral. The absence of a writing culture and the prevalence of oral literature was the primary reason for Rwandans not producing literature in Kinyarwanda. There is, however, a general awareness of the importance of promoting literature in Kinyarwanda, especially for young people who should be taught to be proud of their culture and language. Children’s books are now being published and translated from French and English into Kinyarwanda. Children’s literature in Kinyarwanda is promoted in order for them to be aware of and be proud of their cultural and historical background. It is also believed that literature in Kinyarwanda can help in the rebuilding of the country. Listening to stories, reading, and writing in Kinyarwanda has provided a foundation and motivation for children to read and write in either French or English. Christian missionaries who learned to speak and read in Kinyarwanda engaged in translating the Bible, prayer books, hymn books, catechisms, and other books into the language for the spiritual nourishment of their congregants.

Poetry is a rich and integral part of Rwandan oral literature. The abasizi (poets) often recounted poetry in a complex manner, and in the Kinyarwanda language, capturing and extolling the accomplishments of the rulers in genealogical sequence. Rwandan poetry is symbolic and interwoven with religious beliefs. For example, the saying “Umwami si umuntuni imaana” (The king is not a man, he is a god) demonstrates the semidivine attributes and power ascribed to the king. Royal poetry not only referred to the sacredness of Rwandan kingship, but it also served as the core of Rwandan history. Rwandan traditions relate that a Queen Mother who was a poet and in quest of cultural revival established a royal institution known as the Seat of Poets in order to compose, preserve, promote, and train the youth in Rwandan culture, royal history, and poetry. The Tutsi were particularly recognized for their poetry, designed to legitimize and memorialize their political power and status. Such political or dynastic poems were generally called Ibisigo, that is, “what has been bequeathed to prosperity.”

Alex Kagame, a Tutsi Catholic priest, historian, ethnologist, poet, and philosopher, was the pioneer of written poetry in Rwanda. He collected approximately 176 poems, which he published in his La Poesie Dynastique au Rwanda (Dynastic Poetry of Rwanda), in 1951. His poems were historical, political, social, and religious, and based on oral literature and mythology. His first historical poem was “Matabaro AjyaIburayi” (Matabaro Leaves for Europe), written between 1938 and 1939. Between 1947 and 1951, Kagame published a three-volume series called Isokoy’Amajyambere (Sources of Progress).

Aside from poetry, Rwandan culture is rich in proverbs. For example, “Abantu ntibava inda imwe bava inkono imwe” (Real fraternity is not about blood, it is about sharing) refers to the blood relationship, which is geared toward sharing of love with one another. Having faced numerous tragedies in history and in pursuit of peace, Rwandans say, “Ukize inkuba arayiganira” (If you survived a tragedy, you should speak about it). Although Rwandans believe that tragedies are a part of life, they also feel that talking about them is a fundamental part of the healing process. Another Rwandan proverb states, “Uburere buruta ubuvuke” (Upbringing is more important than birth). Expressing cooperation and working together as a team, a proverb states, “People helping one another can bring an elephant into the house.” Proverbs promoting peace and unity feature in artworks, such as baskets. One such proverb states, “Agasozi kagufi kagushyikiriza akarekare” (Climbing even a short hill will bring us to a higher point).

Written Literature

Not many indigenous people have been able to produce written works, primarily because of limited access to Western education. Alexis Kagame has produced many written works on Rwanda, including poems in French and Kinyarwanda. Kagame collected some oral sources and transposed them into written form. This prompted him to write in the national language; and translations into French were intended to let the outside world know the rich history and culture of Rwanda. He collected “stories from bards, traditional poets and storytellers of Rwandan oral tradition passed through some transformations and linguistic adaptations of the initial esoteric language” (Nzabatsinda 1999: 203–10). As a Christian and a defender of Tutsi political traditions, Kagame wrote Le Code des Institutions Politiques au Rwanda, in defense of the old social order as reformed along Christian lines. Another Rwandan author is J. Saverio Naigiziki (1915–1984), whose novel Escapade Rwandaise (Rwandan Adventure), an autobiography written in French, was published in 1950. In 1954, Naigiziki published the novel L’Optimiste (The Optimist), which was about the marriage of a Hutu man and a Tutsi woman. Being the colonial language, and the one used and taught in schools, it was not surprising that French became the main literary language in Rwanda. Like Kagame, Naigiziki also wrote on religion and culture, focusing on conflict between cultural tradition and modernity.

Media

The media is a universal means of disseminating useful information to the people. It plays a major role in the sociopolitical life of the country. The traditional way of circulating news was through palace officials. In the colonial period, the Belgians controlled the media. By 1991, only Radio Rwanda, owned by the government, existed. As the mouthpiece of the government, the station announced primarily political matters and the speeches of Juvénal Habyarimana, the president. The radio station did not have any significant impact on the life of the people in rural areas, because not many people owned radio sets. However, in urban centers, such as Butare and Kigali, many households possessed radios. The lack of radios may be attributed to the high rate of illiteracy and poverty in the countryside, which was a result of the generally poor economy. Those who did not have radios listened to news in bars.

The Rwandan Patriotic Front founded its own radio station (Radio Muhabura) to present the voice of the Tutsi to the public, but it had a limited signal and a limited audience. Although it was antigovernment, the radio station promoted the coexistence of the people of Rwanda. In August 1993, Radio et Television Libres des Mille Collines (RTLM) was established by Hutu hardliners as a private radio station, but its broadcasts were progovernment. It was broadcasting in French, Kinyarwanda, and Swahili. The national radio station and RTLM ran similar programs and news items, and RTLM became popular for its lively music. RTLM operated as an interactive radio station by sometimes inviting people to express their opinion in public. The radio station soon became the voice of extremism, because, during the genocide, it called for a total war in order to “exterminate the cockroaches,” that is, the Tutsi. Instead of news, the radio was disseminating propaganda, delivering the message of hate, and broadcasting the names of people to be killed. Anti-Tutsi music dominated the radio. According to Nik Gowing, “In Rwanda, hate radio … systematically laid the groundwork for mass slaughter from the moment it was licensed in July 1993” (Gowing 1997).

After the genocide in 1994, the British government’s Overseas Development Administration, the UNHCR, and a consortium of British NGOs established the Great Lakes Service, broadcasting in Kinyarwanda and Kirundi. It was broadcasting to the refugees and returnees, providing regional news items and information on agriculture, health, and reconstruction. Voice of America also began to broadcast in Kinyarwanda and Kurundi in July 1996. These radio stations were intended to provide unbiased information, not only for people in Rwanda but also for people in Burundi and elsewhere in Central Africa.

As was the case with radio, few newspapers and magazines existed in Rwanda after the colonial period. Published in either French or Kinyarwanda, newspapers carried little international news and were read mainly in the urban areas. The newspapers and periodicals had a limited circulation, as a result of lack of education and poverty. The newspaper sales were low, because Rwandans developed a culture of group reading. Newspapers in circulation after independence included Rwanda Carrefour d’Afrique (Crossroads of Africa), a French-language monthly publication published in Kigali by the Ministry of Information and Tourism that provided information on Rwandan society and government.

An early independent monthly newspaper was Kinyamateka, published in the Kinyarwanda language. Founded in 1933 and affiliated with the Roman Catholic Church, Kinyamateka provided primarily religious news. It increased its circulation in 1955 and became a vehicle through which political ideas of the Hutu government were disseminated. Its readers were mostly members of the church. The bimonthly Dialogue, another independent paper, founded in 1967 by the Catholic Church, also enjoyed protection from the government. While these two papers remained strongly associated with the government, their influence and power to criticize the government, especially on the treatment of the Tutsi, was significantly restrained in the postindependence period. Because of political restructuring, Kinyamateka ceased to be a mouthpiece of the government and became an independent paper in 1988.

The founding of Kanguka (Wake Up, in Kinyarwanda) in 1988 marked the beginning of an independent press in Rwanda. It was published in Kinyarwanda. However, because its founder was a Tutsi businessman, the Hutu-controlled government established the Kangura (Wake Up) as a state-owned newspaper in October 1990. Kangura was published essentially in Kinyarwanda, but with some articles in French. Published twice a month, Kangura became an extremist magazine, writing pungent anti-Tutsi and anti-RPF articles and using political cartoons and caricatures to demonstrate ethnic difference and to send messages of hate to the readers. Names and addresses of intended victims were published in the magazine. Other newspapers that were founded in 1990 include Umuranga, Ijambo, Isibo, and Le Democrate. Objective news or reports were difficult to obtain, because newspapers were either ethnically or politically based. In addition, the government’s close watch on the media and arbitrary arrest and detention of journalists restricted what could be published. By 1992, as many as 30 newspapers were published in Rwanda.

The role of newspapers in the genocide cannot be overstated. Ethnically defined newspapers were established: the Tutsi Kanguka and the Hutu Kangura. The Kangura had the upper hand, being government controlled. In the trail of those involved in the genocide, some newspaper officials were found guilty. In passing judgment, the judges argued: “The power of the media to create and destroy human values comes with great responsibility. Those who control the media are accountable for its consequences” (LaFraniere 2003).

In the pregenocide period, only 28 newspapers, periodicals, and monthlies existed in Rwanda, and none were published on a daily basis. Due to their irregular production, the periodicals sometimes carried late news. This situation has slightly changed, because the number of newspapers and periodicals is growing. Rwanda Carrefour d’Afrique (Crossroads of Africa), Kinyamateka, The New Times, and Imvaho Nshya all carry information on national, African, and world events. Religious, social, and cultural news are also published. Only one television station (TV Rwanda) and six radio stations are in operation. Foreign writers have dominated Rwandan media, but, to meet this challenge, the School of Journalism and Communication was introduced in the National University of Rwanda in 1996. Whether foreign or indigenous, journalists in Rwanda face the enormous challenge of publishing unbiased news, geared toward rebuilding the country by promoting peace and unity.

In the past, the media played a destructive and ethnically divisive role, but today, it can become an agent of reconstruction, a medium of positive expression, and an instrument of rebuilding the devastated country. There should be an apparent shift from hate to peace media and the government should remove stringent limitations on the media and allow freedom of speech. Newspapers, magazine, and radio stations should live up to the expectation of reporting the truth and promoting national integration and peace. Ethnic affiliation is no longer emphasized in papers, and constructive articles that voice the opinion of the people and their hope for a better future are published. In a recent article published in The New Times, the author indicated that “The unity of Rwandans which has to be realized in practical terms is a crucial facet in a totality of factors that now give hope that tomorrow will be better and sustainable. It is not a question of rhetoric or propaganda” (Niyinbizi 2006).


Modern Rwanda

While Rwanda’s beautiful physical features remain, the country has been transformed economically, politically, and in terms of ethnic relations. Some old traditional practices such as kingship have been abolished, but a greater part of the culture and customs remain. Less emphasis is placed on ethnic differences, while the focus is on peace and unity. Unlike the past, women are now playing prominent roles in the political and socioeconomic life of the country. Since the 1994 genocide, Rwanda has been relatively stable politically, with democratically elected leaders. Like other countries, Rwanda grapples with some economic problems, but there is evidence of foreign investment, which helps economic development and growth. The former dependence on agriculture is giving way to technological advancement and diversification of the economy.



Improvements in literacy will enable more Rwandans to read newspapers and magazines and become more politically conscious. The government bears the responsibility of promoting education at all levels, in order that Kinyarwanda speakers and people in the countryside might have access to French and English newspapers and magazines. The media in the postgenocide period is turning things around by publishing positive news and promoting integration.
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São Tomé and Príncipe

Chima J. Korieh
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Quick Facts

Capital: São Tomé

Major Cities: São Tomé, Santo António

Population: 200,000 (2014 estimate)

Languages: São Tomé and Príncipe has four main languages. The official language is Portuguese, spoken by about 95 percent of the population. Two other languages, Forro, spoken by 85 percent of the population, and Angolar, spoken by about 3 percent of the population, are creole languages derived from Portuguese. A small number of the population (0.1 percent) speaks Principense.

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: The groups on the islands reflect the multiethnic origin of its inhabitants today. These include Mestiço, Angolares who are the descendants of Angolan slaves, and Forros who are the descendants of freed slaves. Servicais are descendants of contract laborers from Angola, Mozambique, and Cape Verde. The Tongas are children of Servicais born on the islands while the Europeans are primarily people of Portuguese origin. There is a small number of people of Jewish ancestry.

Religions: About 80 percent of the population are Roman Catholics. Protestants make up about 15 percent of the population. The rest of the population belong to other denominations or African Traditional Religions.



Introduction

The islands of São Tomé and Príncipe comprise the second smallest country in Africa. Located in the Gulf of Guinea, the occupation of the country dates from the late 15th century when it was discovered by the Portuguese. The country is made up of two archipelagos surrounding the two main islands, São Tomé and Príncipe. The islands are said to have been discovered by Portuguese explorers João de Santarém and Pêro Escobar, around December 21 (St Thomas’s Day) and January 17 (St Anthony’s Day), 1472, respectively. The first settlement was successfully established on São Tomé in 1493 by Álvaro Caminha after the Portuguese Crown ceded the island to him through a land grant. Príncipe, the other part of the archipelago, was also settled in 1500, as a land grant from the Portuguese Crown. Prospects of the islands as a viable economic area made their settlement difficult. Most of the early settlers, therefore, were not what would be described as the desirable elements within Portuguese society. Thus, most of the earliest inhabitants were mostly Jews who were regarded as “undesirables” within parts of the Portuguese population. However, the island had good prospects for agriculture. The rich volcanic soil found on the islands is suitable for agriculture, especially the growing of sugar. Eventually, the islands’ sugar economy developed and it became an important source of sugar export to Europe. By the 19th century, the islands’ agricultural economy became diversified to include coffee and cocoa production. Cocoa in particular became more important than sugar, and São Tomé became the world’s largest producer of cocoa in 1908.

Like many plantation-based economies, the islands required a large amount of labor for its agricultural production. The major form of labor in the plantation was slave labor, most of who were brought from Angola and Mozambique. The dependency on slavery and other forms of servitude continued into the 20th century on the islands. São Tomé and Príncipe had a well-defined class system because of its colonial origins, plantation culture, and system of slave labor. The apex of the social order were the upper and middle classes. These were mainly the owners of large estates on the island who made their wealth by exploiting the lower classes. At the base of São Tomé and Príncipe society were the wage earners. This class, generally consisting of native craftsmen and laborers and contracted manpower, had been brought in from Mozambique, Angola, and Cape Verde to work on the estates. This class of people, especially contract laborers, were often badly treated, earned very low wages, and typically lived and worked in very poor conditions. The Portuguese view of ethnic identity affected how different classes of non-Europeans were treated. Unlike the people of Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea, natives of São Tomé were considered to be Portuguese. Yet, that acceptance depended on effective and verifiable assimilation in Portuguese (European) culture before one could become a citizen. This included ability to speak and read Portuguese and acquiring the habits and behavior “similar” to the Portuguese.

Like other African society, São Tomé and Príncipe struggled with its colonial past. The desire to liberate the island from colonial rule and domination began in the post–World War II period. The political movements that emerged had economic and social roots. Labor riots on the island in the early 1950s were brutally suppressed by Portuguese landowners. The riots led to the killing of several hundred African workers. An important aftermath of this brutal suppression of labor revolts by African workers was the formation of a liberation movement in 1953. Although the Portuguese tried to hold on to their colonial possessions even though many other colonial powers were granting independence to their African colonies, changes in Portugal itself affected the political fortunes of Portuguese colonials in Africa, including São Tomé and Príncipe. The Portuguese revolution of 1974, which brought the end of the dictatorship of Estado Novo, affected the country’s overseas empire. What is known as the Carnation Revolution or 25 April revolution led to the withdrawal of Portugal from its colonies in African East Timor. As part of this disengagement from empire, Lisbon granted São Tomé independence on July 12, 1975.

The achievement of independence in 1975 did not bring democratic reforms and culture to the island. São Tomé and Príncipe faced the same kinds of problems faced by many postcolonial states in Africa. The country was a one-party state under Manuel Pinto da Costa, who led the Movement for the Liberation of São Tomé and Príncipe. Manuel Pinto da Costa became president, under the only legal political party in the country, while Miguel Trovoada served as prime minister. Attempts to overthrow the government in a military in 1978 failed. Prime Minister Trovoada was accused of participating in the conspiracy and was subsequently exiled.

Democratic reforms were established in the country in the late 1980s. These reforms included drafting of a new constitution, which came into effect in 1990. The new constitution instituted multiparty rule and was followed by the first free elections in the country in 1991. The former prime minister, Trovoada, returned to the country where he was voted president in the country’s first free elections in March 1991. Still, political stability has not been achieved due to internal conflict, frequent changes in leadership, and attempted military coups in 1995 and 2003. In 2012, the government of Prime Minister Patrice Trovoada was removed from power in a no-confidence vote led by three opposition parties. The new coalition government led by Prime Minister Gabriel Arcanjo Ferreira da Costa has continued to face challenges in governing this potentially rich country, which is estimated to have 6 million barrels of untapped offshore oil reserves.

Geography

The islands of São Tomé and Príncipe are located in the Gulf of Guinea, off the equatorial Atlantic coast of Central Africa. The equator lies immediately south of São Tomé Island, passing through Ilhéu das Rolas, a small island in São Tomé and Príncipe. An archipelago, the islands are located about 300 and 250 kilometers (190 and 160 miles), respectively, off the coast of West Africa. At 964 square kilometers, the islands constitute the second smallest country on the African continent. Other islands in the archipelago include the islands of Annobón to the southwest. São Tomé, the largest of the of the two islands, is 50 kilometers (30 miles) long and 30 kilometers (20 miles) wide and more mountainous. The island of Príncipe, the smaller of the two main islands in the archipelago, is about 30 kilometers (20 miles) long and six kilometers (four miles) wide.

The two main islands are a part of the Cameroon volcanic mountain range. The whole island is a massive shield of volcanic eruption rising from the Atlantic Ocean. The islands are quite old with rocks dating as far as 13 million years on the island of São Tomé. The elevation ranges from the lowest point on the Atlantic Ocean of 0 meters to as high as 2,024 meters at Pico de São Tomé.

The climate is varied on the islands of São Tomé and Príncipe. The area generally has an equatorial climate with heavy rainfall, high temperatures, and very high levels of relative humidity. At sea level, the climate is tropical—hot and humid. The average yearly temperature is about 27°C (80.6°F) and there is little daily variation. São Tomé and Príncipe have one rainy season (October to May), with March as the wettest month. Still, the temperatures rise to 30°C even in the wet season. The annual rainfall varies from one part of the islands to the other depending the elevation. The mountains in the south of the island receive more rain than the northern parts of the island and it can range from 5,000 millimeters (196.9 inches) on the southwestern slopes to 1,000 millimeters (39.4 inches). The dry season is from June to September and also the coolest months of the year. The temperatures is around 28°C in these months. The second dry season is known locally as “Pequenha Gravana” and spans from the end of December to early February.

The country is blessed with natural resources including fish and hydropower. The islands’ arable land is relatively small (about 6.25 percent) with 48.96 percent under permanent cultivation. There are about 100 square kilometers of irrigated land, which aids the islands’ agricultural economy. Like many tropical islands, São Tomé and Príncipe face the problems of sustainability and environmental challenges, including deforestation and soil erosion and exhaustion.

People and Ethnicity

Unlike many African countries, São Tomé and Príncipe does not have a very diverse indigenous ethnic groups. The population of the islands has been influenced by the Portuguese presence dating to the 15th century and the ethnic miscegenation that occurred between people of African descent and Europeans. The islands were first populated by the Portuguese who discovered the archipelago and began to inhibit it around 1470. There is still a small population of Europeans, primarily Portuguese on the islands. Others are a mix of people of African descent and a mulatto or mixed-race population. There are six distinct ethnic groups on the island. These identifiable groups are the result of the social and class divisions that developed from the islands’ colonial past. This past has an important role in the forms of ethnic identity of which the population consists of. The ethnic groups include the Forros (from forro, Portuguese for “free man”), who are descendants of immigrant Europeans (Portuguese men) and African women slaves. The group is classified as Portuguese in terms of ethnicity, having taken on the Portuguese nationality of their fathers.

Another ethnic group is the Mestiço, or mixed-bloods population. These are descendants of African slaves brought to the islands during the early years of settlement. This group of the islands’ inhabitants are also are known as “filhos da terra” or sons of the land and came from Benin, Gabon, Congo, and Angola as a result of Portuguese slave-trading activities in West and West-Central Africa. The Angolares, another ethnic group, are descended from a maroon community that was formed by runaway Angolan slaves. These slaves who were shipwrecked on São Tomé in 1540 initially inhabited the southern zone of São Tomé island until the late 19th century. Their isolation from the rest of the population on the island enabled them to retain a unique identity, including a Bantu language. Most Angolares earn their livelihood in the fishing sector of the local economy. Another distinct class of the islands’ inhabitants are the Servicais. The Servicais are contract laborers, most of who are originally from Angola, Mozambique, and Cape Verde. Although living temporarily on the islands, the Servicais constitute an important group on the islands. The most important group among the Servicais are the Cape Verdeans, who constitute about 10 percent of the total population. Many, however, have remained on the island and adopted São Toméan nationality. The Tongas or the children of Servicais born on the islands are an indication of their increasing integration with the islands’ other populations.

Languages

The four main languages in São Tomé and Príncipe are Portuguese, São Toméan or Forro, Ngola or Angolar, and Lung’ie or Principense. A fourth Portuguese-derived creole, Crioulo, is spoken by the Cape Verdean community on the islands. The official language spoken by 95 percent of the population is Portuguese. Portuguese is also the language spoken by the educated urban class and is in official communication, business, and a medium of instruction in school. Speakers of the Portuguese-based creole São Toméan or Forro make up 85 percent of the population. This language is widely used in daily life as a means of communication in informal settings. São Toméan is closely related to Portuguese from which it derives about 93 percent of its lexicon. Only a minor part of its lexicon, 7 percent, derives from indigenous African languages. It is spoken on the São Tomé part of the archipelago. The Angolares speak Ngola, or Angolar, another creole language that is spoken in the island of São Tomé. Only about 3 percent of the population speak the language. Natives of Príncipe speak Lung’ie, or Principense. Only about 0.1 percent of the population speak the language. The three local creoles emerged in the early 16th century as a result of the interaction between Portuguese settlers and African slaves on the island.

A comparative study of the three creole languages spoken on the island shows their remarkable lexical similarity and thus why they are easily mutually understood. Annobonese, a variety of Equatorial Guinean Creole, and Angolar are also mutually understandable. The primary linguistic influence lies, in those languages, with a significant vocabulary stemming from Western Bantu languages brought by slaves. About a third of the Angolar lexicon is of Bantu origin, most likely from Kimbundu, a language spoken in Angola. While the influence of Portuguese has been dominant, these languages have survived. Over time, this linguistic difference has helped establish a distinct ethnic identity between Angolars and Forros, who speak predominantly São Toménese.

Religion

Christian religion and worldview define the spiritual and social order in the islands. Like many African societies, conversion to Christianity was an important aspect of Portuguese influence on the people of São Tomé and Príncipe.
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Catholic parishioners leave the Church of San Antonio in the town of Santa Antonio on the island of Príncipe. Introduced by the Portuguese during the colonial period, Catholicism is now the faith of roughly two-thirds of the population of São Tomé and Príncipe. (Camilla Watson/AWL Images/Getty Images)

Today, Christianity is the dominant religion. Given the Portuguese Catholic tradition, Roman Catholics are in a majority, constituting an estimated 80 percent of the total population. Protestant denominations such as Seventh-day Adventists and evangelical Christians make up about 15 percent of the population. Conversion of the heathen was an important goal of early Portuguese explores. Thus, the discovery and settlement of island by the Portuguese in the late 15th century was followed by the overall goal of extending commerce and Christianity. The presence of the Portuguese had a strong influence on the religious life of the people and their Catholicism. The Catholic Church was a central institution from the founding of the settlement. The Portuguese Crown desired that the Jews who had been expelled with other undesirable elements of Portuguese society, as well as the enslaved Africans brought on the island as labor, would become Catholic in faith. This missionary agenda was nearly achieved as Europeans and Africans blended culturally within a few decades.

As the Catholic Church became institutionalized on the islands, São Tomé became an important center of Portuguese missionary endeavor for most of tropical Africa. By 1534, São Tomé became a bishopric overseeing the whole of Western and Southern Africa. The significant interest that the Crown showed in the mission field meant that politics and religion were integrated, and political loyalty and religious conformity shaped life in the island of São Tomé. Although many sacraments in the Catholic tradition are not often observed, rituals, such as baptism and the funeral mass, are an important part of life on the island. The leadership of the church has not been indigenized as is the case in many neighboring countries. With few native priests, most are sent from Europe. Besides priests, religious brotherhoods and sisterhoods exist, and they play an important role in organizing religious festivals, often around the patron saints. Religious festivals are an important part of town and parish life; they provide opportunity for social interaction among people on different parts of the island.

Although much of the island’s religious culture is dominated by Christianity, some elements of African Traditional Religion has survived. Practiced by a small minority, African indigenous religious believers practice a set of spiritualist beliefs derived from the religions of African coastal societies. The bedrock of African Traditional Religion centers on faith based on dogma and belief in the spirits of ancestors and spirits that reside in sacred places. In the African religious world, spirits are everywhere—in persons, trees, rivers, animals, rocks, mountains, and many other places. This spiritual worldview is central in the African religious practices of the island’s African population. It may determine where dead people may be buried, where the living can farm, and why people may leave offerings to those spirits in order to appease them. So spiritualist rituals often center on healing and appeasing spirits that refuse to separate their world and the world of the living.

Spirit possession is an import aspect of Forros’ religious life. Communal religious ritual called djambí among the Forros provides opportunity for an entire neighborhood or village to gather and engage in public religious rituals performed through dance, music, libation, and spirit possession. Divination is an important part of personal and group spiritual experience. Because nothing is taken for granted, individuals can seek out a ritual specialist to obtain answers to a variety of questions or obtain protection from rivals, restore health, or gain the attention of a potential lover. On the roças, ritual specialists and traditional priests are able to satisfy their clients through the performance of healing rituals, divination, and ritual protection.

An important aspect of African Traditional Religion among the Forros is the belief in death and the afterlife. They believe that there is a strong link between the unseen spirits and the living, which include the spirits of the dead. The dead, according to this belief, are never disconnected from the world of the living. The bond that exists between the dead and the living, therefore, requires the living to remember and propitiate the dead. This belief offers a serious challenge to the living, and misfortune often is attributed to spirits of the dead that have been forgotten or neglected. While a spirit can afflict a person who has emigrated with illness and misfortune, the spirit remains bound to the island and to the place where he or she died. Witchcraft is practiced by a small number of people as a form of cultural expression rather than as a religion. There is a small Muslim population. The Muslims of São Tomé and Príncipe, which constitute 3 percent of the population, originally arrived on the island as slaves.

Social Customs

Several social customs and practices are employed by the people of São Tomé and Príncipe in their daily lives. These customs and practices are employed in commemorating events such as birth, death, and marriage, among others. The important festivals and holidays in São Tomé and Príncipe are the result of the country’s Portuguese influence and indigenous African culture. Religious festivals are common and reflect the islands’ Catholic tradition.

The people of São Tomé and Príncipe place a high premium and value on friendship, social etiquette, and respect. Exchange of greetings is a valued social practice. Typlical greetings reflect the time of the day, and the most common are Bom dia (Good morning), Boa tarde (Good afternoon), and Boa noite (Good evening). Typically, greetings extend to inquiries about one’s general welfare and health. It is common for people in São Tomé and Príncipe to ask each other, “Como está?” (How are you?) or, “Tudo bem?” (Is everything okay?), when exchanging greetings.

The etiquette of how people may greet each other is regulated by sex. Usually men greet each other by shaking hands and can hug or embrace each other to show more affection if they are good friends. Typically, men greet female acquaintances and family members with a kiss on each cheek. It is customary for women to greet both men and women with kisses on the cheek. The people of São Tomé and Príncipe usually address each other by names and titles, and family members and friends address each other by first name. Nicknames are commonly used among family and close friends. The practice of calling people by nicknames is more prevalent in the rural areas.

Gestures are important parts of the culture and customs of São Tomé and Príncipe. It is common to find members of the same sex holding hands while walking as a gesture of friendship. It is also common for São Toméans to touch or stand very close during conversation. A code of behavior requires that people do not wear hats in churches, in classrooms, or when speaking to elderly people as a sign of respect.

Interpersonal relations are an important part of life on the island. These are expressed in various contexts including when visiting a home. The social etiquette expressed when visiting a home is to typically clap hands and shout, “May I come in?” The visitor announces their presence by this gesture if the house does not have a doorbell. Space is an important part of social interaction and the setting where visitors are received is determined by their familiarity with the home.

Usually a person who is visiting a home for the first time is received in the open courtyard where the host serves water or another type of drink. The visitor may be served a meal or snack depending on how long they stay. A visitor is generally received in the living room if they are well known. Like many African societies, visitors can arrive in a home unannounced, especially if they are family and friends. Hosts are most likely to accompany a visitor to the entrance of the house when they depart.

Lifestyle and Leisure

In the evening or on weekends, men like to meet with their friends at a bar or other location to drink beer, palm wine, or cacharamba (an alcoholic drink made from sugar cane). Another favorite leisure activity among men is the card game Bisca 61. Women enjoy watching television and videos at home. They also like to go on picnics with friends and family at the beach on weekends.


A Long Wait for Freedom

Though the colonial experience in Africa was unquestionably brutal and oppressive, compared to other parts of the world, colonialism in Africa was relatively brief. In most regions, European rule lasted for decades, rather than centuries. In São Tomé and Príncipe, however, this was not the case. Portuguese rule on the islands lasted roughly 500 years, and a handful of Portuguese settlers owned 80 percent of the land. When they left, they took with them the lion’s share of the country’s capital and skilled labor. Despite this, São Tomé and Príncipe has rebounded to a considerable degree, and tourism, fishing, and the plantation economy continue apace.



Employment

Agriculture is the dominant economic activity in the islands. The economy of the island was dominated by sugar production from the late 1400s, when Portugal settled São Tomé. The plantations were worked with slaves from the mainland. The slaves were mainly imported out of Angola, Mozambique, and Cape Verde. At the end of the 19th century, Portugal was pressured by other countries to abolish slavery. In response, Portugal introduced the “contracted worker.” These imported workers were forced to sign a contract that they could not understand. This contract legitimized their virtual enslavement. For instance, if a contracted worker tried to escape from the plantation, they were punished severely (torture was common). Therefore, the “contracts” were a facade that enabled Portugal to continue slavery for many years.

Cocoa was later introduced on the island and São Tomé and Príncipe became a leading producer of cocoa in the world, accounting for 95 percent of the island’s exports. The cocoa industry was a major employer of a large portion of the population. From the late 1990s, however, the cocoa farmers faced a crisis due to falling prices. Consequently, the industry has experienced a severe decline in production and has led to a high rate of poverty and declining incomes. In recent times, however, farmers are again enjoying success, due to the demand for high-quality, organic, fair-trade cocoa. Production of the country’s cocoa crop has seen a significant increase since 2004 and market reforms introduced by the state have helped to boost farmers’ incomes.
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Dried cocoa beans are examined at Roca Aguaize Plantation, on the east coast of São Tomé. Cocoa production is an essential component of the national economy, accounting for more than 90 percent of agricultural exports. (Robert Harding Picture Library Ltd/Alamy)

The development of farmers’ cooperatives have allowed farmers to cut out the middlemen. This has enabled farmers to boost production and retain more of their income. The high prices paid for organic products have further helped the country’s cocoa industry. The interest shown by French organic chocolate producer Kaoka, assessing the country’s cocoa sector, helped to reverse the decline in cocoa production. A study of the local cocoa industry by Kaoka confirmed that organically produced cocoa had the potential to yield higher income for farmers. This study was significant in encouraging smallholder cocoa producers to resume cultivating their trees and in boosting the agricultural sector in general.

The organic cocoa program has developed into a dynamic partnership between the government and other agencies. Farmers have organized into cooperatives in order maximize production and cooperate in the areas of harvesting, processing, and drying the cocoa beans. These reforms have resulted in more than a tenfold increase in organic cocoa production and in the number of farmers since the project began in 2004.

Other than agriculture, the main economic activities center on fishing. It is estimated that about 23,000 people, or about 17 percent of the population of São Tomé and Príncipe, are in one way or another involved in fishery activity. Women play an important role in the fishing sector in São Tomé and Príncipe.

There is a less well-developed industrial sector on the island. However, the small industrial sector that exists employs some of the island’s population in light construction, processing of agricultural products, and production of a few basic consumer goods, such as clothing, soap, beer, and palm oil. About 11 percent of the population are employed by the government or the public sector. That is still relatively low compared with many other African countries.

The economy of São Tomé and Príncipe will benefit from a diversification of its economy. The country is attempting to diversify as a way to reduce its dependence on the cocoa industry and increase employment opportunities for its citizens. Tourism has the potential to increase the country’s earnings and potentially employ a portion of the populations in the tourist and service industry. The country’s abundant offshore oil reserve has the potential to increase earning capacity, industrial and infrastructural development, and create a significant number of jobs when production begins.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Male-female relationships are shaped by the unique notions of gender ideology. The gender profile in São Tomé and Príncipe is distinctive and draws from the mix of European and African backgrounds. Gender equality is provided for in the country’s constitution. This is given impetus through the various laws and legislation that support gender equity in the country. São Tomé and Príncipe is also signatory to several international conventions that promote gender equality between women and men. As a result, there is no discrimination in how men and women access education and health services. Unlike many other country in Africa, there are no marked differences in male and female poverty levels.

Women’s empowerment is also reflected in the number of women who occupy high political positions, as well as important positions in the bureaucracy. The gender balance in the country is mostly shown in the political sphere, where women hold the posts of prime minister, governor of the central bank, president of the Supreme Court, and minister of justice, among other important posts. Women have also headed important ministries such as the ministries of Planning and Finance, Health, Foreign Affairs, Education, and Culture, and held several senior presidential advisory positions.


A Blessing and a Curse

The recent discovery of oil reserves in São Tomé and Príncipe’s national waters has been both a blessing and a curse for the island nation. By 2003, oil companies had placed bids on offshore oil blocs, promising considerable future returns. However, the potential distribution of these revenues has resulted in considerable instability. In July 2003, a coup toppled the government, forcing President Fraque de Menezes to negotiate with the rebels to return to power. The matter arose largely over concerns regarding who would profit from oil revenue. In March of 2004, the president and prime minister squared off over control of oil deals, resulting in the replacement of four cabinet ministers. In September of that year, the government was rocked by a series of corruption scandals. Moving forward, more disturbances seem likely.



However, like many other countries, the average income is lower for female-headed households. Female-headed households tend to be larger and poorer, with lower per capita consumption than male-headed households. They are also mostly illiterate.

Women’s access to the labor market is limited. Men enter the labor force earlier and leave later than women. However, on average, the economically active female population is younger than its male counterpart. Women constitute the largest segment of the economically inactive population, and among those who are economically active, women are twice less likely to be employed than men. A quarter of women in the labor force are unemployed compared to 10 percent of men. Employed women tend to be concentrated in the informal sector, mainly in commerce and services, while men are likely to be employed as public or private-sector salaried workers.

Despite the visibility of women in the public sphere, there is still evidence of high levels of domestic violence against women and children. The cultural attitudes that relegate women to stereotypical and low-status roles in other African societies have survived and continue to shape women’s lives.

São Tomé and Príncipe has a unique marriage pattern that derives from its historical background. Marriage, visiting relationships (whereby a man visits but does not permanently reside with his other wife or wives), and common-law unions are all accepted relationships in São Tomé and Príncipe. Among these three types, the latter is, by far, the most common. Only 3 percent of the population is formally married; marriage is limited mainly to the educated elite. Most men, whether married or not, have more than one wife or partner at the same time. There is a high incidence of female-headed households due to the unique marriage pattern. As much as a third of all São Tomé and Príncipe households are headed by single women or others living in “free unions.”

Sexual relations between unmarried couples are common and do not necessarily indicate a committed relationship. If a couple wants to live together, the man makes a proposal to the woman’s parents. Generally, no ceremony is held when a couple starts living together. Customarily, the man establishes a residence for the couple, but if the man already lives with another woman, he arranges a separate residence for the new wife. He does not live with more than one wife in the same household, but shares his time among the various households. By contrast, formal marriages are celebrated with a large party, which may include a religious ceremony. Formal divorce is uncommon, even if a couple has ended their relationship.

The legal minimum age of marriage without parental consent is 18. According to UNICEF, approximately 5 percent of women 20 to 24 years old were married before age 15, and 34 percent of women ages 20 to 24 were married before age 18.

São Tomé and Príncipe has a unique family structure that derives from its marriage pattern. About one-third of households in São Tomé and Príncipe are female-headed households. This phenomenon is due to very low incidence of monogamous marriage and the high incidence of multiple and serial unions.

Typically, the children of these mothers are fathered by different men. Since 1977, civil law no longer discriminates between children in and out of wedlock. The mother is generally expected to assume principal responsibility for raising the children, but due to poverty and emigration, female relatives often provide significant help with child care responsibilities, sometimes even acting as foster parents. Once adult children have left the house, they are expected to be independent. Adult children are also expected to support their elderly parents.

Cuisine

São Toméan cuisine is expressive of the unique mix of cultures that make up the population. Cuisines may tell you about class and social status and may generally reflect the occasion being celebrated. So food ranges from everyday cuisines to elaborate ones prepared on special occasions, and several varieties of dishes make up the island’s cuisine and eating culture. The islands’ location on the Atlantic Ocean has an important impact on the prominence of seafood in São Tomé and Príncipe cuisine.

The São Tomé and Príncipe kitchen is a fusion of many cultures and traditions. The foundation of the islands as a Portuguese settlement and its maritime location are important influences on the cuisine in São Tomé and Príncipe. São Toméan local cuisine is primarily based on fresh seafood and chicken. While seafood is prominent in cuisine and is the most common source of protein, a variety of local ingredients such as like cassava, plantains, and bananas are used. The cuisine tends to be very spicy, a unique African component of the food culture. A favorite dish for the locals is fish and chicken marinated in a spicy sauce and then grilled just before eating. Other foods include cooked bananas, breadfruit, taro, maize, papaya, and beans, some of which were received from the New World through the Portuguese. Palm oil is a prominent ingredient in the preparation of food.
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A fisherman poses with his catch on Rolas Island. Seafood is an important staple in São Tomé and Príncipe and features prominently in traditional dishes like calulu. (tropicalpixsingapore/iStockPhoto.com)

A variety of dishes make up São Toméan food culture. This combination of Portuguese and African diversity makes for a delicious cuisine. The traditional palm oil stew is the national dish. The traditional breakfast is called arroz doce, a pudding prepared with sweet corn and coconut. It has Portuguese origins where it is prepared with rice, sugar, milk, eggs, cinnamon, and lemon peel and could serve as a dessert or dinner. Breakfast may often consists of reheated food from the night before, or tea and bread. Another popular dish is barriga de peixe cachupa, which is prepared with green beans, broad beans, and corn. Calulu, a traditional dish of São Tomé and Príncipe, is prepared in a variety of ways. Some varieties are prepared with smoked fish, prawns, tomato, okra, eggplant, onion, and spices, including grains of paradise. Others may include smoked chicken, breadfruit, óssame (a red, bulbous fruit), or bananas. The preparation of calulu is time consuming. It takes around five hours to prepare traditional calulu. Fish and rice are prominent ingredients in other São Toméan dishes such as barriga de peixe, a dish of grilled fish served with rice, breadfruit, or cassava. The use of hot spices as well as coffee are an important part of São Toméan food culture. These ingredients are utilized as seasoning in a variety of dishes. Banana is utilized in a variety of ways in São Tomé and Príncipe as a snack or prepared as a porridge. Snacks made from bananas include banana seca, shrink-dried whole bananas, and a sausage-shaped snack called a fios, made with corn flour. A Príncipe specialty, bobofrito, is a high-energy snack made with ripe bananas fried in coconut oil. Other popular foods include peanut brittle and sweet or savory crisps made from banana or cocoyam.

Special occasions are marked by the preparation of elaborate dishes that serve to impress guests. São Tomé and Príncipe’s rich ceremonial tradition surrounding food is displayed during weddings, baptisms, and funerals. Hosts prepare a lavish table, set in the Portuguese style with a large array of dishes. Among the upper class, the most common dishes at these occasions are roasted goat, chicken, or beef. Wealthy families also prepare the traditional Luso-African-Brazilian dish called feijoada, a rich bean stew, for Sunday lunch or for special guests.

São Tomé and Príncipe consume a variety of fruits grown on the island. Papayas, pineapples, avocado, bananas, and guavas are a significant component of the local cuisine. The most popular and affordable local beverage is palm wine. Coffee and a variety of fruit drinks are also available. The local brew is avidly consumed, and bottled soft drinks are not affordable to the local population. Cacharamba, a local drink made from cane alcohol, is also consumed.

Dress

São Toméan dress culture has been influenced by the various groups represented on the island. As a result of the mixture, the islanders have assimilated various traditions and cultures brought by the people who have come to inhabit the island. However, the early presence of Europeans on the islands has had a significant and lasting impact on the people’s dress culture and fashion. It is difficult to find what could be referred to as traditional São Toméan dress as African indigenous traditional dress forms have been influenced by Western dress patterns. However, women often wear African-style dresses made from local textile prints that are common in other countries such as Ghana, Gabon, Cameroon, and Nigeria. In general, Western-style dress is typical fashion for the people of São Tomé and Príncipe. Most city dwellers dress in similar styles as Western societies. For women the dress consists of blouses and skirts or slacks. Like women in many other African societies, many also wear headscarves. Men on the other hand tend to wear shirts and slacks. On special occasions such as wedding ceremonies, women wear Western-style dresses while men typically wear shirts, trousers, suits, and ties. It is customary for mourners wear black dress during funeral services.

Sports and Games

São Toméans’ favorite sport is football (soccer). The game is played by both men and women. The sport is so popular that local or regional matches, as well as international competitions, draw massive crowds to the stadiums. Lots of people gather in bars and restaurants to watch Portuguese football. The country has a national soccer league.

Festivals and Holidays

São Tomé and Príncipe celebrate a variety of festivals and holidays. Some of the important festivals celebrated with great enthusiasm and fanfare include New Year’s Day (January 1), Martyrs’ Day (February 3), and Labor Day (May 1). Independence Day is celebrated annually on July 12 as a commemoration of the attainment of full sovereignty from the colonial rule of the Portuguese. Independence Day is a public holiday filled with displays of tradition and culture in many different cities and public events in the capital. The president of the country usually gives a speech, followed by a parade, dance, musical performances, and theatrical interpretations of the country’s colonial past.

São Tomé and Príncipe join workers all over the world to celebrate International Workers’ Day, or Labor Day, on May 1 every year. This public holiday is marked by events celebrating the historic International Labor Movement, the development of trade unions in the country (which fight to protect workers’ rights), and the contribution of every worker to the development of São Tomé and Príncipe as a nation.

An important national holiday celebrated in São Tomé and Príncipe on November 26, every year, is Argel Accord Day. Prior to the achievement of full independence, the Argel Accords—which promised to grant sovereignty—were signed in Portugal. These accords were the result of social movements led by Portuguese civil society against the Portuguese dictatorship. Argel Accords Day commemorates both the signing of these historical documents, as well as the efforts of the Portuguese people who fought for the freedom of Portuguese colonies around the world.

An important religious festival celebrated in São Tomé and Príncipe is Christmas Day, on December 25. Christian religious holidays like Christmas are hugely celebrated because of São Tomé and Príncipe’s large Christian population. The day is celebrated by going to mass and enjoying feasts with friends and family. The day has taken on a cultural aspect, as well, as it is considered a nonworking day, and most people in the country, religious or not, partake in the festivities. All Saints’ Day is celebrated on November 1. On All Saints’ Day, people go to church and visit the graves of their deceased loved ones.

New Year’s Day on São Tomé is celebrated to welcome the New Year. Locals usually visit the beach for a swim in the ocean. The massacre of Batepá in 1953 is commemorated on Heroes Day (February 3) with dancing, oral history, and wreath laying. Armed Forces Day and Agricultural Reform Day are celebrated on September 6 and September 30, respectively. Armed Forces Day is marked with parades through the streets of the capital of São Tomé. São Tomé Day is celebrated on December 21 to mark the discovery of the island by the Portuguese in 1470.

Music and Dance

São Tomé and Príncipe has a vibrant music culture. The local music is a fusion of African rhythms and Portuguese styles. There is a strong West African influence that has produced such styles as ussua and socope. The music relies heavily on drumming and percussion. The socope is an older dance form that first appeared around the beginning of the 20th century. It is currently only performed by a few cultural groups in São Tomé and Príncipe.

Popular local dances are the puíta, the bulauê, the dêxa, and the quiná (a traditional dance of the Angolares community). These dances are accompanied by African drums. However, São Toméan popular music was influenced by that of neighboring countries. Congo-style guitar playing especially was popular in the São Toméan music scene in the 1950s and 1960s. Local musicians such as Os Diablos de Ritmos led by guitarist and singer Gilberto Gil (born in San Antonio, Príncipe, in 1948) were influential in developing modified forms of traditional music. The metacumbi and decha rhythm were made popular by this group.

Music has been used in São Tomé and Príncipe as a medium of political expression and dissent. An important group that used music as a tool of social and political protest in São Tomé is the band Leoninos, which was founded in 1959 by Quintero Aguiar. The group was well known as a voice for the people of São Tomé and Príncipe. They used their music to champion of the culture of São Tomé and Príncipe. The band was banned after he released “Ngandu,” which criticized the Portuguese colonialists. Os Úntués, led by Leonel Aguiar, combined American, Argentinian, Congolese, and Cuban musical influences. The group, which was formed after Leoninos broke up in 1965, introduced the electric guitar and other innovations.

São Toméan music has seen significant change since the 1970s with the emergence of contemporary artists such as Conjunto Africa Negra and Pedro Lims’s Conjunto Os Leononses. Popular music from the islands has seen a diversity due to the emergence of bands like Quibanzas, Africa Negra, and Mindelo. Among these groups Mindelo has fused São Toméan rhythms with rebita, an Angolan style, to form a new music form known as puxa.

In the latter part of the 20th century, songwriters like Zarco and Manjelegua became important and popular domestically. Portuguese ballroom dancing is a tradition that has remained popular in São Tomé and Príncipe. Many national competitions are held around the country for ballroom dancing. A few community-based Forro dance troupes still perform more traditional folk dance known as ússua.

Visual Art

São Toméan art represents a very important expression of her culture and heritage. It provides a rich foray into the island’s African and Portuguese heritage. São Sebastião Museum located in the harbor of São Tomé houses important art collections, including religious art and artifacts from colonial times. The museum’s exhibits give some insight into the country’s history as a slaveholding society and a plantation economy in colonial times. They also reveal the socioeconomic relations between the slave and his master using pictures and paintings. Exhibits include examples of rooms where people lived and accompanying household goods and instruments, with slaves living in small hovels while masters lived in luxurious suites. The masters sat at nicely set tables, while the slaves had to wave large fans to cool their masters. One of the strangest things in the museum is the remains of a cacao king, stored in a box under his portrait. There are more than 20 local painters and sculptors in São Tomé and Príncipe. The works of many of these local painters are known abroad.

São Tomé and Príncipe has, over the years, been a platform for the synthesis of African and European traditions. This is most evident in theatrical performance. This mixture between two cultural traditions is expressed in the Santomean tchiloli, a type of theater that reveals and manifests the coexistence of two different cultures through the performing arts. The most obvious cultural expression of the amalgamation of two cultures is the islands’ re-creation of the Portuguese play The Tragedy of the Marquis of Mantua and the Emperor Charlemagne. Written in the 16th century by the blind Madeiran poet, Baltazar Dias, the play now exists in various adaptations in the Santomean sociocultural environment. In Creole it takes on the title Tchiloli. Anthropologist Françoise Gründ has recently published a work on the subject. The existence of a popular work of the Carolingian cycle (one no longer found in Europe) on an African island has intrigued Europeans, especially in France, where a lot of interest has been shown in this traditional spectacle. In the contemporary times, the São Toméan Tchiloli, including the way it has been molded to a specific sociocultural climate, continues to find relevance during major local festivals, in the media, and even abroad. Considering its roots in Portuguese, French, Spanish, and Italian traditions, the performance of Tchiloli on an African island in the Atlantic is an indication of the universal nature of the art form.

Local theater flourished in São Tomé and Príncipe before independence. It was the only Portuguese-speaking country in Africa where local theaters were active. There, plays of a similar nature were put on in the Ilha do Príncipe. Among them are the Auto de Floripes, played every year and known among the local people as São Lourenço. The play is European in structure like the Tchiloli, and the Danço Congo, known in Angola, is African in structure.

Architecture and Housing

The foundation of São Tomé and Príncipe as a settlement for Portuguese plantation owners had important influence in the development of its architecture. Like many other Portuguese colonial territories, Portuguese settlers left a unique architectural legacy that still stands all over the world today. Throughout the colonial era, which ended in 1975, the Portuguese built large colonial buildings that are scattered throughout the islands.

The islands’ long history as a center of coffee and cacao production led the settlers to build large colonial buildings and estates called roças. These roças were not only the center of coffee and cacao production, they were the home where white Portuguese families lived. While the Portuguese lived in these roças, the slaves who worked on the plantations lived in small huts and houses around these massive buildings.

These beautiful colonial buildings are all around the island, though they are largely poorly maintained due to lack of funds or focus on other priorities. However, some old roças (like Roça Bombai, Roça de São João dos Angolares, and Chamiço) are now rebuilt as hotels.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Like other art forms, the literature and oral tradition in São Tomé and Príncipe is a product of the evolution of the islands’ shared African and European experiences. These traditions have been fused to give rise to a distinctively Afro-Portuguese oral and literary tradition. Three themes correspond largely to the literary genres of play, historic novel, and poetry. They are representative of the island’s literature: the Angolares maroons, the Massacre of February 1953, and the “mythical” bird Ossobo. The three themes have been captured in the work of Donald Burness titled Ossobo: Essays on the Literature of São Tomé and Príncipe.

The two literary traditions gave rise to two kinds of literature. The first group is the literature of the white settlers and writers from the continent who visited the archipelago. The second is the literature written by natives, reflecting the social and racial protest against the island’s colonial and racial experience, including slavery.

São Tomé and Príncipe-inspired literary works range from romanticism and realism/Parnassianism to neorealism. Inspiration for the creative works of both whites and blacks has either been an angry response and protest to the exploitation of the land and its inhabitants or singing the beauties of the islands.
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Bombaim Plantation. Due to its importance as a cocoa producer, the countryside of São Tomé and Princípe is littered with plantations dating from the colonial period. Buildings on these plantations bear heavy Portuguese influence, but also incorporate African architectural innovations. (tropicalpixsingapore/iStockPhoto.com)

Poetry is the most common form of local literature. São Toméan poetry frequently deals with historic figures and events, daily life, and the landscape. Writers such as Such Costa Alegre, Tenreiro, Maria Manuela Margarido, and Alda do Espirito Santo express the beauty of blacks and black culture. One of the earliest poets to discuss issues of race was Francisco Stockier (1840–1884). Although he was little known outside São Tomé, Stockier’s works, published in crioulo, reveal his philosophy of life and make comedy of the tragic situation of the mestizo and the black in a racist colonial society. These works also praise the beauty of the island and of its women.

Alda Espirito Santo (1926– ) is a celebrated São Toméan activist and poet. As is the case with many African writers who were influenced by the colonial experience, Espirito Santo’s poetry is a protest against injustice as well as hope for a better world. Such representations draw from the island’s peculiar historical experience, including the institution of slavery, class structure, and inequality.

São Toméan dramatic art is also an amalgamation of African and Portuguese cultures. Plays such as Tchiloli and Auto de Floripes, which are performed on São Tomé and on Príncipe, respectively, have taken on a peculiar African dimension. Yet they are based on 16th-century Portuguese dramas that derived from an 11th-century literary form, the Charlemagne cycle.

Media

São Tomé and Príncipe boast a relatively free and diversified media space. In the print media sector there are about eight publications, including weekly newspapers. The Revolução is an official organ of the Ministry of Information of São Tomé and Príncipe. Diário da República and Tribuna are published in print and online. The online sector is also experiencing rapid growth. The Diário da República is the first official Web newspaper in a country with Portuguese as the official language. It is published with the aid of the Imprensa Nacional-Casa da Moeda of Portugal. Povo is a weekend newspaper and magazine. Tela Non Diario, another publication on the island, can also be accessed online.

In the area of radio broadcasting, there are currently five stations, one of which is the publicly owned national radio broadcasting station, Radio Nacional de São Tomé and Príncipe. There are also several privately owned stations, including Radio Tropicana, Viva FM, and Jubilar. São Tomé and Príncipe National Radio (RNSTP) was established in 1975 as the nation’s main state-run radio broadcasting service, with the aim of providing the local population with news and information and developing and promoting national identity and values. To date, it is the only radio station covering 85 percent of the national territory. The station employs 41 full-time staff, including 16 journalists (5 women), 7 reporters (3 women), 7 editors, and 11 technicians. Of the 41 staff, only 16 have received training lasting more than three months.

The RNSTP is attached to the Ministry of Social Communication. It has an executive board and is organized into four departments, namely, the Planning Department, the News Department, the Administration and Finance Department, and the Technical Department.

As regards television broadcasting, the main provider is the publicly operated service Televisão Sãotomense (TVS), also a state-operated broadcasting agency.

In addition to these national media, broadcasting services are also provided to the two islands by RFI, RTP, and VOA. There are 38,000 radios in the country and 23,000 television sets (1997 statistics).

São Tomé and Príncipe has a relatively developed telecommunication network. The country’s Internet infrastructure and services are being developed by the national telecommunication company, the Companhia Santomense de Telecomunicações. The major share in the company, about 51 percent, is owned by Portugal Telecommunications International. The main computer enterprise in São Tomé and Príncipe is Tecnologia de Sistemas Informático, jointly administered with the Swedish company Bahnhof Internet AB. There are two main Internet service providers on the island, and about 23 percent of the population is connected to the Internet (2013 statistics).

The press and media systems are important vehicles for the ongoing economic activities and measures adopted by the government. Freedom of expression is protected constitutionally and respected in practice. Although the state controls a local press agency and radio and television stations, there are no laws forbidding independent broadcasting. Free airtime is granted to opposition parties. Newsletters and pamphlets with governmental criticism can circulate freely.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Dakar, pop. 2,166,466 (2002 census), 3,035,000 (2011 estimate)

Major Cities: (2002 census; 2009 estimate): Touba-Mbacké (474,898; 664,000), Thiès (237,215; 273,000), Kaolak (177,979; 197,000), Mbour (158,179; 193,000), Saint Louis (142,623; 178,000), Ziguinchor (156,388; 163,000)

Population: 9,858,482 (2002 census); 13,700,000 (2012 estimate), population density in 2002: 51/square kilometer; urban population: 41 percent.

Languages: French (official language), Wolof (spoken by over 80 percent of the population), Serer, Fulani, Mandinka, Soninke, Jola

Government Type: Republic, Presidential System, Bicameral Parliament

Ethnic Groups:* Wolof (43 percent); Fulani/Peul/Toucouleur (24 percent); Serer (15 percent); Jola (4 percent); Malinke (3 percent); Soninke (2 percent); Manjak (2 percent); other including Syrian/Lebanese, Mauritanians, Europeans, Cape Verdeans, Guineans (7 percent)

Religions:* Islam (over 90 percent); Christianity (approx. 5 percent); African Traditional Religion (approx. 1 percent)

* No data on ethnicity, languages, or religion is officially collected. Figures are estimates.



Introduction

The kingdom of Takrur emerged in the Senegal Valley during the fourth century CE. By the eighth century CE, the Senegal Valley had integrated into trans-Saharan trade networks. Around 1030 War Jaabi, King of Takrur, converted to Islam. In about 1060, an alliance developed between Takrur and the Almoravid movement in the Sahara. In the 13th century, Njajaan Njaay founded the Jolof Empire in central Senegal. About 1300, a Malian invasion under General Tirimaxan Traore made Takrur and Jolof tributary to the empire of Mali. In about 1350, Mandinka migrants (gelwaar) from Gabu founded the kingdom of Sine. In 1444, Portuguese navigators first visited Senegal’s coast. Around 1490, Koly Tenguela Ba defeated Takrur and established the kingdom of Futa Toro under the Denyanke Dynasty. In the 16th century, Luso-African communities developed on the Petite Côte (Rufisque, Portudal, Joal) and Casamance. In about 1549, Amari Ngoone defeated the Jolof Empire at the Battle of Danky, thereby uniting the kingdoms of Kayor and Baol. Walo, Sine, and Saloum also became fully independent kingdoms. In 1621, the Dutch established a factory on Gorée Island. In 1633, the French created the first chartered company for trade in Senegal. In 1651, the English built Fort James near the mouth of the Gambia River. In 1659, the French established the factory of Saint Louis near the mouth of the Senegal River, beginning development of the Franco-African Métis community. Between 1673 and 1677, the Tubenan (or Shurbuba) Islamic revolution swept the Futa Toro and Wolof kingdoms. In 1677, the French took Gorée from the Dutch. Around 1690, Khali Amar Fall founded the Islamic center of Pire, and three years later, Malik Dauda Sy established the Imamate of Bundu. Between 1693 and 1720, Lat Sukaabe Faal united the kingdoms of Baol and Kayor, and in 1699, the French built Fort Saint Joseph on the upper Senegal River.

The period 1716–1725 saw various Moroccan military interventions into the Senegal valley. About 1730, Mukhtar Ndumbé Diop founded the Islamic center of Koki. In 1758, British occupied Saint Louis. A second Islamic revolution swept in Futa Toro in 1776, leading to creation of a theocratic state by Abdul Qadir Kane. Two years later, the British governor of Saint Louis recognized Charles Thévenet, a Métis, as mayor, but in 1779 Saint Louis reverted to French control. At the start of the French Revolution in 1789, the Métis of Saint Louis sent a list of grievances against the chartered company to Paris, and, in 1791, the French Republic abolished chartered companies. Between 1790 and 1795, Islamic revolution in Futa Toro spread to Kayor, and in the following year Kayor clerics founded the Lebu “Republic” of Ndakarou (Cape Vert) and Mame Maram Mbacké founded the Islamic center of Mbacké.

The British occupied Saint Louis in 1809, but the town reverted to French control in 1817. The Congress of Vienna abolished the Atlantic slave trade in 1814, but slave trading continued illegally. In 1816, the British built a factory at Bathurst (Banjul), at the mouth of the Gambia River. Between 1817 and 1832, Birima Fatma Thiub united the kingdoms of Kayor and Baol. Between 1819 and 1831, the French attempted to create a cotton plantation colony in the kingdom of Walo, which was annexed by the French in 1855. In 1821, the French governor recognized Métis institutions (e.g., mayor, municipal council) in Saint Louis. In 1838, the French built a factory at Sedhiou in Casamance, and two years later French merchants from Saint Louis established a factory in Rufisque. In the 1840s, the French introduced peanut cultivation to the region. In 1848, the residents of Saint Louis and Gorée were recognized as French citizens, and the second French Republic definitely abolished slavery. The voters of Saint Louis and Gorée jointly elected Durand Bartholomew Valantin, a Métis, as deputy to the National Assembly in Paris, but Senegal’s seat in the French National Assembly was abolished in 1852. In the same year, Al-Hajj Umar Tall launched a jihad in eastern Senegal, but he was defeated by the French at the siege of Medina five years later. In 1857, the French established a fort in Dakar and created the Tirailleurs Sénégalais, an African infantry corps intended to support French troops.


Sheikh Ahmadu Bamba Mbacké (1853–1927)

Sheikh Ahmadu Bamba Mbacké was a famous Sufi master and the founder of the Murid Sufi order. Born to a family of religious scholars and judges, he received an advanced Islamic education. In the early 1880s, as colonial conquest encroached on the kingdoms of Kayor and Baol, he withdrew from involvement in worldly affairs in order to pursue mystic asceticism and a life of devotion to God. He established a Sufi order, now called the Muridiyya, and he founded the holy city called Touba that serves as its capital. Despite his withdrawal from public affairs, Sheikh Ahmadu Bamba was condemned by the colonial authorities and sent into exile, first to Gabon (1895–1902) and then to Mauritania (1903–1907). Upon his return to Senegal he was kept under house arrest until his death in Diourbel in 1927. He is buried in Touba. Sheikh Ahmadu Bamba Mbacké was a prolific author, writing numerous treatises on religious topics and composing mystical and didactic odes in Arabic that are widely recited by his disciples today. Murid disciples in the United States honor his memory by organizing Sheikh Ahmadu Bamba Day celebrations in major cities each summer.



Between 1859 and 1865, the French invaded Kayor, Baol, Sine, and Saloum, attempting to establishing “protectorates” in each. Between 1861–1863 and 1868–1883, Lat Dior reigned as damel in Kayor. In 1886, Lat Dior was defeated and died after the battle of Dekhlé. The death of damel Samba Laobe Fall in the same year led to the French annexation of Kayor. Maba Diakhou’s jihad in Badibu (Rip), Saloum, and Baol began in 1862 and ended with his defeat and death at the battle of Somb in Sine in 1867, the year a telegraph line through Kayor linked Gorée to Saint Louis. Between 1868 and 1875 Cheikhu Ahmadu Mahdiu waged jihad in Jolof and Kayor. In 1872, the French Republic recognized Saint Louis and Gorée as French municipalities (communes); and in 1879, the General Council, an elected consultative body for the colony, was established in Saint Louis. Rufisque obtained municipal status as French commune in 1880. In 1882, the Tijânî sheikh Amary Ndack Seck founded Tiénaba, and in 1883 Qâdirî sheikh Bou Kounta established Ndiassane. The Dakar-Saint Louis railroad was constructed between 1883 and 1886. In 1887, Dakar was detached from Gorée to become a separate commune, and Sheikh Ahmadou Bamba Mbacké founded Touba. France annexed Jolof in 1890 and Futa Toro in 1891. In 1895, France created the AOF, the federation of French West African colonies, with its capital at Saint Louis. In the same year, Sheikh Ahmadou Bamba Mbacké was exiled to Gabon.

In 1902, Dakar became capital of the AOF. François Carpot, a Métis lawyer from Saint Louis, was elected deputy of Senegal. Al-Hajj Malick Sy established Tijânî zâwiyyah in Tivaouan. Between 1906 and 1923, the Dakar-Niger railroad was constructed. In 1909, Galandou Diouf (representing Rufisque) became the first African elected to the General Council in Saint Louis. In 1910, the Aurore club, the first African political association, was founded in Saint Louis. In 1914, Blaise Diagne (from Gorée) defeated François Carpot in elections and became the first African to sit in the National Assembly in Paris. At the start of World War I, a plague epidemic afflicted Dakar and the interior of the colony and thousands of Senegalese were recruited to fight for France. In 1919, the year the first Pan-African Congress was held in Paris, Blaise Diagne created the Parti Républicain Socialiste du Sénégal, the first African political party. Ten years later, Lamine Guèye (a lawyer from Saint Louis) founded the Parti Socialiste Sénégalais (PSS). In 1934, Galandu Diouf defeated Blaise Diagne to win election to the National Assembly in Paris. In 1937, the first Senegalese trade union was created, and in 1938, the first strike of railway workers occurred in Thiès.

In 1939 at the outbreak of World War II, thousands of Senegalese were recruited into the French army. In 1940, after the defeat of France and the establishment of the pro-German Vichy regime, the British bombed Dakar but failed to force the AOF to break with Vichy. In 1944, Senegalese troops stationed in Thiaroye, near Dakar, mutinied. At the beginning of Fourth Republic in 1946, all Senegalese are enfranchised as “subjects,” and the Rassemblement démocratique africain (RDA), a pan-AOF mass political movement led by Cote D’Ivoire’s Félix Houphouët-Boigny, was established and mobilized to work for independence. In 1947–1948, the railway worker strike in Thiès spread across AOF. In 1948, Léopold Sédar Senghor broke his two-year political alliance with Lamine Guèye and established the Bloc démocratique sénégalais (BDS) party. In 1951, Senghor defeated Guèye in legislative elections and sat as Senegal’s representative in the French National Assembly. In 1956, “Loi cadre” provided for limited self-rule for all French colonies, and Senghor led his BDS party into a unity alliance called the Bloc populaire sénégalais (BPS). In 1958 France dissolved the AOF and moved the capital of Senegal from Saint Louis to Dakar. Senegal voted “yes” in a referendum on self-government within the French Union. On April 4, 1960, an independence agreement was signed in Paris combining the colonies of Senegal and French Sudan into the Federation of Mali, which became effectively independent on June 20, 1960. On August 19, 1960, the Federation of Mali was dissolved and Senegal became an independent state. On August 31, 1960, Léopold Sédar Senghor was elected president of Senegal and Mamadou Dia became prime minister. In December 1962, Dia was arrested, tried for treason, and imprisoned. In 1963, a second constitution was approved in referendum and Senghor was reelected president unopposed.


Léopold Sédar Senghor (1906–2001)

Léopold Sédar Senghor was a celebrated poet and Senegal’s first president (1960–1980). Ethnically Serer, he attended Catholic schools in and around Joal before going to study in Paris at age 18. During the 1930s and 1940s Senghor and a number of other African and diaspora intellectuals residing there created the négritude literary and cultural movement, which sought to reinterpret African traditions within enlightened universal humanism. In 1946 he was elected to the French Parliament as Socialist representative for the colonies of Senegal and Mauritania and served in the governments of Edgar Faure and Michel Debré. In 1948, he created the Bloc démocratique sénégalais (BDS) party. Senghor favored a federalist system with close ties to France as the best option for independent African countries. When this project foundered he steered Senegal toward complete independence, achieved in 1960. Known as the “poet-president,” Senghor was head of state for 20 years (1960–1980). During that time he did much to promote the arts and African culture generally. In 1980, he became the first African president to voluntarily resign his office and peacefully transfer it to his prime minister, Abdou Diouf. In 1983, Léopold Sédar Senghor was admitted to the prestigious Académie française, the first African intellectual to be so honored.



The period 1965–1973 saw a severe drought causing declines in peanut production. Production and export subsidies were progressively reduced and abolished. In 1966, Dakar hosted the first World Festival of Negro Arts. In 1967, Demba Diouf, a government minister, was assassinated in Thiès. In 1968, the army suppressed strikes by high school and university students and by labor unions. The following year witnessed renewed strikes by students and workers and a peasant refusal to pay debts to government agencies. In 1970, a third constitution was approved by referendum and Abdou Diouf was appointed prime minister. The year 1974 saw the beginning of political liberalization with grants of amnesty to political prisoners, including Mamadou Dia. In the same year, Abdoulaye Wade founded the Parti Démocratique Sénégalais (PDS). In 1976, constitutional reform established multiparty system, and the Parti Socialiste (PS) was created to replace the UPS. In 1978, Senegalese troops contributed to the international military intervention in Shaba Province, Zaire.

In 1980, Senghor resigned the presidency and retired from politics. Abdou Diouf succeeded him as president. In 1981, an attempted coup in Gambia caused Senegalese forces to intervene in support of Gambian president Jawara. Senegal and the Gambia then formed the Confederation of Senegambia. In 1982, the Mouvement des Forces Démocratiques de Casamance (MFDC), an armed movement aimed at independence for the region, was created, beginning armed conflict in Casamance. In 1988, Abdou Diouf was reelected in contested elections. A state of emergency was declared in the Cape Vert region and a strike of high school and university students caused cancellation of the school year. In 1989, a violent conflict began along the border with Mauritania, and the Confederation of Senegambia was dissolved. In 1991, Senegal joined the international coalition and sent troops to Iraq to fight in the the Gulf War. Ninety-one Senegalese soldiers based in Saudi Arabia died in a plane crash on their way back from pilgrimage to Mecca. The first ceasefire was arranged in Casamance, and the MFDC broke into two rival factions. In the 2000 presidential elections, Abdoulaye Wade (PDS) defeated Abdou Diouf and the Socialist Party. In 2001, a new constitution was adopted by referendum. President Wade and several other prominent African heads of state launched NEPAD (New Partnership for African Development). In 2004, a peace deal with the MFDC ending armed conflict in Casamance. In the 2012 presidential election, Macky Sall defeated President Abdoulaye Wade.

Geography

Senegal (just under 200,000 square kilometers in area) is located along the Atlantic coast at the western extremity of the African continent. The low-lying country is quite flat and has little relief. The Bassari Mountains in the southeast culminate at a 581-meter altitude. Otherwise, the Thiès escarpment rises to only 130 meters and the Mamelles volcanic cone in Dakar peaks at 105 meters.


Cheikh Anta Diop (1923–1986)

Cheikh Anta Diop was a historian, physicist, and politician. He left Senegal to attend university in Paris at age 23. His doctoral dissertation on the black African essence of ancient Egypt (1951) caused controversy and was refused a defense. Shortly after, it was nonetheless published as Nations nègres et culture (1954). Cheikh Anta Diop returned to Senegal in 1960. He taught at the University of Dakar and established a radiocarbon-dating laboratory at Institut fundamental d’Afrique noire in 1963. He also became involved in politics. He helped found three different political parties in opposition to Senghor’s ruling BDS Party. Each was either banned or failed to gain legal recognition. In his research and activism, Diop argued in favor of a politically unified African continent in full possession of its resources. Later in life he was honored in numerous contexts, notably during an official visit to Atlanta, Georgia, in 1985 where April 4 was declared “Dr. Cheikh Anta Diop Day.” Following his death the University of Dakar was given his name.



Major rivers include the Senegal River and its tributary the Falémé (along the country’s border with Mauritania in the north and Mali in the east), the Gambia River, and the Casamance River. The Gambia River flows through Senegal before entering the Republic of Gambia, a much smaller state enclaved within Senegal. Historically and culturally, Senegal, Gambia, and neighboring regions are designated as “Senegambia,” which was also the name of a short-lived (1982–1989) political confederation between Senegal and Gambia.

Senegal lies entirely within the Sahel/Sudanic climatic zone and biome. The north is semiarid (averaging less than 400 millimeters of precipitation annually) while the Casamance region in the south is humid (average of over 1,000 mm/year). Rainfall is of the monsoon type. Summer rains (June–October) come from the Gulf of Guinea in the southeast. The remainder of the year is largely dry and dominated by Harmattan winds from the Sahara Desert to the northeast. Coastal regions are tempered by the Atlantic Ocean.

Agricultural systems reflect rainfall patterns. The semiarid north is dominated by cattle raising and intensive multicropping in the Senegal River Valley. The central and western regions, collectively known as the “Peanut Basin,” have dry farming, mostly of millet and peanuts. The wetter Casamance region grows rice and cotton.
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Niokolo-Koba National Park is a well-watered and varied landscape along the River Gambia. The park is home to some of Senegal’s most famous wildlife, including chimpanzees, lions, elands, and elephants. (Eduardo Huelin/Dreamstime.com)

People and Ethnicity

Senegal is an ethnically and linguistically diverse country. Nearly all ethnolinguistic groups belong to the West Atlantic branch of the Niger-Kordofanian language family and are closely related to each other.

The Wolof are the largest ethnic group in the country, accounting for about 43 percent of the population. They are not just numerically important. The Wolof formed the powerful Jolof Empire (13th–16th centuries) and three important successor states: the kingdoms of Walo, Kayor, and Baol (16th–19th centuries). The Wolof had the longest, most diverse, and most intensive relations with Europeans prior to the colonization of Senegal by the French (including populating the colonial towns of Gorée, Saint Louis, and Dakar), and they occupy the greater part of the Peanut Basin, the agricultural and economic heartland of contemporary Senegal.

Though constituting a community of only about 50,000 people, the Lebu constitute a distinct subgroup of the Wolof. The Lebu speak Wolof but are distinguished by their geographical location, on the Cape Vert Peninsula, and their autonomous history and institutions. Historically, the Lebu lived off fishing and supplying the French settlements of Gorée and Dakar with produce. They achieved political independence from the kingdom of Kayor in the late 18th century and formed a federal “republic.” The fact that the Lebu are the original inhabitants of Cape Vert gives them considerable economic and political status in Dakar yet today.

The next two largest ethnic groups in Senegal, the Fulani and the Serer, are also closely related to the Wolof. The Fulani are composed of two separate groups: the Peul, who are historically pastoral cattle raisers of the semiarid Ferlo and the wetter central Casamance, and the Toucouleur, who inhabit the fertile Senegal River Valley. Both groups speak Pulaar (and are known in Senegal as Halpulaaren, or Pulaar-speakers). The Toucouleur have a long history of state building—going back to the kingdom of Takrur well over 1,000 years ago—and of adherence to and propagation of Islam. Senegal’s Fulani are part of the vast West African Fulani people, likewise characterized by cattle pastoralism and Islamic proselytism. There are important Fulani groups in Guinea, Mali, Nigeria, and Cameroon, among other West African countries.

The Serer inhabit the southern half of the Peanut Basin, around the Sine and Saloum rivers. Historically, they formed the kingdoms of Sine and Saloum and populated much of the neighboring kingdom of Baol. The Serer adopted far more of the culture and institutions of the empire of Mali (13th–16th centuries) than the Wolof did. Also in contrast to the Wolof, Islam attracted few adherents among the Serer until the imposition of colonial rule. Christianity, on the other hand, was introduced to coastal areas, in particular the “Petite Côte” south of Cape Vert, by the Portuguese in the 15th century. Today, many Serer are Catholic.

The remainder of Senegal’s population, roughly 20 percent, consists of a number of different ethnicities distributed across the Casamance region and the country’s southeast. The Lower Casamance is inhabited by the Jola (Dioula), an amalgam of closely related people (Balant, Baïnuk, Manjak) speaking sub-Guinean languages. Of all of Senegal’s ethnic groups, the Jula are the only ones not to have developed states. Rather, until colonization they constituted acephalous societies structured as overlapping networks of autonomous villages, lineages, and spiritual societies. During colonial rule many Jula adopted Catholicism, and that religion is now an important part of Jula identity. Also important to Jula identity is an agricultural system based on rice production.

The Middle Casamance is home to the Malinke (or Mandinka). Senegal’s Malinke descend directly from the empire of Mali through its western offshoot, the empire of Gabu (present-day Guinea Bissau, 16th–19th centuries), and they maintain a strong attachment to Malian imperial culture. The Soninke, who inhabit the upper Senegal and Falémé rivers, are related linguistically to the Mandinka and trace their origins to the empire of Ghana (8th–11th centuries).

Arabic speakers from Mauritania, called “Naar” locally, have long been present south of the Senegal River. Mostly involved in long-distance trade, Mauritanians were also responsible for first introducing Islam to Senegambia. Until the outbreak of violent border clashes between the two countries in 1989, Mauritanians and Senegalese of Mauritanian descent worked in the trades and crafts (jewelers, leatherworkers) and in the small retail sector (running corner stores across the country). The 1989 conflict caused most of Senegal’s Mauritanians, regardless of whether or not they had Senegalese citizenship, to flee across the border.

Senegal experienced four centuries of close contact with Europe (Portugal, the Netherlands, England, and France) prior to the imposition of French colonial rule over its territory in the late 19th century. This contact consisted mostly of trade and was conducted in the colonial towns of Gorée and Saint Louis. It is in these towns that a mixed-race community of Catholic Métis emerged and flourished. The Métis were mostly involved in trade with the interior. Women (designated as siñares) were especially important to the Métis community. They ran businesses, owned ships, and commanded male employees. The siñares were also famous for their hospitality and urbane culture. During the colonial era the Métis lost their primacy in commerce and became active in the liberal professions and in politics.

Starting in the 1890s Syrians, mostly Maronite Christians from modern-day Lebanon, settled in Senegal’s major cities, Dakar in particular. They were active in international trade/import-export and in wholesaling. Senegal’s Syrian community today is entirely urban, is still heavily involved in these commercial activities, and constitutes an important part of the country’s Catholic community.

Since independence, Senegal has welcomed political exiles and refugees from neighboring countries. These include Cape Verdians, Guineans, black Mauritanians, and, most recently, Ivoirians. Most of these foreigners have settled in Dakar. Senegal’s French expatriate community, possibly 20,000 strong, also lives mostly in Dakar.

Languages

Though only about 30 percent of the population can speak it, French remains Senegal’s sole official language. It is the language of government and the law, and it is the language of public education. French dominates print journalism and publication. It links Senegal not only to the former colonial power and the global Francophone community (called the Francophonie) but to neighboring states across Africa that were colonized by France or Belgium. For the most part, these former French colonies share a common currency, the CFA franc, which is managed from a central bank (the BCEAO) in Dakar.

The Senegalese constitution recognizes six “national” languages: Wolof, Serer, Fulani, Mandinka, Soninke, and Jola. All have been codified and have official spelling using a derived Latin alphabet. Of these, Wolof is by far the most important. It is spoken as a first or second language by well over 80 percent of the population. It dominates television and radio broadcasting as well as pop music.

Arabic has a long history in Senegal. It was historically linked to the process of Islamization and is still essential to Islamic scholarship in this majority Muslim country. It was Senegal’s first literary language as Senegalese scholars, jurists, and poets wrote in Arabic. Most children attend Koranic school for a few years, where they learn the Arabic alphabet, whereas only a minority of children (mostly in cities) attend public school and receive a French-language education.

Arabic is important also in that the Arabic alphabet was used, historically, to transcribe Senegalese languages such as Pulaar and Wolof long before the introduction of French. Wolof written in Arabic is called Wolofal. Texts in Wolofal include historic treatises and poetry. Still today, many Muslims educated in Arabic prefer to write in Wolofal rather than in the official Latin-derived Wolof script.

Religion

Senegal is a majority Muslim country, and though it is a secular state, Islamic institutions and practices predominate in public life. The great majority of Senegalese, over 90 percent, are Sunni Muslims who follow the Maliki school of jurisprudence. Islam diffused from North Africa along trade routes and had been introduced to the Senegal River Valley by the 11th century. For centuries thereafter, Islam remained the religion of a minority, appealing to traders and certain members of the landed nobility. Islam only became the dominant religion of the masses in the late 19th century. Prior to this most people adhered to traditional African religious beliefs, and most states operated according to traditional norms and practices, not Islamic ones. Sociologically, Islam was managed and diffused by clerical lineages, by families—often of aristocratic origin—who specialized in the transmission of Islamic sciences and the practice of Islamic law. Such clerics (called sëriñ in Wolof, cerno in Pulaar, karamoxo in Mandinka) could hold high positions at court and many also managed autonomous agricultural estates in the provinces where they taught the Islamic sciences to pupils.
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The Great Mosque at Djourbel. Islam in Senegal dates back to the 11th century. (Beatrice Preve/Dreamstime.com)

Relations between the Muslim clerics and other elite political actors were not always peaceful. Violent conflict over the nature of the state, and over taxation and enslavement in particular, first erupted in Futa Toro (the Senegal River Valley) in the 1670s. Such conflicts, which continued to flare up in various Senegambian kingdoms, often spreading from one to the other, are alternately designated as Islamic “revolutions” (involving the overthrow of a regime) or “jihads” (involving warfare against a miscreant regime). They led to the creation of a number of theocratic “imamates” (states run by clerics), though most failed to produce stable regimes. The 19th century witnessed many such revolutions, most notably that led by Al-Hajj Umar Tall (1797–1864) in the Upper Senegal Valley (1850s).

The dismantling of precolonial states and their replacement by the colonial administration in the 1880s and 1890s transformed the conditions under which Islam was practiced. The religion was adopted by many diverse segments of the population, including by those like the ceddo slave-soldiers who had previously been most hostile to it. The Muslim clerics came through the violent ordeal with enhanced popular social legitimacy, which they channeled into the erection of a number of Sufi orders, or “brotherhoods.” As elsewhere in the Muslim world, Sufism had been practiced as an elite intellectual pursuit by Senegambia’s Muslim clerics for centuries. In the late 19th century a number of charismatic clerics set about organizing mass Sufi movements. During the colonial era these Sufi orders became the most powerful institutions of civil society, a position they have maintained since independence.

The largest of the Sufi orders is the Tijaniyya, created by Ahmad al-Tijani (1735–1815) who is buried in Fez, Morocco. There are probably over 5 million Tijanis in Senegal, but the order is subdivided into a number of different branches. The Malikiyya branch was established by Al-Hajj Malik Sy (1855–1922). Based in Tivaouane, it has a national, mostly urban following. The Niassène branch of the Tijaniyya was established in Kaolack by Al-Hajj Abdoulaye Niass (1844–1922), but it is his son Al-Hajj Ibrahima Niass (1900–1975) who was responsible for expanding it across West Africa and into the United States. Other branches of Tijaniyya include the Mahdiyya of Tiénaba, established by Amary Ndack Seck (1830–1899), and the Madina Gounass branch established by Al-Hajj Tierno Seydou Baa (1898–1980).

Much more centralized than the Tijaniyya, the Muridiyya is one of Senegal’s “home-grown” Sufi orders. It was established by Shaykh Ahmadou Bamba Mbacké (1853–1927), Senegal’s most famous Sufi master and prolific composer of pious and didactic poetry in Arabic. The Muridiyya has over 2 million adherents and is based in the holy city of Touba, which it created and continues to administer in an autonomous fashion.

There are also two smaller orders. The Qadiriyya order (pronounced “Khadr” in Senegal) is one of the oldest in the world, having been established in Baghdad by the disciples of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (1077–1166). The Qadiriyya was first introduced to Senegal by Mauritanian clerics and two Mauritanian branches of the order—the Qadiriyya-Fadhiliyya established by Shaykh Sa’ad Buh al-Fadhil (1850–1917) based in Nimjat, and the Qadiriyya-Sidiyya established by Shaykh Sidiyya al-Kabir (1780–1868) based in Boutilimit—are still very active in Senegal today. A Senegalese branch of the Qadiriyya was established in Ndiassane by Shaykh Bou Kounta (1844–1914), a relative of the Al-Kunti clerics of Timbuktu. It is estimated that there are currently about 900,000 members of the Qadiri (Khadr) order in Senegal. Finally, the Layène order, established by Seydina Limamou Laye (1844–1909), is also a “home-grown” order. The smallest of Senegal’s Sufi orders, its 20,000–30,000 adherents are almost entirely ethnic Lebus and reside in the Cape Vert Peninsula.

Sustained migration of Senegalese to Western Europe, North America, the Middle East/Persian Gulf in recent decades has transformed the Sufi orders to which they belong into transnational religious institutions. There are “Shaykh Ahmadou Bamba Day” events held in most major U.S. cities every summer, and all the major Senegalese Sufi festivals are also celebrated by those same orders in Paris.

There is a sizable Christian community in Senegal consisting of about half a million people, or 5 percent of the national population. It is composed mainly of Catholics. Catholicism was first introduced by Portuguese traders along Senegal’s Petite Côte (Rufisque, Portudal, Joal) in the 15th century and has been present there ever since. Senegal’s first president, Léopold Sédar Senghor (1906–2001), was a Serer Catholic from Joal. Today, the Christian community is overwhelmingly concentrated in Senegal’s largest and oldest cities: Dakar, Saint Louis, and Thiès, where private Catholic schools educate the children of Christians and Muslims alike. Elsewhere, Catholicism is closely related to Jula and Serer ethnicity.

Official estimates also hold that about 1 percent of Senegalese follow “Traditional” Religion. That is to say that they are neither Muslim nor Christian and that they practice locally based rites related to the spirit world. Such Traditional Religious practices have virtually no public visibility. Traditional Religion is practiced in rather isolated rural areas in the country’s southern borderlands, among the Bassari and the Balant. On the other hand, certain deeply embedded popular beliefs about the spirit world, also considered to be “traditional,” are widely shared by people whatever their religion. Acceptance of religious diversity, and recognition of the underlying commonality of all religious beliefs, form the basis of interfaith relations in Senegal.

Social Customs

Caste and the Legacy of Slavery

Senegal’s social structure today is still marked by historic distinctions of caste and slave ancestry. Historically, the caste system characterized all of Senegal’s main ethnic groups. At the heart of this system was a subdivision of society according to notions of purity with regard to both the spiritual and material worlds. Certain categories of people could relate to certain spirits, which gave them access to specific physical elements. These qualities were inherited from one’s parents and were fixed at birth. They determined a person’s means of livelihood as well as marriage partner.

Society was constituted of “free” people (géér in Wolof), artisans (ñeeño), and slaves (jaam). The géér were “free” of any attachment to a particular trade. They were direct producers of food and thus included farmers, herders, and fishermen. They alone had access to agricultural land. The géér were differentiated between the jàmbur (landlords) who controlled access to land and could tax agricultural produce, and the simple peasant, the baadoolo. The jàmbur constituted the class of nobles or aristocrats. They exercised political authority.

The ñeeño (casted people) were attached by birth to a specific trade or craft. Unable to farm land, they earned their livelihoods by working metals, wood, fibers, hides, etc. The major artisan castes consisted of blacksmiths and jewelers (tëgg), woodworkers (lawbe), leatherworkers (wuude), and weavers (ràbb). In addition, the griots (géwél) were specialists of orality (see Oral Traditions and Literature, below).

The binary social division between geer and ñeeño was complicated by a third category, the jaam (slaves). People might be enslaved following defeat in battle, or for perpetrating a crime or major social transgression. They could be owned privately, by other individuals, or by the state. One group of slaves in particular, the ceddo warriors who belonged to the Crown, acquired great political power in the era of the transatlantic slave trade. They were the principal beneficiaries of the slave raiding endemic at the time, and they had privileged access to high-value European imports like firearms, cloth, tobacco, and alcohol.

The caste structure of the precolonial era has lost most of its political and economic validity today. Senegalese law recognizes no distinctions of caste, ethnicity, or religion; all Senegalese are equally citizens. Moreover, the Sufi orders have also actively combated traditional caste distinctions, stressing that they have no basis in Islam and that all Muslims are brothers. Yet, these distinctions remain deeply ingrained in social relations. Individuals are aware of their parents’ origins, of their patrilineal and matrilineal backgrounds. Ancestry is a major concern in marriage. Marriages between persons of géér and ñeeño ancestry are rare, and when they do occur, are cause for concern in the community. Slave ancestry too is taboo. Few will admit to it yet its legacy persists, especially in rural areas. In villages, where the descendants of slaves and of masters live in close proximity to one another and continue to work the land, ancestral social relations persist. Also, people of griot descent still constitute a distinct social category. They see themselves as custodians and perpetrators of Senegal’s oldest traditions. People admire and respect them for their ability to express the spirit of things, yet fear them for the power they have to make or break the reputations of those they sing about.

Ethnic, Communal, and Civic Identities

In addition to social status and genealogical origin, individuals have a strong sense of local community. This sense of community can be based on ethnic origin, Sufi affiliation, or simple neighborliness. Sense of community transcends the caste and lineage identities outlined above.

Among the Serer, the Toucouleur of the Futa Toro, and the Jula of the Casamance there are deeply felt communal ties that are expressed in music, dance, and cherished traditions such as wrestling or agricultural techniques. Members of these groups who have migrated either to Senegal’s cities or abroad create local associations and celebrate home festivals to maintain their identities.

In many instances, community identity is built on Sufi affiliation. Innumerable villages and neighborhoods owe their existence to the activities of a particular Sufi sheikh, who is considered a founding figure. This local identity is perpetuated by descendants of the sheikh, who may, informally, wield substantial power within the community, as well as by the social and cultural activities of local religious commemorations and Sufi associations called dahiras (circles).


Fadhiout

Fadhiout, on the Petite Côte, is Senegal’s best preserved precolonial town. Fadhiout was the main port of the kingdom of Sine. The town occupies a small midden-island in a lagoon. The island is densely occupied, with houses contiguous to each other or separated only by narrow streets. The town square is dominated by the Baak no Maad, or “King’s Baobab,” a gigantic shade tree that serves for public assemblies. The majority of the town’s inhabitants are Christian, and the parish dates from 1878. The town’s Muslims pray at a mosque at the southern tip of the island. Families store their grain, millet from fields on the mainland, in separate granaries built on stilts out in the lagoon. Fadhiout’s cemetery, where Christians and Muslims are buried together, occupies a separate seashell island accessible by a foot bridge. Other islets in the lagoon, off-limits to casual visitors, are home to some of the pangool, or traditional spirits. Fadhiout is now part of the city of Joal, which originated as a European trading post during the mercantilist era. It is a major tourist destination and is listed as a protected national historic site.



Civic identities are also pronounced. These are not so determined by ethnicity, religion, or Sufi affiliation. They are primarily based on the shared experience of living in the same locality. The citizens of Saint Louis think very highly of their unique city. They are also very attached to their particular neighborhoods. Likewise, in the greater Dakar metropolitan area there are Médina, Grand Dakar, Pikine, and Guediawaye identities, and similar neighborhood identities in regional cities like Thiès, Kaolack, and Ziguinchor. These identities are produced and sustained through the multitude of informal mbootaay (age-cohort) associations organized on a street or neighborhood basis.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Social relations are maintained on a day-to-day basis by frequent courtesy visits to the homes of friends, relatives, and neighborhoods. Issues are chatted over while watching TV and drinking a few glasses of tea. Women often combine entertaining callers with housework or with hair-braiding sessions while men are more likely to watch a football match or listen to pop music while socializing.

Social Events and Community Life

Senegal’s community life is festive and celebratory. Local communities come together to celebrate life-cycle events such as weddings and baptisms—in Senegal the Christian concept of “baptism” (baptême in French) is applied to the moment when one-week-old Muslim children are given a name. Given that people’s houses are usually far too small to accommodate all the guests, the street in front is often closed off so that a rented awning and chairs can be set up for the occasion. Such local celebrations usually start in late afternoon and continue well into the night. Bottled soft drinks, traditional fruit beverages, and a variety of fried finger food are served. Baptisms may also involve the slaughtering and roasting of a sheep. Depending on their nature, these family and neighborly celebrations may involve music, dance, and speeches. Fine clothing and the display of the latest fashions and hairstyles also feature. Women in particular are fond of having photos of themselves taken during these social events so that they can keep a record of the fashion display and be able to share it with friends.

Muslim religious recitations, called njàng, are also very popular local events. They will be organized by a Sufi dahira (local “circle” of disciples) in the courtyard of someone’s house. A rented amplification system will be set up and sometimes a well-known reciter of poetry will be invited to lead the group. The njàng will start in the evening and will last until morning prayer. Women’s dahiras may organize their own events, or else women will find a space next to the men. Light refreshments will be served. Thursday night, the night before Friday prayer, is the preferred time to host a njàng.

Electioneering constitutes another type of civic event. During elections politicians try to mobilize as much grassroots support as possible. Mass rallies are held in stadiums. These are always occasions for music and dancing. Campaign theme songs will be sung, often by youth groups and women’s choirs, and new dances will be performed to warm up the audience ahead of the politicians’ speeches. Candidates also organize smaller-scale neighborhood gatherings. Rented tents, chairs, and a sound system will be set up in a street, often in front of the house of an important community leader backing the politician. Speeches interspersed with interludes of singing and dancing will begin in the afternoon and continue until dinner time. Women are particularly visible at such events. They are expected to grace the proceedings in their finest outfits and newest hairdos.

Other types of local community events, such as football matches and street parties, are organized by mbootaay (age-cohort) associations. An mbootaay will include all the children of a certain age in a given street or neighborhood. Independence Day (April 4) and New Year’s (both Christian and Muslim) are favored times for these local events.

Alcohol and Tobacco

Senegal is a secular state where alcohol and tobacco are authorized for sale. Dakar breweries produce beer but all other alcoholic beverages are imported. Alcohol is served in up-scale restaurants and most hotels. Bars can be found in the downtown of every city except those run by the Sufis, and alcohol can be purchased at a select number of licensed general stores in each.

[image: Falola]

President Abdoulaye Wade rallies voters at a polling station in Dakar. Mass political rallies are an important tool for politicians in Senegal, and these events are often an opportunity for music, dance, and recreation. (Seyllou/AFP/Getty Images)

Because Senegal is a mostly Muslim society, the consumption of alcohol is by no means socially acceptable. Public displays of drunkenness bring shame to the family and will always cause a scandal in the neighborhood. At best, drinking is tolerated as long as it remains discreet. Smoking too is subject to social opprobrium. The Tijaniyya and Murid Sufi orders proscribe tobacco consumption. Women, especially those from families who hold conservative religious values—and most families do—cannot be seen smoking in public. The sale and consumption of alcohol and tobacco are expressly forbidden in towns and neighborhoods under the control of Sufi orders.

Employment

About 55 percent of Senegal’s population is rural and lives off of agriculture. Agricultural production consists of cereals (millet, sorghum, and rice) as well as peanuts and cotton for export. Peanut and peanut oil production, the mainstay of the national economy in the colonial and immediate postcolonial eras, has consistently declined in importance over the past 30 years. Landholdings tend to be small family farms. Several generations of male rural–urban migration have left villages and farmwork largely in the hands of women. Livestock raising of sheep, goats, and cattle complements Senegal’s various agricultural production systems. The most important source of animal protein in the Senegalese diet comes from poultry (raised industrially) and fish.

Fishing is overwhelmingly conducted in small vessels (pirogues). Though it accounts for only about 2 percent of GDP it provides about 600,000 direct and indirect jobs concentrated in the lower Casamance, the Petite-Côte, and Cape Vert. The Atlantic Ocean off Senegal’s coast is one of the richest fishing grounds in the world. The daily catches of artisanal fishermen used to amply supply the needs of the domestic market. In recent years overfishing by foreign industrial trawlers has severely impacted fish stocks and has jeopardized the livelihoods of thousands of fishermen.

The mining sector consists of phosphates (Mont Rolland-Taïba), iron and gold (Orientale region), and coastal sea salt. All together, the primary sector of Senegal’s economy accounts for less than 20 percent of its GDP but provides over 50 percent of jobs.

Manufacturing is heavily concentrated in the greater Dakar metropolis (Cape Vert) and in the neighboring city of Thiès. It consists mostly of agribusiness: refining of peanut oil and sugar, milling of flour, canning, brewing, and bottling. Other manufacturing jobs are provided by the cotton textile industry, an oil refinery (Mbao), and a cement factory (Rufisque).

The tertiary sector accounts for nearly 60 percent of GDP. It includes the public service sector and a growing telecommunications sector. Official employment statistics for the manufacturing and service sectors relate only to the formal economy made up of registered entities. Official statistics place the unemployment rate at 49 percent of the active population. This officially unemployed half of the population is nonetheless active in the country’s informal economy, statistics for which are not easily available.


Gorée

Gorée is a tiny island, less than 1 kilometer in length and only 350 meters at its widest, lying just east of Dakar’s port. It was an important center of the Atlantic slave trade, and today the island serves as a memorial to its inhumanity. Its principal museum is the House of Slaves, a 17th-century two-story merchant’s house. There is also a commemorative monument at the summit of the southern hill that overlooks the town. Other monuments include the Catholic Church and the archaeological museum, housed in the circular bastion built to defend the little harbor. Most of the island’s historic merchants’ houses have been restored and converted into hotels, restaurants, and bed and breakfasts. Gorée, with only 1,000 permanent residents, has a thriving arts community and regularly hosts music concerts and international events. Gorée has been a UNESCO World Heritage site since 1978.



The informal sector comprises a host of petty trades mostly concentrated in urban and periurban areas. These activities include peddlers of fruit or household supplies, providers of services such as hairdressing, tailoring, embroidery, laundry, and so forth, manufacturing of utensils and toys from recycled material, the growing of garden vegetables, shoe repair, car washing, much the construction industry (masons, joiners, plasterers, brick makers, welders), givers of private lessons, sidewalk snack bars, unlicensed taxis, as well as classic illegal activities such as prostitution, contraband, and drug dealing.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Senegalese women are very active in society and in the economy. Women work in every economic sector and profession today. They are especially present in commerce. In markets, most of the merchants are women, as are most of the clients. Of all local commerce, only the livestock market is male dominated. Women also account for much of the petty trade and street commerce of the informal economy, and they are more likely to organize themselves into business associations than are their male counterparts. They are responsible, for example, most tontines (rotating savings and credit associations). Women usually control the revenue they produce within a household.

Marriage and Family Life

Senegalese families are both large and extended. The average Senegalese household has between nine and 10 members while, on average, every Senegalese woman will have four or five children in her lifetime. Matrilineality is as important as paternal filiation in determining the identity and social position of individuals in Senegal. Many men carry their mother’s name as well as their patronym. The family is also an economic unit. Solidarity and sharing of resources within the family, determined by gender, age, and filiation (paternal and maternal), are the only form of material security many people ever enjoy.

Senegal has one of the highest rates of polygamous marriage in the world; about one-third of married men have two or more wives. Senegal’s family code permits this Islamic practice. A groom must declare, in the first marriage contract, whether or not he intends to take more than one wife.

Some marriages are arranged by the parents without the involvement of the bride and groom, but this is increasingly rare. For most young people, finding a marriage partner is a challenge. A man must be financially secure, with a regular source of income, if he hopes to gain the consent of a woman’s parents. During courtship he must prove his worth by providing expensive gifts to the woman’s family. Furthermore, it is the groom who must provide the dowry, which can amount to a year’s salary, and it is the groom’s family who must pay for the wedding.

The next life-cycle event after “baptism” (ngénte in Wolof), chronologically, is circumcision. As with polygamy, circumcision is a deeply established African practice that has been reinforced by Islamic precepts. All of Senegal’s ethnic groups have traditional initiation practices involving circumcision, but these have been progressively replaced by the simpler Islamic practice. Traditional initiation, which marks the passage from childhood to manhood, used to take place after puberty. It was collective, with groups of youth undergoing circumcision together and learning secret knowledge while in seclusion. Men who experienced initiation in this way would become socially bonded as a single cohort, or mbootaay. This type of comprehensive initiation is becoming rarer with each generation. It is currently practiced only among the Sereer, the Mandinka, and other small groups in the south and east. In Sedhiou, Kolda, and Mbour, kankurang holidays, which celebrate the return of circumcised youth to the community, are major public festivals.

While not absolutely obligatory, circumcision of male children is highly recommended in Islam and is standard practice for Muslims in Senegal. Some baby boys are clinically circumcised shortly after birth, but most undergo the operation later, when they are between five and eight years old. This type of circumcision is also done collectively. After a period of psychic, moral, and religious preparation, the eligible boys of a lineage, village, or neighborhood, dressed in white frocks and caps, will spend several days together in the care of an elder, usual a member of the blacksmith caste. The boys must display courage and self-control the entire time. Their release following recovery is celebrated in their homes and in the streets with dance parties called kasag.

Girls too have traditionally undergone a form of circumcision initiation called excision or female genital cutting (FGC). Less ceremonial than the circumcision of boys, excision is practiced in the girl’s house by a woman specialist. Nationally, it is estimated that about one-quarter of Senegalese women submitted to the operation as girls, but the proportion is much higher in the Futa Toro, the upper Casamance, Fuladou, and the southeast, and among the Halpulaaren and Mandinka. The social practice is far less common in urban areas and is increasingly being contested and condemned, especially by women’s groups but also by the Sufi orders.

Death and burial are treated according to recommended Islamic or Christian practice. A Muslim funeral is usually held on the day the death occurred, or at the very latest on the morrow. Upon learning of a death, family members, friends, and neighbors will congregate at the house of the bereaved family. Men and women will assemble in separate parts of the house and the crowd will eventually spill out into the street. Community leaders and heads of households will take turns eulogizing the departed, relating edifying anecdotes and reminiscing. Meanwhile, the body of the departed is washed by a senior family member, often the eldest son or daughter. The body is then wrapped in a simple shroud to be taken to the cemetery. Only the menfolk will accompany the body, on foot, to the cemetery. Graves are simple affairs. A small gravestone marks the head. Senegalese Catholics bury their dead according to the rites of that church. The body of the deceased will be laid in a coffin. The funeral service will be held in a church and the body laid to rest in a Christian cemetery.

Childhood and Youth

Senegal has a very young population. Fifty-five percent of the population is under 20 years old and 42 percent is under 15. In villages, boys must tend to livestock or are assigned tasks in the fields or woods. In cities they are encouraged to go play outside from an early age. They first acquire social skills with the other boys of similar age who live on their street, and will often join a local mbootaay. Girls are assigned many household chores, helping with cleaning, looking after younger siblings, running errands, and the like. They have little social life outside the home.

Children’s education begins in preschool, with the daara (Koranic school). Children will begin attending at the age of four or five. Instruction involves mostly memorizing chapters of the Koran. In the process, children learn the Arabic alphabet. The daara is the only formal education many children ever receive. Some daaras are free but many require payment of some kind (monetary or in kind) from the parents. Daaras have acquired a bad reputation as many sheikhs send the boys out to beg in the street, or door to door, before they begin their lessons each day.

Primary school attendance varies from 60 to 70 percent depending on the region and on rural/urban and gender dichotomies. More boys attend school than girls and attendance rates increase in cities. High school attendance rates are about 20 percent. Many parents cannot afford the expense of sending numerous children to school. Moreover, given the extremely high unemployment rate among young people, including those with high school matriculations and university degrees, there is little faith among parents that this expense constitutes an investment in the future. Instead, youth and their parents are increasingly turning to vocational training. Boys thus become apprentices in workshops or garages while girls learn dressmaking or hairdressing in an existing salon. This form of education is seen as a better preparation for the real world.

Cuisine

Historically, the staple cereals of the Senegalese cuisine have been millet and sorghum. Imported wheat and rice were introduced with colonization but are now widely consumed. Dishes employ a great variety of vegetables, including tubers such as potatoes, sweet potatoes, turnips, carrots, and yams, as well as onions, cabbage, peppers, various squashes, and eggplant. Most animal protein in the Senegalese diet comes from fish. Fresh fish are available daily in markets along the coast but, in the absence of affordable refrigeration technologies, inland markets deal mainly with dried fish. Meat is a luxury for most household budgets and is consumed only on special occasions, such as family events and religious festivals. The traditional cooking oil in Senegal used to be shea butter (kaarite), derived from the seeds of the shea tree (Butyrosperum parkii). However, since Senegal began producing peanuts in the 19th century, peanut oil is used for most cooking.

Breakfast in Senegal is light: French-style baguettes with butter accompanied by coffee or tea. Lunch is the main meal, and it usually consists of a rice dish. Dinner is also a hot meal, but lighter than lunch. It might consist of a noodle dish or an omelet, with bread. Both lunch and dinner are eaten collectively. Food is presented in a single large dish or bowl set in the middle of a mat on the floor. People squat around it to eat. In traditional table etiquette, people eat with the fingers of the right hand. Soup spoons are now also commonly used. In large families, and in more conservative Muslim families, men eat separately from the women and children. Every meal begins with the basmallah, or “in the name of God.”

Senegal’s national dish is cebbu jën (rice and fish). The rice is first rinsed in cold water to remove the starch before being cooked in a light tomato sauce. Fish stuffed with a mixture of parsley, red pepper, and bisaab (hibiscus leaf), which has been slowly grilled or fried, is placed on a bed of the tomato-rice along with vegetables: onions, carrots, cabbage, gumbo, eggplant, turnips, and yams, which have also stewed in tomato sauce. Condiments and seasoning include hot red pepper and tamarind. Some variant of cebbu jën is eaten for lunch by most families most days of the week. It is also popular abroad, throughout Western Africa, Europe, and North America, where Senegalese have settled and opened restaurants.

Two other rice dishes, yaasa and maafe, rank just behind ceebbu jën in terms of popularity. Yaasa is usually prepared with marinated chicken but it can also be prepared with fish. Pieces of marinated chicken are browned with onions and then allowed to simmer in a sauce spiced with ginger, thyme, and hot red pepper. Maafe is a beef dish prepared in a peanut sauce, though chicken or lamb can also be used. The cubes of beef are sautéed with ginger and onions before simmering with vegetables in a peanut sauce. Like yassa, maafe is served on a bed of white rice. Because they use relatively expensive meat and poultry rather than fish, yaasa and maafe are festive dishes, prepared on special occasions.


Saint Louis

Saint Louis, with about 170,000 inhabitants, is a major regional capital. It was the first colonial town to be established by French merchants (in 1659) and served as capital of colonial Senegal until 1958. The historic heart of the city lies on a 2-kilometer-long island near the mouth the Senegal River. Much of the city’s urban fabric, which consists of two-story courtyard houses aligned on a grid of straight streets, dates to the 19th century. The island’s southern ward was home to the city’s Métis community, who patronized the Catholic institutions there, while the northern half was home to the city’s Muslim population and institutions. Between them stands the Gouvernance, which has been home to the governor and his administration since the city’s foundation. Less evocative of the slave trade than Gorée, Saint Louis is renowned for its unique urbanity. The Métis signares (business women) in particular were famous for their refined fashion, cuisine, and hospitality. Public life in the city was essential to this culture of elegance and savoir vivre, and this tradition lives on in the city’s numerous cultural and artistic events. Among these are the tànn-béer (an improvised women’s street party with sabar drumming), the simb (street theater), the fanal (a procession of giant colored paper lanterns held each year on Christmas Eve), an annual regatta of pirogues, and an international jazz festival held each year in June. Saint Louis was listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2007.



Beverages

Tea (àttaaya) is the social drink of preference in Senegal and there is a traditional etiquette for preparing and serving it. Tea is served in three “acts,” called loowel, ñaari, and ñetti (first, second, third). Each glass is sweeter than the previous one and the third is usually flavored with fresh mint. The tea is served in small glasses that have been carefully prepared before each service. Froth is created in each glass by pouring a bit of the sweetened tea from one to the other over and over again from a certain height. The entire three-act tea service can take up to two hours. It often accompanies socializing among neighbors or friends.

A distinctive coffee, called café touba, has become very popular over the past few decades. Café touba was first developed in Touba, the Murid holy city. Coffee beans are ground with a strong spice and the beverage is drunk sweet with condensed milk. It is served for breakfast or in the afternoon and is available at sidewalk food stands. It is also marketed by Senegalese merchants in Europe and North America.

The traditional stimulant in Senegal is the nut of the kola tree (Cola nitida). The kola nut grows in the wetter forested countries to the south of Senegal, but kola nuts have been traded north for many centuries. Kola nuts are among the few drugs not expressly prohibited by Islam, hence their widespread popularity in Senegal. Hard and bitter, they are bitten into and chewed, usually in the morning hours. The reddish nuts are sold, along with tooth sticks (the traditional form of dental hygiene), by sidewalk vendors.

Two traditional cold drinks remain popular and are served on festive occasions. Bisaab is made from hibiscus leaves, whose acidity makes it tangy. Jinjéer is made from crushed ginger. Both are served cold and sweet. The combination of cold, sweet, and powerfully tangy makes these drinks particularly refreshing, and they are holding their ground in the face of industrial bottled soft drinks.

Dress

Clothing and fashion are important to personal status and identity, especially for Senegalese women who can spend a considerable part of their income on fabrics, clothing, hair, accessories, and jewelry.

Historically, cloth was woven from a number of vegetable fibers obtained from the fruit of kapok trees and from baobab bark. Today, cotton is the only cloth woven in Senegal. Weaving used to be the prerogative of the ràbb caste and it is still done almost exclusively by men, though it is women who dominate the trade in cloth. Traditional weaving uses a narrow loom. It produces very long strips of cloth about 20 centimeters wide that are sewn together to make bolts, which can then be dyed. As it is homespun and handwoven, Senegalese strip cloth fetches high prices in the specialty markets of the developed world. Finer cotton strip cloth from Guinea and Guinea Bissau, mostly indigo blue, and called manjak, is highly valued by Senegalese women.

Most everyday clothing is made from legoos (named for Lagos in Nigeria), which is a thin industrially manufactured printed cotton fabric. The cloth is sold in two separate two-meter bolts, called pagne. One will be used to make the wraparound skirt, which reaches to mid-calf or to the ankles. The second pagne is used for the tunic, which reaches to the mid-thigh. Enough of the cloth will be reserved for the headscarf, worn as a turban. Equivalent every-day traditional outfits for men consist of a simple caftan, which is a narrow long-sleeved body-length robe worn over trousers.

Wax is a batik cotton fabric much higher in quality than legoos. Brightly colored batik fabrics first entered the Senegalese market in the 17th century, brought from Indonesia by Dutch merchants. Eventually, the Dutch were producing batik themselves, for the African market, and “Dutch wax” is still the premier quality batik available in West Africa today. Lesser quality “London wax” is more affordable than the Dutch variety. Wax cloth is used for the confection of fine traditional outfits as well as for Western-style dresses. What both wax and printed legoos have in common is the continual change in motifs, as the Senegalese fashion industry is driven by the search for novelty.

Mbaseñ is another very popular fabric, used for both women’s and men’s clothing. Of higher quality than legoos but less expensive than wax, mbaseñ is a damask characterized by the fine textured designs woven into the tight canvaslike cotton. These patterns can be geometric, floral, or pictorial (with Islamic motifs like crescent moons, palm trees, or camels). Mbaseñ can be worn white or dyed in colors ranging from indigo to green, brown, and ochre. Mbaseñ is always used for the confection of mbubbs (also called grands boubous). The mbubb, which dresses both women and men, is the traditional three-piece outfit worn on special occasions. It is usually tailored by professionals. The men’s three-piece boubou consists of baggy pants, embroidered at the ankles and tied at the waist; a long-sleeved inner tunic that reaches to the thighs and is embroidered around the boat-neck; and a very ample gown that hangs from the shoulders to the ankles. After laundering boubous are starched and then beaten with wooden mallets for hours to create a stiff sheen.

Mbaseñ is also used to make cuub, an overdyed or tie-dyed cloth used for women’s clothing. The best cuub available in Senegal comes from the Gambia, Guinea, or Guinea Bissau. Its dye is usually a deep hue of indigo but can range to green, brown, and purple. Cuub made with synthetic dyes come in a much wider range of colors, including gold, saffron, and red.

All but the very poorest people have two wardrobes: a traditional wardrobe of pagnes, mbubbs, and caftans, and a Western wardrobe. The traditional clothes are always worn on Muslim religious holidays and for family events, but otherwise, in their everyday lives, people oscillate freely between traditional and Western clothing. Young people are especially fond of Western attire. The rapper look—oversized pants, sports jersey, tennis shoes, and a baseball cap—has become ubiquitous among urban youth.

Hair Styles

As with fabrics and clothing, continuously changing hair styles provide great leeway for women to express themselves. Young women are the ones who spend most time and effort on their hair. Groups of young women organize day long hair-braiding sessions in their homes where they do each other’s hair in traditional styles or according to fashion magazines. The addition of artificial hair extensions permit women to create ever more spectacular hairdos. Bleaching, streaking, and straightening are also common techniques. Most mature women keep their hair under a headscarf or turban when in public. Yet they too have their hair carefully done, preferably by a professional hairdresser. Women have their hair done for every special occasion, be it a religious celebration, national holiday, or family event. The art and expertise of Senegalese hairdressers is internationally renowned. Many Senegalese immigrants in the United States have opened hair salons.

Sports and Games

Wrestling

Traditional Senegalese wrestling began as a martial art. It was closely linked to warfare and incorporated Traditional Religious rites. Today, traditional wrestling is practiced by the Jula, Sereer, and Lebu and is part of their collective identities. Traditional wrestling matches, called mbapat, take place on village squares and are public events. Individual wrestlers from opposing teams are pitted against each other in a series of short matches that rarely last more than a few minutes each. Each match begins with special dances. Accompanied by drummers and supporters, the wrestlers show off their bodies and challenge each other. Griots will also be present to extol their attributes. The rules of the game are quite simple. A wrestler must throw the opponent to the ground without being thrown himself. Only the feet and hands may touch the ground. No part of the torso or back may do so. Neither may the forearms or calves of the leg. The most important traditional wrestling matches today are the Xulam festival in Oussouye (lower Casamance) and the Fatick wrestling weekend.

Modern Senegalese wrestling, which incorporates European boxing techniques, grew out of the village-based tradition. It was officially declared Senegal’s national sport in 1959. Its rules and regulations were institutionalized at that time, and national leagues and federations put into place. It is awarded extensive coverage in the media, particularly the print press. Major competitions, often held in the country’s biggest stadiums on public holidays, are televised. These events are spectacles which combine sport, music, dance, and showmanship. Star heavyweight champions take on stage names like “Tyson,” “Mohamed Ali,” “Saddam,” and “Bombardier.” They have huge followings and their careers are closely chronicled in the tabloid press. Like sports stars everywhere they are solicited by corporations to sponsor products. Some champion wrestlers have become involved in politics.
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Combatants engage in the traditional style of Senegalese wrestling. Senegalese wrestling originated among the Serer people as a means of preparing men for war. (klublu/iStockPhoto.com)

Football

Senegal’s most popular sport, after wrestling, is football (American soccer). Senegalese football has two different layers. There are the official premier and minor leagues, organized on a professional basis, and there are the nawetaan clubs that are organized by local associations. The official leagues set up soon after independence suffer from low salaries and chronic underinvestment in infrastructure. They have, however, been very successful as stepping-stones for lucrative international careers. Many of Senegal’s top players—El-Hadji Diouf, Henri Camara, Mamadou Niang, Guirane Ndaw—play for French and English premier league teams.

The local nawetaan clubs constitute the grass-roots of Senegalese football. The term nawetaan was first used early in the early 20th century to designate the migrant agricultural laborers who traveled the peanut basin during the rainy season. These young men created self-help associations to maintain good cheer in difficult situations and to protect their interests whenever possible. One of their favorite activities was the organization of football matches. In the 1960s, due partly to rural–urban migration, nawetaan football clubs began to appear in Senegalese cities. Today there are over 2,000 local nawetaan clubs across the country. They rely almost entirely on local resources; merchants, shopkeepers, small and medium-sized businesses, etc., donate uniforms, trophies, and small cash prizes.

Festivals and Holidays

Most public holidays in Senegal are religious in nature and all the principal Muslim and Christian holidays are observed. The main Sunni Muslim festivals are observed according to sanctioned Islamic practice. The Muslim year consists of 12 lunar months and is 11 days shorter than the solar year. Muslim festivals therefore advance a bit from one year to the next in relation to the seasons and the civic calendar.

The most important Muslim holy day is Tabaski (Eid al-Adha or Eid al-Kabir in Arabic), held on 10 Dhû-l-Hijjah. Tabaski corresponds to the culmination of the hajj pilgrimage to the holy places in Mecca. It commemorates the Prophet Abraham, who would have sacrificed his son Ismael at the command of God had a ram not materialized instead. As everywhere else in the Muslim world, every head of household must slaughter a ram on this occasion. Sheep are purchased in the days and weeks prior to the holiday and are fattened up for the event. For many poor families the buying of a sheep constitutes a great expense, while wealthy families will sacrifice several rams. The day’s commemoration begins with a collective mid-morning prayer that all men attend. The prayer is held outdoors, on a designated prayer ground. When the men return home from prayer, they will sacrifice the sheep. The sheep are immediately skinned and butchered, and some grilled meat will be consumed for lunch. The afternoon and evening will be devoted to socializing. Relatives, friends, and neighbors visit. Gifts and dishes of food are offered to poorer relatives and neighbors. Children are given pocket money to buy candy.

The second major Muslim holy day is Korite (Eid al-Fitr in Arabic). Held on 1 Shawwal, it marks the end of the holy month of Ramadan. Ramadan is the month of fasting and abnegation. Its observation is one of the “five pillars” of Muslim practice. During the entire month no food or drink can be consumed from the first light of day until the sun sets in the evening. Neither is sexual activity or smoking permitted during the entire day. Muslim believers are supposed to use the daylight hours to reflect on the hold material and carnal desires have on the human spirit and to contemplate God. People refrain from anger and irritability and attempt to make peace with those around them. They abandon frivolous entertainment and spend more time praying. The breaking of the fast each day occurs at sundown when a light meal is served. A larger meal is served later in the evening. Non-Muslims, foreigners, and tourists are not bound to fast but are expected to maintain decorum by not eating, drinking, or smoking in public during the day. Ramadan is an austere month. It is a time to be with the family. Very little socializing occurs. Restaurants and bars are closed. No music or dance parties are organized.


Touba

Touba is Senegal’s most important Sufi city. With nearly a million inhabitants, it is the country’s second largest city. It was founded in 1887 by Sheikh Ahmadou Bamba Mbacké in a moment of mystic illumination. Since then it has grown as the seat of the Muridiyya order that he established. The city’s skyline is dominated by the Great Mosque with its famous central minaret (called Lamp Fall) that rises at its center. Touba is a Muslim holy city renowned for the quality of Arabic instruction. There are countless Koranic schools and several institutes of higher Islamic education. It is also famous for its pilgrimages, the main one being the Grand Màggal (held on 18 Safar) that attracts well over a million people each year. The Murid order has promoted and controlled the growth of Touba since its founding. It is the Sufi order, rather than state institutions, that has laid out its streets, allotted residential subdivisions, distributed water, and built schools, hospitals, markets, and the like according to Muslim Sufi principles.



The month ends with the Korite feast. When the new moon of Shawwal is spotted in the evening sky, people know that the following day will be Korite. As with Tabaski, the day begins with a collective mid-morning prayer at the prayer ground, to which men wear new or freshly laundered grands boubous. This is followed by a large family lunch where many special dishes are served. The afternoon and evening is time to visit relatives and neighbors. People ask for each other’s forgiveness, so that any relations strained in the previous year can get off to a fresh start. Candy and sweets are offered. Children are given coins. By nighttime music and dancing have resumed after the month long abstention. Social visits continue over the next few days as well, until all obligations have been honored.

Tamxarit marks the Muslim new year. Technically, the Muslim year begins on 1 Muharram, but its celebration in Senegal is held on the 10th day of that month (equivalent to Ashura in Arabic). Tamxarit is not so much a holy day as a very popular national civic holiday. A traditional meal of Moroccan-style couscous, served with beef or chicken, is prepared. The night belongs to the children. They get dressed up in adult clothes and take to the streets, going door-to-door asking for money and treats. This is the taajabóon, an old tradition that has become attached to a date on the Muslim calendar. As with American Halloween, not just children but young people celebrate taajabóon with dress-up parties.

The Mawlud celebration, on 12 Rabî’ al-Awwal, commemorates the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad. The Mawlud is a very religious affair and is especially celebrated within the Sufi orders. Most of the commemoration consists of all-night vigils held in mosques and zâwiyas. Separate circles of male and female disciples recite poems in honor of the Prophet. While all Sufi groups celebrate the Mawlud, it is particularly important to the Tijaniyya. The Tijani city of Tivaouane holds a major pilgrimage, called the Gàmmu, which attracts well over 1 million disciples.

Other important Sufi commemorations in Senegal include the Ngénte Gàmmu, the Laylat al-Qadr, and the Night of mid-Sha’bân. The Ngénte Gàmmu commemorates the “naming” (aqiqa) of the Prophet Muhammad a week after his birth (20 Rabî’ al-Awwal). This holiday is especially celebrated by the Kounta-Qadiriyyah order, which holds a major pilgrimage in Ndiassane. The Laylat al-Qadr, or “Night of Power,” occurs on a specially determined night during Ramadan and commemorates the “sending down” of the Koran by God to humanity. It is celebrated by the holding of all-night poetry and Koranic recitations in mosques. The Night of mid-Sha’bân (14th–15th of Sha’bân) has many esoteric significations for Sufis. Like other “holy nights” it is celebrated with much prayer and recitation. A major pilgrimage is held in the Murid city of Darou Mousty on that occasion.

Senegal’s largest Sufi celebration is Touba’s Grand Màggal. It is held each year on 18 Safar. Over a million Murid pilgrims, along with high-ranking government officials and diplomats, congregate on the holy city for the three-day commemoration. Apart from the Grand Màggal, Touba host a number of smaller màggals throughout the year. Moreover, the secondary Murid shrine-towns—Darou Mousty, Mbacké Kayor, Darou Salam, and Porokhane—also organize annual màggals, and lesser Murid pilgrimages are held in Saint Louis and Dakar as well. Some of these latter events are held according to the Christian calendar, not the Muslim one. Similarly, the 10-day spiritual retreat at Daaka, organized by the Tijaniyya of Madina Gounass, is held each year in April. It attracts between 600,000 and 700,000 pilgrims from across Senegal, neighboring countries, and overseas.

Christian holidays are also celebrated in Senegal. Christmas and Easter week are the main holy days for Catholics. They are celebrated in church, with masses, and are major family events. Feasts are prepared for these occasions, and they give rise to socializing and visits to relatives. Jesus, who is recognized as one of God’s great prophets by Muslims generally, is held in particularly high esteem by the Layène Sufi order. Consequently, they hold a pilgrimage at their shrine in Cambérène every Christmas day. The main Catholic pilgrimage in Senegal is held at Popenguine (Petite Côte) on Pentecost.

Senegal’s most important civic holiday is Independence Day, April 4. While there are some official aspects to the commemoration, such as the president’s televised address to the nation, April 4 is a very popular celebration. Dance parties are organized locally, by neighborhood and street associations, and huge pop concerts are held in stadiums. Local football matches and wrestling championships are also held on Independence Day.

Music and Dance

All of Senegal’s ethnic groups express themselves through a combination of music, orature (poetry, narratives to music), and dancing supported by music-making. Today, these traditions continue to infuse pop music.

Traditional Music

Traditional music-making employs a number of string and percussion instruments. The most important of these is a plucked lute called the xalam in Wolof. There are several varieties of xalam; most have five strings. The resonators are of wood with stretched skin surfaces. A smaller, single-stringed bowed lute, called the riti, is used for some griot songs. In Mandika culture it is the kora harp-lute that serves this purpose. The kora can have up to 21 strings. In Senegal, it used to be used only in the Casamance but, as Malian music has acquired worldwide fame, it is increasingly being used for playing traditional music all across the country. The principal percussion instrument is the small tama drum. Made of wood, the tama has an hourglass shape. Tension on the skin striking surfaces at each end is procured from a mesh of bracing ropes. The drum is played in the armpit. The pressure exerted on the ropes by the arm of the player determines the tone of the skin, which is struck with a short stick. Because of the great variety of tones produced by the tama, it is also called the “talking drum.” A variety of other drum types, large and small, are used to produce rhythm. The sabar is worn at the hip, suspended from the shoulder on a strap. It is the favored instrument of women’s dance parties, called tànn-béer. The jembe, of Mandinka origin, is played between the knees. Like the kora, its world renown as a West African instrument has led to its increased use in Senegalese music.

There are three traditional genres of music. First are the solo works, when a griot plucks a xalam or bows a riti to accompany his narrative. Women griots never play instruments; they always sing to the accompaniment of male musicians. Second come performances by groups, orchestras, or bands. Both strings and percussion are used to accompany the singer, who is also a griot. The third type consists of percussion bands, drummers who produce music specifically for dancing, without vocals.

Both the singing and the drumming traditions have done well under modern pop conditions, and artists of griot origin continue to drive music production, as well as the making of the instruments themselves. The first to develop the pop genre in drumming, in the 1970s, was Doudou Ndiaye Rose (b. 1928). Currently, nearly all of Senegal’s top female vocalists—Fatou Gewel, Kiné Lam, and Ndèye Mbaye—are griots. They sing praise songs to the accompaniment of male backup vocalists, dancers, and drummers.

Pop Genres

The evolution of Senegalese music during the 20th century was marked by two developments: the influence of various African American and Latin American genres, and the growth of mass-mediated pop music. Every major 20th century African American musical genre, from blues to rap, has impacted Senegalese music.

Vocal melisma, wavy intonations and soulfulness, bind American blues to the West African griot tradition from which much of it may have sprung. Jazz exerted an especially determining influence on emerging Senegalese pop. Recordings of Afro-Cuban jazz called rumba began to be played on Senegalese radio in the 1930s and the genre became immensely popular. The main novelty of jazz for the Senegalese musical tradition was the introduction of brass wind instruments like the trumpet, trombone, and saxophone. By the 1950s jazz bands in Saint Louis, singing in Spanish, were producing their own versions of Cuban hits, while Dakar’s neighborhood dance clubs served as venues for local orchestras. Senegal’s jazz era is best represented by Aminata Fall (1942–2002), lead singer of Star Jazz, Saint Louis’s top jazz orchestra in the 1950s. Later, she added gospel and blues to her repertoire. Likewise, calypso, rhythm and blues, and soul were integrated, in turn, to the local repertoires of Senegal’s jazz bands. In the 1970s, Dakar’s premier dance band, Orchestre Baobab, fused Afro-Cuban sound with traditional Senegalese rhythms. Jazz remains an important genre today. An international jazz festival has been held annually in Saint Louis since 1992.

Mbalax and Yele

In the 1970s, Dakar’s dance bands began fusing the horns and guitars of jazz and rock with traditional drum rhythms to create a hybrid urban genre called mbalax. Mbalax is characterized by syncopated sabar drumming and “vocals” provided by the tama talking drum. The greatest master of mbalax has been Youssou Ndour (b. 1959). His first big hit, with Diamono, one of Dakar’s top 70s bands, was Xalis (Money), recorded in 1979. It made him a star in France as well as Senegal. In subsequent years the jazzy horns and keyboard were progressively reduced and the tama and sabar drums were brought to the fore. Mbalax became the music of 1980s youth. Its lyrics spoke directly to their experiences with relationships, family, money, and so forth, and it did so in their own urban street idiom.

Two other internationally renowned singers, Ismael Lô and Baaba Maal, rose to greatness on an mbalax foundation. Ismael Lô (b. 1956) first studied art in Dakar before joining Super Diamono, one of the successor jazz bands to Diamono, in 1979. His music is more folk than dance and his preferred instruments are the harmonica and the acoustic guitar. His soulful signature 1988 hit Taajabóon set the tone for a slew of subsequent internationally released recordings. Baaba Maal (b. 1953) considers himself the cultural ambassador of the Futa Toro and the voice of the Halpulaaren. His electric music has explored the Futa’s dance traditions, yele in particular, and fused them with reggae, soul, and hip-hop. Along with guitarist Mansour Seck, Baaba Maal first recorded Djaam Leelii in 1984. This acoustic recording of traditional ballads is now considered classic yele. Baaba Maal then created a band called Daande Leñol, which has produced a steady string of hit electric recordings, beginning with “Wango” (1988), a song about the caste system that he breached when he became a professional singer. He also continues to record tradition-inspired acoustic music like Baayo (1991).

Rap

Rap (hip-hop) emerged as the new youth genre in the mid-1990s. Senegalese rap, while embracing the American rap esthetic, is more akin to French rap in terms of content. Senegalese rappers especially eschew the violence and sexism of U.S. rap. Their lyrics are highly politicized and Senegalese rappers consider themselves popular educators as well as entertainers. They rap directly and openly about drugs, sex, poverty, school, and authority, as well as about global issues.

The first Senegalese rap group to achieve successes was PBS (Positive Black Soul). The group aimed to promote “positivity” in response to daily problems. It rapped about maintaining a healthy body and getting an education. The title of its first cassette recording, Bul Faale (1994), came to designate the post-mbalax generation. Bul faale (translates as “So what,” or “Who cares”) was adopted as a label and style by a new generation of disenfranchised jobless youth. They used rap to openly challenge the conservative mores of their parents. Rap remains the most political form of music produced and performed in Senegal today. One all-female group, called Alif (Attaque Libératoire de l’Infanterie Féministe), combines rap with sabar rhythms to rap about issues like incest and the exploitation of rural girls as house maids in cities. Akon, a Senegalese-American rapper, has had great success on both sides of the Atlantic since 2004. Dakar is Senegal’s rap capital. Large-scale concerts that bring together Senegalese, American, and French rappers are frequently organized. There are currently over 3,000 active rap “crews” in the Dakar area.

Dance

Dance is part of the fabric of everyday life in Senegal. People dance at home, during family and neighborly gatherings, as well as at public events. Dance is especially important for women’s sociability and expression. The tànn-béer is a type of impromptu street party that women in Saint Louis organize. Dance is also the main feature of the nightlife and clubbing that thrive in Dakar and a few other large cities. Dance floors are highly competitive, with clubs rivaling to present top DJs and dancers rivaling to show off new dance moves.

As a performing art, dance owes much to this popular practice. Senegal’s National Ballet was one of the first cultural institutions to be set up by President Senghor following independence. The works the National Ballet produces are original and draw extensively from Senegal’s diverse regional dance traditions. The ballet has toured the world acting as a cultural ambassador for the country. Other Senegalese ballet troops include Mudra Afrique (1977–1983) set up in collaboration with French choreographer Maurice Béjart. Its first director was the Franco-Beninese choreographer Germaine Acogny (b. 1944), who later founded the Compagnie Jant-bi dance troop and who greatly contributed to the teaching of dance at the École des Sables in Toubab Dialaw.

Visual Art

The visual arts in Senegal are produced and experienced in diverse ways. While some painting and sculpture is created in studios to be presented in galleries and exhibitions, much art is popular in nature, being produced and viewed as part of everyday life.

Street Art

A variety of murals adorn businesses, homes, mosques, schools, buses, and trucks. These depictions extend well beyond the need for advertisement and signage. Most murals have a religious theme and relate quite specifically to one or another of Senegal’s Sufi orders. The image of a local holy man on a building, business, or vehicle will identify the owner as a member of that specific Sufi order. It will also bring baraka, or God’s blessings, to the premises.

Public murals may also be didactic, reminding passers-by not to waste water, telling children to play safely, warning against the dangers of drug use, and the like. These types of murals proliferated in September 1990 with the Set Setal movement when, following torrential rains, Dakar’s young people spontaneously began to “clean up” (set setal) city streets. The murals and sculptures they created in the process, often by reusing garbage, dealt with social and political themes such as corruption, health, education, and good neighborliness.

While, for the most part, Dakar’s street artists remain anonymous, some, such as Tafaa Seck, Pape Diop, and Pape Mamadou Samb (better known as “Papisto Boy,” died 2014), have established reputations in the art world. Papisto Boy used the very long, blank walls of the city’s industrial neighborhoods as canvases for large complex figural compositions that juxtapose Senegalese figures with figures of African empowerment and Third World liberation.

Sculpture and Glass Painting

Senegal does not have the kind of strong sculptural tradition typical of Guinea, southern Mali, or Cote D’Ivoire, where masks and wooden figures are religious objects. Nonetheless, the country produces such works for the tourists market at home as well as for export. In addition to a variety of masks, wooden sculptures include Dogon granary doors, Senufo anthropomorphic statues, and Bamana animal headdresses. Tall, slender “colonial figurines” representing a variety of colonial officials, painted in bright colors, are also produced for tourists. The workshops are small, consisting at most of two or three artists and an apprentice or two.

Sous-verre glass painting constitutes the second major category of tourist art. The sous-verre technique requires painting a picture on the reverse side of a pane of glass. Introduced to Senegal by Lebanese and Moroccan merchants in the late 19th century, sous-verre started out as a pious art form. The genre was dominated by religious themes: portraits of Sufi saints, biblical or Koranic scenes. By the time of independence, artists had begun producing scenes of village life, family events, market scenes, and so on as tourist souvenirs. The best-known artist of that era was Gora Mbengue (1931–1988). Since then, changing tastes and trends have impacted the themes explored. The 1970s works include portraits of Bob Marley and Che Guevara; and pan-African and Rastafarian themes and colors were forefronted. In the 1990s formally trained artists such as Germaine Anta Gaye (b. 1953), Sérigne Ndiaye, Abdoulay Thiam, Babacar Ly, and Mamadou Gaye invested in the genre, innovating in both technique and subject matter. Sous-verre artists are now exhibiting in Dakar’s top art galleries as well in galleries in Europe.

Studio Art, Painting and Sculpture

Studio arts benefited greatly from state patronage during the Senghor era. The First World Festival of Negro Arts, held in Dakar in 1966, was followed by a flurry of state investments in arts institutes like the École des Arts in Dakar. One of the early achievements was the Manufactures Sénegalaises des Arts Décoratifs, established in Thiès. It became famous for large, handwoven tapestries. The most well-known artists of the independence generation are Iba Ndiaye (b. 1928), known for his jazz-inspired oil paintings; Papa Ibra Tall (b. 1935), who explored rhythm and African symbolism in painting and tapestry; Alpha Walid Diallo (b. 1927), who depicted historical events inspired by griot orature; and Mor Faye (1947–1984), painter of modern, abstract oil paintings.

The next generation of professional artists has been less concerned with Senegalese and African identity and more tuned to global art trends. Viyé Diba (b. 1954) “manufactures” his paintings and sculptures with locally woven cotton fabrics and recycled materials. Sérigne M’Baye Camara (b. 1958), also both a painter and a sculptor, explores the human form across materials. Amadou Khalis Leye paints with construction materials like asphalt, tar, and sand. Moussa Tine (b. 1953) is master at “sculpture paintings,” pictorial compositions in relief metal sheets. Moustapha Dimé (1952–1998) specialized in the sculptural reuse of discarded material, such as metal and wood jetsam from the ocean.

Senegal’s best-known sculptor, Ousmane Sow (b. 1935), creates compositions of larger-than-life human figures. His huge composite metal sculptural tableaux include Nuba Wrestlers (1988), The Maasai (1989), The Zulu (1990), The Peuhl (1991), The Battle of Little Bighorn (1998) and The Bronzes (2000). He has also produced public art, creating the Woman with Flute sculpture for Dakar’s Porte du Millénaire monument in 2001 as well as statues for French cities. Other sculptors include Babacar Sédikh Traoré Diop, who works with stone; Guibril André Diop; and Papa Youssou Ndiaye, who works exclusively with metal.

Currently, Senegal’s premier arts forum is Dakar’s Biennale, called Dak’Art. First organized in 1990, it aims to advance the works of contemporary African artists but it also attracts diaspora painters and sculptors from Europe, Asia, and the Americas for a month of exhibits and conferences.

Cinema

Senegalese cinema owes much to Ousmane Sembène (1923–2007), who has been called the “father of African cinema.” Sembène was a prolific writer as well as a major film director. Though his early French-language novels were critically successful, Sembène was keenly aware of their limited impact, given the depth of illiteracy in Senegal. Sembène pioneered grassroots cinema in Africa. He employed nonprofessional actors and distributed his films by touring the countryside himself, setting up his screen and projector on village squares at night. His first film, Borom Saret (1963), related a day in the life of a horse-and-buggy for rent in Dakar’s poor Médina neighborhood. Poverty and the oppression of the poor were also dealt with in his subsequent films. La noire de… (1966), Manda-bi (1968), and Xala (1974). Sembène later turned to Senegal’s history for material. Emitai (1971) looks at the resistance of the Jula of the Casamance to colonial authority, while Ceddo (1977) deals with the struggle between the warrior aristocracy and the Muslim clerics. The important role of women as historical agents is highlighted in both films. Camp de Thiaroye (1987) recounts the 1944 mutiny of African troops stationed in Thiaroye, near Dakar. With the political satire Guelwaar (1992), Sembène returned to critique of neocolonialism.

Architecture and Housing

Traditional Architecture and Housing

Traditional building practices in Senegal employ relatively perishable materials such as straw, thatch, reeds, wood, and earth. Earthen walls, built of banco (sun-dried bricks of mud and straw) or pisé (earth that has been rammed into a wooden coffer frame until it sets) offer great thermal insulation, staying cool all day and warm all night. Likewise, thatch roofing is lightweight and insulates the interior from the sun’s heat. Both materials necessitate regular maintenance but are locally available, renewable resources. Modern construction materials like cement brick and corrugated sheet metal are replacing the traditional ones. They are relatively low maintenance compared to earth and thatch, but they offer none of the insulating benefits of traditional building materials and, unlike these, they are expensive and have to be purchased.

The traditional house is a compound, an enclosed space housing one family in a variety of buildings. Within the compound, each wife in a polygamous household will have her own house, with a bedroom, storage space, and a kitchen area. Older children and married sons will also have their own houses. In rural areas compounds also included granaries, henhouses, and livestock pens. The open spaces within the compound are used for household activities such as cooking, cleaning, eating, child rearing, and the entertaining of guests. If the central courtyard does not have a shade tree, a light gazebo-like shelter called an mbaar will be built to provide shade for these activities.

The architecture of Toucouleur towns and villages, on the banks of the Senegal River, has much in common, stylistically and technologically, with the well-known “Sudanese” architecture of Mali’s Niger Bend. Toucouleur villages are compact; compounds are contiguous with each other and form streets. Built of banco, the rectangular buildings are flat-roofed and have verandas. The facades facing the inner courtyard are decorated with patterned geometric openings that limit the amount of light and air let into the interiors.

Other regional house types include the Peul tent, the Jula “doughnut” house and the veranda house introduced by the Portuguese. In the pastoral areas inhabited by the Peul, settlements were mobile. Domed tents built of curved wooden ribs, supported by posts and covered by reed mats would be set up wherever was suitable for grazing. The round Jula house, built of pisé, is all in one piece, with up to 15 rooms surrounded by a veranda and capped by a single thatch roof. The rooms open onto the central courtyard. The veranda house, where an alignment of rooms is fronted by a veranda, was first developed on the Guinea coast. As this house type diffused inland it was integrated into existing compound architecture.

Colonial and Official Architecture

Senegal’s colonial-era architectural heritage begins in the 16th century with the veranda house, introduced by Portuguese and Lançado traders on the coast of Guinea. In the 18th century, merchants in Gorée and Saint Louis developed the two-story courtyard house. The ground floor around the courtyard held storage rooms for goods, a kitchen, and sleeping quarters for house slaves and domestics. The upper floor was reserved for the merchant’s family. Such imported building materials as baked bricks and roof tiles were often used. The famous “Slave House” in Gorée (built 1786), now a museum and memorial to the slave trade, is an example of this type of house.

Colonial architecture spread inland in the late 19th century. Administrative or residential buildings were erected according to standard plans employed in all tropical colonies. Public buildings were built as isolated structures in the center of large plots lushly planted with trees. They generally had two stories; both the ground and upper floor being completely surrounded by verandas that shaded the walls from direct sun. As far as possible, the rooms inside opened at both ends to ensure maximum cross ventilation. Many of Dakar’s surviving older government buildings, such as the Chamber of Commerce and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, are of this type.

In the mid-1930s official architectural policy changed. The “Neo-Sudanic” style, loosely based on the architectural vocabulary of the historic Malian cities of Jenne and Timbuktu, was adopted for public buildings across French West Africa. The basic plan of the typical colonial building was not really altered. Only the composition of its facades and its ornamentation were changed. Tapering buttresses and pinnacles punctuated the facades and the skyline, as did prominent protruding gargoyles; and stylized art deco versions of traditional geometric patterns were incorporated around windows. In Dakar, the Pasteur Institute, the Museum of African Art, the Maternity Ward of the Dantec Hospital, Sandaga Market, and the Policlinic in Médina neighborhood are surviving examples of this short-lived style.

Following World War II the “high modern,” or “international,” style dominated official architecture. Good examples of this are the 11-story Administrative Building across the street from the presidential palace, built to house a growing civil service, and the National Assembly (Senegal’s parliament building), on Soweto Square. Senegal acceded to independence at a time when the international style was associated with notions of modernity and progress, and Senegal embraced it officially. It was adopted for all the new state’s public buildings, including Dakar’s Palais de Justice (1959; now closed because of structural weaknesses), and the Musée d’Art Dynamique (1966; now the Court of Appeals).

Urban Housing

Under colonial rule, African subjects did not generally benefit from the colonial architecture. The still largely rural population continued to build according to traditional practices. People who moved to the towns had to adapt their rural architectural techniques to the new environment and materials. They built their compounds in the allotments allocated to them by the authorities. Since independence, urban housing has followed global trends; multiunit apartment blocks and single-family detached “villas” constitute the two most common types in the “formal” housing sector.

Access to affordable housing is a critical issue in Senegal. Senegal’s population is increasing at 2.5 percent per year, and rural–urban migration is bringing more people to the cities. Despite publicly funded housing programs, backed by International Organizations and NGOs, the housing needs of the poor are still not being met. Though it is difficult to quantify, some estimate that 30 percent of Dakar’s population for example, which represents nearly 1 million people, lives in shantytowns such as Diamaguen and Yeumbeul. These shantytowns were originally built of precarious and flimsy construction material: metal sheeting, plastic sheets, cardboard, recycled planks, and such. Over time however, they have “hardened.” As shantytown residents earn money they rebuild their houses in cement and start adding floors, hook them up to electricity, and so forth. No longer composed of shanties, these densely populated slum neighborhoods have a skeletal water distribution and sewerage systems and precarious connections to the electric grid. They are also deficient in schools and health centers.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Senegal’s literary tradition is rooted in three main sources: the country’s rich orature, Islamic scholarship, and the long French colonial experience. The oral traditions of Senegal’s various ethnic groups and historic kingdoms provide many of the narrative modes for contemporary novels, plays, and films. Arabic was Senegal’s first literary language and is still used for religious poetry. Most of Senegal’s modern literature is in French, and until 1960 most of it was being written in Paris, not in Senegal itself.

Oral Traditions of the Griots

Senegal’s oral traditions were developed and transmitted by a specific professional caste, that of the griots (géwél in Wolof). Griots composed stories and recited them to the accompaniment of music. They have been called “praise singers” and “bards.” Senegal’s modern-day griots call themselves “traditional communicators” and are represented by a national professional association.

Historically, griots were attached to specific lineages, or to the royal courts. Their stories would be tailored to the needs of a particular audience and occasion. Griots were jealous of their specialized knowledge and transmitted it secretly, within the family, from one generation to the next. Both men and women were griots.

The griot tradition has provided much of what today’s historians know of precolonial history and politics. In the early 20th century, several griots wrote summaries of their historical narratives, either in French (Yoro Dyao’s Chronicles of Kayor and Alioune Sarr’s History of Sine-Saloum) or in Wolof (Assane Marokhaya Samb’s Essay on the History of Kayor).

Nowadays, celebrated griots are invited to discuss Senegal’s history on radio and TV. Moreover, the “entertainment” dimension of the griot tradition is still a powerful force in show business and pop culture. Some of Senegal’s most successful contemporary female singers, such as Maada Thiam, Fatou Guewel, and Kiné Lam, come from griot families. Whereas griots used to sing of brave warriors and heroic kings, today they sing the praises of Senegal’s famous Sufi sheikhs.

Literature in Arabic and Wolofal

Literacy in Arabic must have appeared in Senegal at the same time as Islam itself. Books in Arabic, related to the religious sciences, imported from north of the Sahara, were circulating in Senegal by the 17th century and were used for pedagogical purposes. The oldest surviving works in Arabic by a Senegalese author were written by a famous 19th-century scholar and judge, Kali Madiakhaté Kala (1835–1902), chief justice at the court of King Lat Dior. He wrote religious poetry, in both Arabic and Wolof, as well as political treatises.

The next generation of Senegalese authors to compose original works in Arabic consisted of Sufi sheikhs. The most prolific Sufi writer was one of Kali Madiakhaté Kala’s students, Sheikh Ahmadou Bamba Mbacké, founder of the Murid order. Ahmadou Bamba wrote dozens of odes (a poetic form called qasîdah in Arabic) on a wide range of religious themes that are widely known and recited by Murids during collective evening events, called njàng. Other Senegalese Sufi poets who composed in Arabic include Al-Hajj Malick Sy (1855–1922), Al-Hajj Ahmadou Momar Niass (1881–1957), Al-Hajj Abdoul Aziz Sy (1904–1997), Sheikh Hadi Touré (1894–1979), and his sons Abdoul Aziz and Malick.

Not all of Senegal’s Arabic-language literature is poetic, or even religious. Moussa Kamara (1863–1943) wrote a number of important historical essays about his homeland, Futa Toro, and about Sufi institutions and leaders of the 19th century. These works include Zuhûr al-Basâtîn (written in 1924–1925) as well as a text in Pulaar, the Tarih Hayri Labi. His contemporary, Sheikh Mbacké Bousso (1864–1945) was a major intellectual of the Murid order and wrote numerous political essays in Arabic. Much of the work of these two authors has been translated into French.

One of the spin-off effects of literacy in Arabic has been the development of literature in national languages, Pulaar and Wolof in particular, through use of an adapted form of the Arabic alphabet called the ‘ajâmî script. The Wolof version of this alphabet is called Wolofal. It was in use prior the French colonization and continues to be used today in religious contexts despite the fact that normative Wolof is now written in a derivative Latin alphabet. Both Sheikh Hadi Touré and Al-Hajj Abdoul Aziz Sy, mentioned above for their Arabic poetry, also wrote odes in Wolof, as did Khali Madiakhaté Kala. The most famous Wolofal poet was Sheikh Moussa Ka (1891–1966). Barzakh and Jazâ’ Sakûr constitute his major works. Other “Wolofalkats” (the term used to designate Wolof poets) include Mbaye Diakhaté, More Khaïré (1869–1951), Samba Diarra Mbaye (1870–1917), Cheikh Fall Trahir, and Sokhna Maïmouna Mbacké (1926–2000). Wolofal poems circulate mostly in audio form, recited on cassettes, rather than in print.

French Intellectual Culture

The third source of contemporary Senegalese cultural expression is French. The first Senegalese authors of French-language literature: Amadou Ndiaye Dugay Cledor (1886–1937), Amadou Mapathe Diagne (1890–1976), and Bakary Diallo (1892–1980) did most of their writing in Paris between the two world wars. They wrote novels, short stories, and books for children that, to various degrees, expressed support for the colonial system and the benefits of French civilization. A more critical stance was adopted by Massyla Diop (1885–1932) and his brother Birago (1906–1989). Massyla Diop wrote poems and novels, as well as editing a Parisian literary journal in the 1920s in which he advocated the rehabilitation of African values and traditions. Birago Diop wrote poetry inspired by the tales of Senegalese griots and was a member of the intellectual circle that produced the Negritude movement. This circle included his compatriots Ousmane Socé Diop (1911–1961) and Léopold Sédar Senghor (1906–2001) as well as Aimé Césaire from Martinique, Léon Damas from French Guyana, and Jacques Rabemananjara of Madagascar.

Contemporary Literature

Literary production flourished in Dakar following Senegal’s independence. Authors included Malick Fall (1920–1978), Lamine Diakhaté (1928–1987), Cheikh Aliou Ndao (b. 1933), Abdou Anta Ka (b. 1931), and Amadou Traore Diop (b. 1944). These authors passed freely between genres—novels, short stories, poetry, and theater—and they built on the methods of negritude by drawing inspiration from various traditional themes from Senegal’s precolonial history. They were, however, also concerned with the pressing issues of their generation, issues such as rural–urban migration, urban alienation, Cold War confrontations, and the continued struggle of most Senegalese to put food on the table each day.

The works of Senegal’s first woman author, Annette Mbaye d’Erneville (b. 1926), also date from the independence period. In 1957 she helped create Femmes de soleil (later rebaptized Awa), Senegal’s first women’s magazine, and then began writing poems and children’s stories, a literary activity she continues to pursue today. Two authors of the independence generation have received much international acclaim: Cheikh Hamidou Kane (b. 1928) and Ousmane Sembène (1923–2007). Both authored rather autobiographical works early in their careers.

In the 1980s a new, postindependence generation of authors, novelists, playwrights and poets emerged. The best known of these are women: Mariama Ba (d. 1981) and Aminata Sow Fall (b. 1941). Since 1985 the latter has directed the Centre Africain d’Animation et d’Echanges Culturels and the Khoudia publishing house, both based in Dakar. Other Senegalese women authors include the novelists Nafissatou Diallo (1941–1981) and Myriam Warner Vieyra, and poets Kiné Kirama Fall and Fatou Ndiaye Sow.

Media

Newspapers and Magazines

Print journalism has a long history in Senegal, having thrived in Saint Louis and Dakar during the colonial period. Many of the newspapers of the time were affiliated to particular political parties, a feature that continued to characterize the Senegalese press until the 1970s. Senegal currently has five daily newspapers, all of them based in Dakar. Le Soleil is the oldest of them. It was originally government owned but is now privatized. Sud Quotidien and Wal Fadjri were set up in the early 1990s by journalists with close ties to Sufi orders: Sud Quotidien (originally Sud Hebdo as it was a weekly) by Murids and Wal Fadjri (also originally a weekly) by Tijanis. Le Quotidien, another private daily, was created in 2003 by a group of lawyers and professionals associated with Avenir Communication media group, while l’Observateur belongs to the Futurs Media group.

In addition to these dailies, there are a number of thinner, eight-page tabloids, such as L’Actuel, Le Populaire, and Express News, which reserve as much space to the coverage of sports as they do to current political affairs. Another print media genre consists of glossy women’s magazines that appear on a weekly or monthly basis. They cover fashion, the social agenda, the lives of celebrities, and such, but also health and legal issues of importance to women.

Broadcast Media

The state exercised a monopoly on radio and TV broadcasting in the first three decades after independence. Only a single government-run radio and TV station, Radio-Télévision du Sénégal (RTS), operated. Liberalization of the communications sector since the 1990s has led to a burgeoning of private channels. The private commercial print press was the first to successfully apply for radio broadcast licenses. In 1994 Sud FM (part of the Sud Quotidien group) and WalFM (part of the Walf Fadjri group) both opened radio stations in Dakar, and then in some of the larger regional capitals such as Kaolack and Ziguinchor. Radio Futurs Médias (Futurs Média group) followed suite. Government-owned RTS has also opened regional radio stations across Senegal.

Community-based radio stations have also burgeoned. Radio Penc Mi, a community radio station aimed at farmers began broadcasting from the Agricultural Institute in Bambey in 1996, while Radio Oxy-Jeunes began broadcasting from Pikine in 1999.

Liberalization affected TV broadcasting starting in the early 2000 when RTS2, the second national channel, was privatized. The number of private TV channels has steadily increased since, and several international media groups, French and South African, have obtained licenses to operate stations. Satellite dishes give Senegalese viewers access to hundreds of European and Middle Eastern channels.

New ICTs

The broad diffusion of cell phone and Internet use over the past two decades has had major impacts on society. Previously, landline telephones were an expensive luxury. Many villages had not a single phone. Even in cities, in households wealthy enough to own a telephone, phone use was expensive and restricted. Cell phones have transformed this landscape as the networks of rival providers expand. Few villages are now out of range. While there are cyber cafes in every town, access to personal computers remains a luxury and Internet use limited to the literate. Nonetheless, Senegal’s online public sphere, conducted mostly in Wolof, is a lively forum for debating current affairs. Finally, Dakar has easy access to the submarine fiber optic cables that encircle Africa and connect it to Europe, Asia, and South America. The customer service call center sector that has developed there is another manifestation of the impact new ICTs are having.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Victoria

Major Cities: Victoria, Mahe

Population: 90,000

Languages: French, English, and Creole

Government Type: Multiparty Democracy

Ethnic Groups: Afro-Seychellois, French Seychellois, British Seychellois, Chinese Seychellois, Arab (Middle East) Seychellois

Religions: Catholicism (82 percent); Anglicanism (6 percent); Seventh-day Adventist (1.1 percent); other Christian (3.4 percent, includes Baptist, Assemblies of God, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and other Christian sects); Islam (1.1 percent); Hinduism (2.1 percent); Baha’i and others (2 percent); unspecified (1.5 percent)



Introduction

The Republic of Seychelles, sometimes called the Seychelles Islands or the Islands of Seychelles, is a beautiful archipelago off the East African coast. It lies in the Indian Ocean near Mauritius, of which it was once a part. It was part of the French colony of Mauritius up until 1903, when the British took over the islands. Seychelles has a population of 90,000. Since winning independence from Britain in 1976, Mauritius has been known for its tourist attractions, as well as its role in British and Victorian history. Indeed, the islands housed political prisoners and exiles, and their families, from Palestine, Cyprus, Malaysia, the Maldives, Uganda, Malawi, Somalia, Zanzibar, Egypt, and Asante (in modern-day Ghana). Detention in Seychelles varied in length from 5 to 27 years, as in the case of King of Asante Nana Agyeman Prempeh.

The settlement of prisoners—especially on the biggest island Mahe and in Victoria, the capital—coupled with the arrival of slaves from Africa and elsewhere has influenced not only the history, but the politics, culture, and customs of its people. At the dawn of decolonization, some of these exiles returned home and influenced the politics of their own countries. Archbishop Makorios later became, after his return to Cyprus, a leader of his people, as did Abdullah Jaafar Moratham in Malaysia and descendants of Asante King Nana Agyeman Prempeh I, who were born on the islands but returned to Asante to contribute to the development of a postcolonial African state.

Geography

Situated in Africa close to the East African coast, three hours flight time from Nairobi, Kenya, Seychelles brings together, by geography, migration history, and trade, three continents—Africa, Europe and Asia. Seychelles covers 107 square miles with its 115 islands categorized in six broad groups—Groupe d’Aldabbra, Groupe de Farquhar, Groupe d’Ailphonse, Group des Amirantes, Iles Proche, and Group des Les Austtrales. Much of Seychelles’ population lives on Mahe, the site of the capital, Victoria. The island houses a population of 65,000. Ninety-four of the 115 islands are not inhabited. There are bird islands, to which birds migrate from around the world. Some of the islands are rented out to tourists, as when Prince William decided to have his honeymoon with Kate Middleton in the country.

The surrounding sea is a major feature of the country’s geography and a significant source of wealth. “With an exclusive economic zone (EEZ) of almost 1.4km2, Seychelles commands a strategic geographical position surrounded by the Indian Ocean’s abundant stock of tuna. Industrial vessels have been using Port Victoria as a key regional transshipment point since the mid-1980.” (African Business 2004, 46). It is based on the abundance of these resources and the fact that it belongs to the African, Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) Group of Sations (a close partner of the European Union) and the Africa Union (AU) that the food giant Heinz turned the French tuna cannery in Victoria into a large-scale enterprise. This industry, coupled with tourism, is a pillar of the Seychelles’ economic survival.

But, this is only part of the geographic history of the country and a departure from previous models of existence based on agriculture—especially sugar cane and cotton plantations associated with the French settlers and their slaves. “By the time the British took over the islands in 1811 and abolished slavery in 1835, sugar cane and cotton had lost much of their value on the world market and was abandoned for the more cost effective coconut. Copra production became the main source of income for Seychelles for much of the 19th and 20th centuries.” (African Business 2004, 44).


Blue Economy

Seychelles is at the forefront of the blue economy in the Indian Ocean region. Its Fisheries Department is interested in protection of its sea sovereignty and in international advocacy ensuring international agreements and protocols are obeyed. It continues to export tuna and is continually seeking ways of increasing yields. It has also put in place measures to combat piracy, especially from terrorists and rebels fighting governments in Kenya and along the eastern coastline of Africa. Such pirates are known to target Western tourists for ransom.



People and Ethnicity

Like people everywhere, Seychellois are classified and identified based on histories of migration dating back centuries. It is presently like the United States, a country of emigrants. It was first settled by the French in 1768 and later by the British in 1794, though some writers contend that effective British control began in 1811. This history includes intermarriages between descendants of the French, the British, and slaves from Africa, the Caribbean, and elsewhere. Since the 1950s, immigrants from the imperial colonies of Malawi, Egypt, Somali, Malaysia, Uganda, the Maldives, Egypt, Cyprus, Greece, Palestine, and Asante have also contributed to the ethnic composition of the country.

The reason race and identification of people matter in the country was explained to me by the anthropologist, Mahoune: “It has to do with the fact that it is typical to have a mother with four children but different racial fathers—a black, a Chinese, a French and Indian—and yet they see themselves as a family” (Agyeman-Duah and Mahoune 1999: 3–10). Similar to the United States, black people see themselves or classify themselves as Afro-Seychellois.

Thus, while many people see themselves as Seychellois, they also identify themselves as Creole-speaking, Indian-Seychellois, Chinese-Seychellois, English-Seychellois, or Afro-Seychellois.

With globalization and the increasingly transnational nature of finance capital, the country is also giving citizenship to people with business interests in exchange for an investment of $25,000 or more. Thus, while ethnicity and histories of ethnic relations are the norm in constructing statehood in many African countries, it is racial identification and cosmopolitism that prevail in Seychelles.

Apart from these sociocultural profiles of people, the country also has its classes. The upper classes are the wealthiest and inheritors of capital and assets from the plantation period of the 1800s. They remain dominant today as a ruling class: any of these upper-class citizens are French, British, or otherwise European, as well as Indian or Chinese. Some are still connected by way of business interests or bloodlines to the metropolises of Europe. The first three presidents, James Mancham, France Albert Rene, and James Alix Michel, and over 40 percent of cabinet ministers since 1976 have been of French or Indian extraction.

Languages

Languages in Seychelles are very much influenced by the colonial past. French is spoken, as well as English and Creole. These constitute the official languages. While French and English were spoken by the influential European settler class and are still the languages use by upper-class and cosmopolitan individuals, the Creole language, which is a mix of French, English, and indigenous dialects, is spoken by over 90 percent of the people. As Bickerton has argued, language adaptation, especially that of creoles, involves politics and economics: “the historical conditions that favored the development of Creole languages are well known. Between 1500 and 1900 England, France, the Netherland, Portugal, Spain established numerous labor-intensive, agricultural economies on isolated littorals and under populated tropical islands throughout the world. The colonies were engaged primarily in monoculture, usually sugar, and their economic viability depended on an abundance of cheap labour imported from distant regions under conditions of chattel slavery” (Bickerton 1983: 2).

In Seychelles, especially during the colonial period (1770–1977), the predominant form of the Creole (also spelled Kreol) language was called Patois. One specialist and language analyst observed of the patois: “It is an honest, thorough, and comprehensive reconstruction of French from its roots to suit African requirements and idiom. It contains within itself an African accommodation to Western civilization. It is not an impoverished dialect that is insusceptible of precision of meaning; it has full set of words or expressions for casual or conditional events, and Creole speakers are able to express themselves adequately and fluently in all matters affecting their daily lives” (Web 1964: 299).

Based on the census of the 1960s, over 90 percent of people speak the language in private and informal conversation—at shops, markets, and schools; in media communications including television and radio; and in religious contexts. In fact, the Bible has been translated into Creole. Even before independence, Creole’s promise as a formidable language was clear. As in many postcolonial societies, however, the development of indigenous or Creole languages has also faced resistance from those who feel that colonially inherited languages should not only be the official languages, but also those of everyday use. Children in schools were dissuaded from the use of Creole and were punished for disobedience. The middle class were also ashamed to indulge in a language seen as inferior.

Religion

The experience of French and British colonialism determined, to a large extent, the state religion of Mauritius and Seychelles. Because both the French and British promoted Christianity in their imperial “civilizing” and proselytization missions for over 300 years, Seychelles is a largely Christian country; 86 percent of the people profess Catholicism, first introduced by French settlers, and roughly 8 percent adhere to British-introduced Anglicanism. There are other Christian minority sects. The 2002 Census projected that Assemblies of God, Nazarites, the Pentecostal Church, the Pentecostal Assembly, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh-day Adventists, and Baptists together comprise over 10 percent of the population. The rest are largely people of East Asian or South Asian ancestry—many Indians following Hinduism, Islam, or the Baha’i faith.

Since independence in 1976, Seychelles has taken a liberal stance toward religion through a constitution that respects fundamental human rights as defined by the United Nations. Thus, the constitution tolerates minority religions, including Islam and traditional forms of worship.

Christianity’s role in Seychelles not only affected the indigenous people over the last 300 years, but also the hundreds of political exiles from Asante, Malaysia, Uganda, Maldives, Cyprus, Palestine, Malawi, Egypt, Somalia—many of whom were not only converted to Catholicism or Anglicanism but were also made evangelists. Many were given biblical names and returned to their countries from Seychelles to preach Christianity.

Religion today affects the moral outlook and culture of the people. What are good or bad customs and what is criminal are affected in part by law and also by Christian teachings. Festivals and public holidays have been affected by Christianity. Christmas and Easter are both celebrated in Seychelles as public holidays.

There is, however, a large percentage of the Christian population that is also secular in outlook, as reflected in a lack of development of religious facilities. For over a century many of the churches and cathedrals have remained as they were, with little expansion. St. Paul’s Anglican Church, on Mahe, only recently underwent renovation in 1998, the first time since it was constructed in the early 1900s—when the population was only some few thousands. This is despite the fact that this church is the site where many political exiles were baptized and converted to Anglicanism. The case is the same with the Parish Church of St. Francis.

Because the Christian population of Seychelles falls largely under the dioceses and archdiocese of the Catholic and Anglican churches, Pentecostalism and Evangelical Christianity are not significant in the country. This is in contrast to the case in much of sub-Saharan Africa, where these denominations, often called prosperity preaching or worship, appeal to many seeking a spiritual deliverance from poverty.

Social Customs

The social customs of many African societies are reflective of social and religious evolution. The indigenous social institutions of Seychelles have been overtaken by centuries of French and English influence. This Catholic, conservative country lacks rites of passage, such as circumcision ceremonies, puberty rites, or manhood rites—professional training rites in which boys or teenagers are initiated into the professions of their fathers. Children are baptized at birth if they are Christian and are expected by parents and society to be obedient and respectful of the moral codes of the religion. For Muslims and Hindus, fulfilling social and religious obligations includes prayer recitation. Folklore, art, wisdom, and respect for elders are also taught through civics classes in school. As Seychelles is a matriarchal society, women are independent and enjoy all basic universal freedoms. Further, they are managers of domestic and household budgets and are increasingly in charge of sensitive public administration. This has huge implications for courtship, marriage, divorce, inheritance, and more.

Certain manners and behaviors are expected. Regarding greetings, a handshake with strangers and a kiss on the cheek among family or distant relations are common. A thumbs-up sign is a common gesture used to denote general satisfaction.

Interestingly, despite differences in religion and class within the country, Seychelles has not suffered social unrest as have other countries with similar social structures.

Lifestyle and Leisure

The life expectancy in the country is 74, one of the highest in Africa. Additionally, infant mortality is extremely low in Seychelles. With an adult population of over 90 percent, adequate housing, and a social protection policy to address unemployment, few people travel to Europe or the United States in search of greener pastures, unlike many do in other parts of Africa. Those who do travel to the West do so either to study and return to home, to seek medical care, or for holiday.

Most people, including public servants and those employed in the tourism, transport, and hospitality industries, work from Monday to Friday. People eat at home as much as they dine out. Apart from Seychellois dishes, dining options also include Chinese, Indian, and Italian cuisine. Evening meals at Seychelles’ beach resorts and restaurants are common for middle-class people, especially in the evening or on weekends or holidays. This lifestyle is not confined to indigenous people, since year-round there are thousands of tourists, who spend their vacations in hotels or beach tents. These vacationers, and the local wealthy, sometimes go beyond Mahe, renting out other islands in their entirety—with full security provided. There are boat rides to other islands—both inhabited and otherwise—to enjoy both natural and man-made sites.

Children, especially those between the ages of 8 and 15, are normally taken to historical sites, including the homes of political exiles from the 1900s and state monuments, to see the nation’s architectural, migratory, and environmental history. Children also learn of these histories in schools.

Social events include festivals and carnivals, water sports, bodybuilding, cultural bazaars, and charity fishing. These events attract tourists from nearby Mauritius, as well as from Kenya and South Africa, which now have direct flight services to Mahe.

Employment

The economic and social infrastructure of the country was largely built in 1977, when President Albert Rene’s party, the Seychelles People’s United Party, came to power after the overthrow of James Mancham, the country’s first president. Before the military coup that toppled Mancham, Seychelles was a class-driven country. Rene introduced socialist principles, what he called Afro-socialism or socialism the “Seychelles way.” These socialist principles influenced the economic direction of the one-party state of Seychelles for nearly 30 years.

Geopolitical considerations have determined how the employment patterns have played out over the years. Foreign investments of all types, especially during the Cold War period, benefited the country. The United States, for instance, set up a satellite facility including a working satellite system that provided revenue of $8 million annually to the government. This revenue was used to cover fuel importation costs. The Soviet Union, India, China, and even Cuba and the states of the Maghreb took interest in the country, providing scholarships and aid in the form of loans and grants—some of which helped to lay down the infrastructure of the country.

By the year 2000, nearly 40,000 citizens in the working class who had transitioned from agrarian employment, mainly in sugar and cotton, to the industrial and tourism sectors were forced to face a more liberalized economic setting, as opposed to the socialist regime to which they had been accustomed. But, socialist principles and the new government economic policy had created imbalance already. Before 2000, Seychelles was a successful welfare society.
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Vacationers enjoy a leisurely ride through palm forest on La Digue Island. Since the opening of the nation’s first international airport in 1971, the economy of Seychelles has relied heavily on tourism. Recently, however, the government has made efforts to diversify the economy, encouraging industrial and agricultural ventures. (Haris Vythoulkas/Dreamstime.com)

However, the problem this created was a high budget deficit, averaging 15 percent of GDP, and public debt rose to 90 percent by 1993 and 200 percent in 2002—amounting to $4,500 national debt per capita. Thus, Seychelles’ GDP per capita during this time, the highest in Africa, can be misleading and does not reflect wealth induced by employment and output, but rather wealth obtained through social intervention measures put in place by the government. Seychelles has a 95 percent literacy rate because of its free education policy, compared to about 49 percent before 1977; a free health care system; a housing policy that has given homes to thousands of poor Seychellois; a program offering $10,000 in capital to young business people; and even funeral benefits for low-income individuals.

President James Alix Michael had by 2004 admitted that, “[b]ecause of our investment in the social sector, we have created some economic imbalances, and in a country like ours with a high standard of living, where expectations are high, as soon as you experience an economic down-turn, people tend to forget about the successes.” (New African, 2004, 46–47).

Thus, Seychelles does not have a serious employment problem, because the needs of even low-income earners are taken care of by the country through its welfare system, as in Mauritius. These benefits do not imply, however, that the country is without a strong working sector. The setting up of the largest tuna-canning factory in Victoria employed thousands of people—about 5 percent of the workforce. And, the tourism industry provides 50 percent of foreign revenue and employment for 18 percent of the working population.

More industrial and tourism-related avenues for employment are opening up through government policy encouraging the private sector as the economic takes a more liberal stance. Seychelles Breweries, part of the multinational Diagio, which produces soft drinks and beer, as well as Cable and Wireless (Seychelles) with the Indian Telecommunication, AirTel, are examples of promising ventures. To fuel private growth, the state is supplying infrastructure and stimulus through policies like the establishment of an export-processing zone. The inflow of foreign direct investment is also essential. The shift to encourage the private sector as a growth engine has seen a number of leading global companies join Heinz in the Seychelles, including such hotel chains as Banyan Tree, Beach-Comber, Lemuria, Le Meridian, Wilderness Safaris, and Four Seasons.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

If gender equality, marriage, and family are examined in the context of African governance, Seychelles is a high performer. The Mo Ibrahim Index on governance, which scored 52 African countries on governance in 2013, placed Seychelles second at 83.8 percent using the following seven indicators: gender equality, gender balance in primary and secondary education, women’s participation the labor market, equal representation in rural areas, the number of women in parliament, women’s economic and political rights, and laws on violence against women.

Interestingly, there has never been a conscious policy directive toward this achievement. A series of incidents, programs, and the history of the country itself have contributed to this. For instance the country’s 2010 Population and Housing Census indicated that over 55 percent of households were headed by women, many of them professionals with higher levels of income. This is reinforced especially in sensitive public-sector positions. According to the Mo Ibrahim Report, important benchmarks for women in government include the installment of first female judge of the court of appeals, the first female judge of the supreme court, the first female governor of the central bank, the first female secretary general of the executive of the president, the first female chair of the Seychelles Savings Bank, and the first female United Nations/World Trade Organization director for Africa.


Tourism

The Seychelles Islands continue to benefit from their status as one of the world’s leading tourism destinations. According to The Africa Report (December 2014), though there has been a slump in tourist numbers from France due to the financial difficulties in Europe, Germany, India, China, and other Asian countries have become new sources of visitors. Seychelles registered over 230,000 visitors in 2013 alone, earning $343 million in foreign exchange. Growth in the tourism industry has not abated since 2005.



Female successes in elective office are similarly impressive, as 43 percent of the country’s parliament are women, the fifth highest proportion of women in the legislature in the world. Further, women constitute 70 percent of elected officials at the district administration level.

There has not been a strong policy to drive this result. Institutions within the country, including interministerial bodies and especially the Ministry of Social Affairs and Manpower, have helped. Its Gender Unit has been the main coordinating body, located within the Social Development Division. There have also been strong women’s advocacy groups, including the Women Parliamentarians Action Group, which have worked since 2003 with other continental institutions (such as Gender Links, and multilateral organizations including the Economic Commission of Africa in Ethiopia), on projects on the Beijing Platform of Action, African Plan of Action. Progress toward gender parity has also been encouraged by the fact that Seychelles is a signatory to other international bodies and protocols, not least the United Nations. Of the famous Millennium Developments Goals of the UN, set up during the tenure of Kofi Annan to eradicate development constraints, Seychelles was the only country that had, by 2014, almost attained Goal Three: “Elimination of gender disparity in primary and secondary education preferably by 2005, and in all levels of education no later than 2015” (UN Millenium Development Goals, 2007). According to many UN reports, including Women Watch Review, girls and boys from 3 to 16 and above have access to primary and secondary schooling and nearly 100 percent of children attend school. Female empowerment, which is one of the indicators used by all assessors, including the UN Human Development Report, which places Seychelles at the top of the rankings in Africa.

These achievements do not mean there are no challenges left to face concerning gender relations in Seychelles. HIV/AIDS is of concern to the country, and its Ministry of Health has engaged, since 2002, in an intensified campaign against the disease, particularly through the formation of a National AIDS Council chaired by the minister of Health. Quite interestingly, because of the high number of girls in school and the higher professional attainment of women, sexual promiscuity is lower in Seychelles than in many sub-Saharan African countries, as reflected by the Ministry of Health’s statistics that indicate that from 1994 to 2002 there have been fewer infections among women than men.

Education and professional attainment also account for the near absence of teenage pregnancies. Since girls are compulsorily absorbed in school until age 16 and opportunities for further education exist, women marry when they want to, rather than due to social pressures or the demands of poverty.

Marriage is largely through the consent of both parties and within the cultural matrix of English, French, and Creole fashion, which includes state registration, society weddings, and the exchange of Christian vows. Population growth rate is 3 percent, and the average family is between four and five people.

Cuisine

As the Seychelles lies in the tropics, the local flora and fauna influence the selection of edibles. Crops here include cassava, plantain, and other vegetables. Spices are also grown, some that are found on other tropical islands or tropical Africa and others peculiar to Seychelles. But again, because of its colonial experience and the presence of political exiles, the cuisine of the country is a mix of flavors that are African, French, Chinese, English, and Indian. As farmlands are limited (there are many backyard and household farms), the cuisine is dominated by seafood. Most vegetables, spices, and seafood are fresh, as more food is produced locally than imported. Typical are roasted or grilled fish with vegetables, such as some of the dishes listed below, or fish served with raw fruit. Favorite’s dishes, depending on one’s ethnicity, include tamarind chutney, coconut fish curry, and shredded green papaya salad.

There are also the traditional coconut and breadfruit, which could be classified as Seychellois dishes. Some of the vegetables and fruits grown on different parts of the island are papaya, manages, bananas, aubergines, choux chutes, avocados, grapefruit, pineapple, melons, limes, and golden apples. Popular meats include lamb, beef, octopus, lobster, pork, shellfish, and chicken.

In fact, the navigation history of the Seychelles is very much linked to these crops that have in diverse ways formed the cuisine of the people. Some fruits prevalent here were introduced from East Africa, including from Kenya and Tanzania, while some of the chilies use in cuisine were brought over by merchants from India. Chinese merchants also introduced pork curry, crab soup, and potatoes.

The variety of the cuisine has been very helpful as a tourist attraction, drawing vacationers and food critics from Africa, Asia and Europe.

Seychelles also has characteristic beverages. Palm wine, popular in many tropical climates, is locally made in Seychelles. Made from coconut sap, it is used for some of the traditional dishes. Like in parts of West Africa, the recreation of local brewing is accompanied by the composition of music (in West Africa, this genre has come to be called palm wine guitar music). Now in Seychelles, as in other parts of the tropics, these beverages are bottled and sold in supermarkets for those who are not farmers and cannot therefore spend hours or days in brewing. There is also the baca beverage, made from sugar and coco d’amour, a tropical coconut liqueur.

It is typical at a formal lunch or dinner to be served with appetizers and snacks, such as an octopus salad. Garnishes include onion, tomatoes, cucumber, shallot, or even pepper.

A traditional morning snack is carotte banana, which is made by wrapping a banana in its leaves with honey and vanilla. This is dried and then eaten. It is difficult to say whether this particular food item is indigenous or was introduced to the islands centuries ago, as there are similar dishes in Asante (Ghana) and other parts of West and East Africa. It is possible that traditional chiefs who were exiled to Seychelles introduced this.

Typical dishes include shark chutney, which is shark meat boiled and then mashed with vegetables, onion, salt, and pepper and served with rice and papaya. There are also parrot fish, kingfish, squid, octopus, grouper, and red snapper, which, individually or as a selection, are usually served with rice and vegetables. Rice, combined with vegetables, is the staple food of the people. This has been reinforced by the opening of more Chinese restaurants in the last 10 years on Mahe. This trend has encouraged the combination of many local ingredients with rice, as well as imports like mushrooms.

But, globalization influences Seychelles as it does other countries. In addition to their economic effects, forces within and without the country continue to transform the cuisine.

Dress

The tropical environment has dictated over the centuries the dress code of the people. Also influential have been the merchants who came to the shores of the country, using the Seychelles as a waypoint linking the East African coast, Mauritius, India, East Asia, and the Mediterranean. Without any strong manufacturing base, let alone a garment industry, clothing and footwear are imported mainly from Europe, particularly Britain and France. For the wealthy class, shopping for garments, silk, and accessories can be done in nearby Mauritius, which has a huge textile industry and exports to the European markets, as well as to the United States through the facilitation of the Africa Growth and Opportunity Act.

The country has no real ceremonial dress for weddings, marriage, Christmas, or funerals as do many other African countries. The nearest to ceremonial clothes are those seen during the Creole festival and other carnivals, in which the fashion of early French settlers on the islands, as well as those of Indians, Africans, and British are mixed—displaying the many colors typical of Caribbean festivals. But these are specific and only for historical remembrances.

Dress code, however, is informal, even among the political and business classes. Men’s office wear is fairly causal, allowing for trousers, blue jeans, and shirts. Both black shoes and sandals are appropriate to such settings, as well. In fact, one can even find the president wearing this kind of attire in the offices of his ministers or even to cabinet meetings. The wearing of ties is uncommon, though at international conferences of the African Union, Commonwealth, the United Nations, and other fora, the president of Seychelles and other government officials can be seen wearing jackets, with or without ties.

Formal dress for women includes a straight dress or a suit with jacket and blouse, though short dresses are discouraged as they are considered suggestive. This formal attire for men and women are termed evening dress. The same clothing can be worn for dinners, evening business meetings, or diplomatic receptions.

More relaxed dress prevails in less formal settings, as people can be seen wearing T-shirts and shorts with sunglasses as they walk about the tropical islands.

Sports and Games

On the islands of Seychelles, sports and games play an integral role in the life of the populace. Though the country is small and its population limited, most major athletic enterprises appear on the island to one degree or another. As tourists at times outnumber the local population, the country’s tourism industry has inspired a number of athletic pastimes. Walking paths can be found throughout the islands, including Victoria’s scenic botanical gardens. Horse paths can be found on Mahe and La Digue, and major golf courses can be found on Mahe and Praslin. Water sports are, perhaps, what Seychelles is best known for. A variety of athletic activities are available off the shores of the archipelago. Kayaking, sailing, and swimming are popular, and Seychelles’ internationally renowned coral reefs offer unparalleled opportunities for snorkeling and scuba diving.

While locals often partake in activities enjoyed by tourists, there are a number of pastimes that are more popular among the Seychellois. Martial arts, tennis, track and field, basketball, volleyball, and weightlifting are common. By far the most popular sport, however, is soccer (football). The first national tournament in Seychelles was organized by Dr. J. T. Bradley in 1936. By 1941, a league tournament was well established, initially including five teams. During the 1960s, Ascot dominated league play. During the next decade, the Rangers and Rovers alternated in winning championships. From 1979 to 1994, St. Louis FC took 13 of 15 national championships. From 1996 to 2014, dominance shifted to St. Michel United FC, which won 11 of 19 championships, (St. Michel United also shared a championship with La Passe FC in 2002).

Today, league play in Seychelles is divided into three divisions. Division one consists of 10 teams, division two of 8, and division three of 10. In 2014, division one consisted of Anse Réunion FC (Anse Réunion), Côte d’Or FC (Praslin), La Passe FC (La Passe), Light Stars FC (Grande Anse), Northern Dynamo (Glacis), Revengers FC (Praslin), St. Francis FC (Baie Lazare, relegated that year), St. Louis Suns United (Victoria), St. Michel United FC (Anse-aux-Pins), and the Lions (Cascade). All three divisions are administered by the Seychelles Football Federation.

Seychelles’ national team, nicknamed the Pirates, is also managed by the Seychelles Football Federation. They are housed in Seychelles’ largest venue, Unity Stadium (capacity of roughly 10,000). Competition between the island nations of the Indian Ocean is fierce. Though the Pirates are a point of national pride for Seychellois, their imprint on international soccer has been limited. In 2004, they won games against Zimbabwe and Eritrea in the Africa Cup of Nations qualifying round. They did not, however, qualify. In 2006, the national team achieved its highest-ever Fédération Internationale de Football Association world ranking, reaching 126th place. Though challenged by limited resources and a small population pool from which to draw footballers, the Pirates are a disciplined and hard-fighting team, and the future holds great possibility for Africa’s smallest nation.

Emphasis on sport has been a goal of the national government in recent years, as it has determined promoting better health in the population through athletics to be a key goal in improving national well-being. With this goal in mind, the Ministry of Education holds the annual Schools’ Athletics Championships. Youth from schools all over the islands come to compete for national recognition. However, this competition has been troubled by athlete injuries, inspiring the government to launch another initiative, the Young Athletes’ Health Promotion Award. This prize is given to schools that best implement measures to maximize student athlete health, mental preparedness, and safety. Inspections are conducted at school sites to determine the winner.

A number of less strenuous activities are also popular. Perhaps the most influential of these is dominoes. Among the older generation, it is virtually the national pastime. Seychellois often gather to play under trees or in the streets, taking advantage of the nation’s warm and sunny climate.

Festivals and Holidays

Festivals, as everywhere, are instituted to commemorate landmark events in the religious, cultural, and political life of the county. There are three types of festivals, two of which are influenced by the migrant history of Seychelles. During their years of exile, the British allowed anticolonial leaders the freedom to practice their religions. Thus, Asanti exiles brought with them the Akwasidae Festival, a festival in remembrance of their ancestors over 40 days. Libation is poured for the ancestors for protection, good life, and prosperity. Since Nana Agyeman Prempeh was exiled to the islands for 27 years, this became a major festival for the Asantes. This festival was official in the sense that the British government not only allowed its celebration, but also contributed money to the proceedings. In 2000, the Seychelles government celebrated the centenary year of the arrival of the Asante exiles.

There were similar ancestral festivals celebrated by the kings of Uganda, Mwanga and Kabarega. These too were recognized by the British and included in the annual budget. The government, to this day, recognizes all these festivals, not just as indulgences but as memorial events.
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Locals celebrate the annual Creole Festival with dancing and live music. The weeklong event celebrates Creole and Seychellois culture and identity. (imageBROKER/Alamy)

Unlike those of many other African countries, however, the festivals of Seychelles have a more international flavor. The Creole Festival (Festival Kreole) is the most important, and also the oldest, pan-Creole event in the world. It is organized annually by the Creole Institute (Institute Kreol) in Victoria. This is a cultural festival showcasing various components of the life of the people, including cuisine, dress, music, and film. Highlighted by colorful Carnival costume with influences from the era of Queen Victoria, the festival beautifully displays Creole culture—a fusion of African, Asian and European elements.

This festival has gained international popularity, as not only Creole culture is celebrated. Invitations are also extended annually to cultural groups from around the world. Further, distinguished individuals are invited to participate as part of a tourism package in a manner similar to that of the Nottinghill Carnival in London.

Apart from the Creole Festival, there is also the SUBIOS (Sub-Indian Ocean Seychelles) Festival, which is an underwater film and image show featuring a range of competitions for the indigenous people and international visitors interested in the islands’ various ecosystems.

There is also the Seychelles Sailing Cup, the renown of which attracts many international sailors, especially from Europe. The Cup offers competitions for both young and more experienced sailors.

There is the Regatta, a charitable festival that raises money for funds providing assistance to the needy. It is organized by the Seychelles Round Table Association, and its program includes the Miss Regatta beauty pageant, a bodybuilding contest, water sports, and trade and cuisine fairs along the beaches near Victoria.

Other festivals include the following:

•Kavadi Thaipoosum

•Eco-Healing Seychelles Marathon

•Fete de la Francophone

•Carnaval International de Victoria

•Atlas Sey, Charity Fishing Tournament

•Festival of the Assumption of Mary

•South East Monsoon Sailfish Tournament

•Seychelles Ball

•Tourism Week

•Christmas Classic Music Concert

As can be seen from the list above, the dominance of Christianity in Seychelles ensures that Mary, the Mother of Jesus, and the birth of Christ are given prominence of place in the festival cycle.

Music and Dance

The music of the Seychelles was influenced by the culture of Middle Eastern traders well into the 19th century. Before the arrival of French, English, and Indian settlers, Asian traders were also influential. Slaves, many of them from the west coast of Africa, carried their musical sensibilities with them and developed musical instruments on the islands. Though discouraged by the slave masters because they were a potential rallying point for rebellion on the plantations, some of the slaves’ musical forms have survived. They include Sega, Mouta, and Sokwe. Sega is traced to the slave community in Mauritius, of which Seychelles was once a part. The music, instruments, and dance of Seychelles are common to many societies, especially among West African peoples like the Asantes, Grushis, and Yorubas. Instruments include rattles, hand drums, and musical bowls.

Different islands have different musical forms and dances. Some of these traditions display similar patterns to those of Zambia, Mozambique, and, according to some specialists, Brazil (which houses the largest black population outside of Africa).

But, these have not penetrated deeply into Seychellois culture as a whole, because they are seen as inferior and also anti-Christian—due of the level of nudity involved. Music and dance of European origin, such as Mazok, Polone, Oumba, Tango, Sanmba, Dyaz, and Kontredans, therefore, became dominant and were deemed civilized art forms. Thus Seychellois music was dominated by sources on the outside for centuries.

Over the decades, especially from the 1900s, political exiles from the British colonies were influenced by music brought into the Seychelles before returning to their homes. The signature tune “Perak,” which became the national anthem of independent Malaysia, was borrowed from the classical music of Seychelles, specifically “Ma Rosalie.” With these foreign works as a starting point, musicians in Seychelles have developed their own skills in classical music, fusing it with Seychelles’ own in the contemporary sensibilities. Many of the compositions are in Creole, but some musicians also use French and English lyrics. Local works include satire, celebrations of the beauty of the islands, and statements on social issues.

What is called contemporary music today began in the 1970s and has some level of European, African, and Asian-Caribbean appeal. It arose from resistance to traditional musicians and adaptation of traditional approaches to new techniques and instruments. The most popular form of music today is a hybrid of sega and moutya music, called seggae or mouggae. There is also a modern adaptation in what has emerged as Zouk.

Jazz music, itself an evolution of protest music during slavery, has evolved into other patterns enjoyed by people of European, as well as African, ancestry. It is played for hours daily on Paradise FM and other broadcast media in the country. With a reasonable middle-class patronage its influence across the Indian Ocean is big.

During the annual musical and dance carnival, all these musical and dance forms are displayed for tourists, and the similarities between them and those of Caribbean and African dance forms are only too visible. There is a sense, then, in which Seychellois music and dance, as well as other art forms, have assumed a global dimension—culminating in the Miss World Beauty contest going to Seychelles in 2009.

Visual Art

Creative expression in Seychelles is more prominent in visual arts like painting or sculpture than it is in theater, literature, or poetry. This is connected to a history of migration and the expression of life experiences. Painting and sculpture are more prominent than cinema, since the latter is capital intensive and demands considerable technical skill. In all three, however, the natural beauty of the islands is a subject for creativity. The creators are of three types: those with natural talents who express themselves through the beauty around them, professionals who make revenue from their work, and students who study the history of the country.

Up to the mid-20th century, the artistic tradition of Seychelles was often discounted by Western scholars. It is now known that centuries before these scholars wrote, some slaves who got their freedom found themselves in Seychelles where they—like Billy King, one of the earlier known Seychellois painters—expressed their experiences on canvas. Others expressed themselves by depicting captivating bamboo forests, flowers, plantation architecture, pottery, the sea, traditional architecture, the social scene of Mahe, and cathedrals. From the early 1900s to the mid-1970s, there were about 50 notable painters, including Alice Button, Carmen de Sornay, and Robert du Buisson.

Contemporary art in Seychelles is not only influenced by individual creative ethos, but also by the Visual Art Programme, run by Seychelles Polytechnic, as well as artists who had their education and training in Europe and America. These connect to give a visual art perspective in tune with global trends, such as fusion of text and painting, acrylic on paper, acrylic on canvas, charcoal and pastel on canvas, pencil on canvas, and mixed-media techniques, such as abstract and visual art, collages in acrylic, and water color.

Sculptors are not as numerous as painters, though some artists engage in both disciplines. Especially with sculpture, the materials used are often different from those, like wood or metal, that are popular on the African mainland. Some sculptors, like Tom Bowers, Egbert Mardy, and Sheila Markham, use newspapers, cardboard boxes, cards, and drawings as materials.

Other well-known names include Michael Adams, George Camile, Camille Mondon, Barbara Jenson, and Alyssa Adams. Virtually all of these figures have international art experience. In fact, Michael Adams was created a Member of the British Empire by Queen Elizabeth for services to art in Seychelles and the across the world.

With the art industry connected to the growth and development of the Seychelles economy through the 1994 opening of the National Art Gallery in the National Cultural Centre, under the administration of the Ministry of Tourism and Culture, visual art contributes significantly to the tourism income of the country. Art has gone beyond the artists themselves to encompass an industry whose players include critics, historians, dealers, and collectors. This is reflected in galleries in the homes of the artists, beach galleries built with traditional materials and architecture for tourists, and other art sale venues around the world. A lot of this artwork is sold during the Kreole Festival and other festivals.


A Royal Visit

The King of Asante, Otumfuo, Osei Tutu II, whose great-uncle Nana Agyeman Prempeh I was exiled in the Seychelles for 27 years, agreed to visit the country on the invitation of the government of Seychelles. The visit, scheduled for the end of 2015 to early 2016, was inspired by the TV documentary Yaa Asantewaa–The Heroism of an African Queen, written and produced by Ivor Agyeman-Duah. The king will be accompanied by descendants of the royal house of Asante and other people whose forebears were born on the islands during the exile years.



In a sense, if we take contemporary art in Seychelles back a quarter century, its importance is in the context of Africa’s wider artistic direction. Contemporary African Art since 1980 argues: “Contemporary African art is flourishing. Shifts in the production, distribution, institutions and publics of contemporary art have contributed to its expansion into the networks of global artistic practice. As a consequence, it is now playing a significant role in revising the outmoded models of discursive control.”

Cinema is not a major industry in Seychelles. Seychelles has one major theater in Mahe with a capacity of 260. As in many countries in Africa, cinema has seen drastically low patronage, particularly because those with disposable income often employ the Internet to meet their viewing needs.

Architecture and Housing

Architecture in Seychelles is influenced by French and British colonial rule, as well as the nature of the islands. It is also influenced by legal instruments pertaining to land acquisition and ownership. Before the coup that brought Rene to power in 1976, only nine expatriates of French, Indian, and British extraction controlled almost 95 percent of the land. The Seychelles People’s Progress Front, as part of its social intervention for the equitable distribution of land, embarked on a scheme to change the status quo. It was not only a fair principle of distribution, but it was also meant to help with economic growth—in agriculture, industry, and housing. By 2004 over 9,000 families owned their own homes through the policy. Two years before that, there was 70 percent ownership of homes. This transition from the mud-thatched houses of the 1970s to modern, corrugated iron and brick homes—often with decorative lawns and multiple rooms—was largely supported by the government. It is part of the social welfare scheme for workers, the unemployed, and the vulnerable in society. The same scheme also ensures that elderly people have specially built homes where they receive social and health support from the government.

There is a third form of housing, which is associated mainly with the upper middle class and the wealthy. These include plantation homes, huge California-type estates, beachfront properties, and secluded island homes. Many such houses are a fusion of traditional and modern styles, mainly wooden and incorporating traditional features to take advantage of island breezes. Real estate companies sell properties like these on Eden Island from $925,000 for a three-bedroom apartment to $255,000 for villa-type three-bedroom home.

There are also rental homes for the wealthy from around the world. Some even rent entire islands for private use, complete with contemporary accommodations and security details. These islands are highly exclusive. Prince William of England had his honeymoon with Kate Middleton on one such island.

All these strands of housing are influenced by artists and architects, some of whom in turn have been influenced by both local and international trends. These builders combine ancient knowledge with modernity.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Literature and oral traditions in Seychelles are defined again by historical developments. There are colonial accounts of the discovery of the archipelago, which elicited writings on its ecological settings in French and English from the 1700s. However, the geographic enclave of Seychelles was but a part of Mauritius until 1903, and thus it previously shared a common history with that nation. The writings of early explorers and travelers who took in the beauty of the islands informed much of the 1800s romantic poetry of the time. The sights, sounds, and smells of this tropical island and its political and colonial history (especially that of the British Empire) are reflected in the works of Mohammed Amin and Duncan Willet’s Journey through Seychelles (1994).

Secondly, there were those who were and are not explorers, but took interest in the plantation economy and slave labor, as well as the Napoleonic Wars and set stories around the colonial period. An example of such a work is Sri Lankan writer Romesh Gunesekera’s The Prisoner of Paradise.

There is the third group—Seychellois who are based in the country and have lived and been influenced by the history, oral traditions, and customs of the place and people. These writers, some professional and others not, engage in fiction and nonfiction to express their literary sensibilities. Depending on racial backgrounds, these works could be in French, English, or Creole. It is, however, commonly agreed that Anthonine Abel (1934–2004) is the pioneer or father of the country’s literature, having written many novels, short stories, poems, and dramas. He was the first Seychellois writer to be published in Europe and thus exposed an indigenous creativity beyond the islands. He was also the first to also win France’s Prix Mascarelgnes before his death in 1979. His works include Une tortue se rappelled! and Contes et poems de Seychelles. He has also influenced a generation of Seychellois writers, including Pat Matyot. There are others, such as Glynn Burridge (a writer of Iranian ancestry who lived in the United Kingdom and later in Seychelles), who wrote Voices: Seychelles Short Stories (2000), which examines apparitions, ghostly legends, and piracy in the time of Queen Victoria.

In poetry, there are the collections of President James Mancham: Reflections and Echoes from Seychelles and Footprints on the Sands of Times, which explore the beauty of the islands over which he then presided.

The role of Creole in the literary works of the country dates to the early 1930s and the work of Rodolphine Young, who wrote a catechism and also translated nearly 50 of the most famous fables of children’s writer Jean de Lafontaine for use in schools. Abel and Matyot, as well as others, benefited from some of these fables through transmission through oral traditions, which was an important medium for storytelling in the 1950s and 1960s. However, as the English language has become the dominant means of communication, fables and literary works in French and Creole, including those by Abel, have become less popular and less well known. That there are fewer indigenous Seychellois writers is partly explained by the small size of the country and the cosmopolitan attitude of many artists. Some of its poets like Manchew, and even Abel and Matypot, had lived in Europe and acquired some literary skills with which they expressed their own sensibilities in Seychelles.


Electoral Deadlock

In the recently published memoir of the country’s former president, Albert Rene and the Modern History of Seychelles (2014), the man who for decades led the country in many socioeconomic reforms argues its solid democratic credentials. His succession by his former vice president, James Michael, may have created stability for the island nation, but there has been electoral deadlock. The opposition Seychelles National Party (SNP), for instance, boycotted the 2011 elections. They had criticized the government for lack of electoral reforms, and even when the government created the Public Order Act and other electoral instruments, the SNP said they were not enough.



There is also the bigger issue of global migration, which draws skilled artists to more lucrative markets. However, this is also a source of creativity. Seychellois born in Europe and, especially, the United States combine scenery and literary sources from the motherland either through oral traditions, through studies, or as literary tourists, and combine these with those of their adopted countries.

Media

Seychelles is a constitutional democracy and is also a member of multilateral organizations and institutions whose rules and regulations, norms and expectations in respect to democratic principles and good governance it upholds. These include those of the United Nations, Commonwealth, the East African Community, and the Africa Union. This is very much reflected in its constitution, which makes provision for fundamental rights, including freedom of speech. Even though the country subscribes to all these liberal democratic institutional requirements, its form of governance since independence has been social democratic with a Marxist approach to developmental issues. This governing style has sometimes conflicted with media institutions and their role in the country’s affairs. With the state in charge of most media, the Seychelles Broadcasting Corporation (SBC), Paradise FM, and newspapers such as The Nation and The People are tightly state managed. The SBC devotes about 70 percent of its daily broadcast hours to the BBC, France International, and CNN bulletins and the remaining time to domestic events. Paradise FM does the same with international relays and plays overwhelmingly French, English, and Creole music. The newspapers are not different. News magazine culture is very limited, more because of the small market than the literacy rate, which is over 70 percent. Magazines that report on Seychelles are mainly published from Europe, France, and Britain in particular, and include Jenue Afrique, The Africa Report, New African, Focus on Africa, and the monthly African Business, which publishes reports of the Mo Ibrahim Index on Governance and UNDP reports. The Africa Division section of the BBC World Service has a permanent column for Seychelles. Web or Internet magazines and other social media, like Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter, are accessible to nearly 50 percent of the people.

Though government control is understandable in a small country that did not witness the liberalization of the airwaves that came about in much of Africa from the 1990s, when private television stations registered phenomenal growth rates in countries like Ghana, Nigeria, Uganda, and Kenya. With nearly 90 percent local content coverage by these media in much of Africa, Seychelles is unusual in its heavy dependency on the BBC and other global networks.

The first private radio station was established in 2013 and the first private weekly, Today in Seychelles, was launched in 2011. Even the emerging private media are more oriented toward leisure and social stories or international news bulletins than political discourse and divergent views within the country. The opposition newspaper Radar suffered libel charges recently and a temporary suspension of publication. It is based on this seemingly tight control of the media that The World Press Freedom Index 2014, released by Reporters Sans Frontiers, dropped Seychelles from 93rd in 2013 to 103rd in 2014, though the government has consistently expressed reservations about the formula used to arrive at these ratings.

This situation is also aggravated by the fact that Section 4 of the Seychelles Media Commission Act of 2012 empowers the president to control media operation through this regulatory body, ensuring that it operates within the laws of the country as they relate to libel, sedition, and other crimes.
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Sierra Leone
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Quick Facts

Capital: Freetown

Major Cities: Freetown, Bo, Kenema, Koindu, Makeni

Population: Over 5.6 Million (July 2013 estimate)

Languages: English, Krio, Mende, Temne, Limba

Government Type: Constitutional Democracy

Ethnic Groups: Over 20 ethnic groups: Mende (31 percent); Temne (35 percent); Creole (10 percent); other (24 percent)

Religions: Islam, Christianity, African Traditional Religions



Introduction

The name Sierra Leone derived from the Portuguese word Serra Lyoa, meaning “Lion Mountain.” The name was given by the Portuguese sailor Pedro de Cintra, who mapped out the peninsula (current location of Freetown) on the Coast of West Africa in 1462. It is said that the mountain ranges beyond the peninsula at the time looked like a sleeping lion. Sierra Leonean history and society resemble in many ways the history and society of the neighboring country of Liberia. Like Liberia, Sierra Leone was founded as a place for resettlement of freed blacks from America and the Caribbean. Sierra Leone is ethnically, linguistically, religiously, and socially diverse. Sierra Leonean society is also a blend of cultures that include Western cultural values and the cultural values of over 20 different ethnic groups. However, despite the diversity, Sierra Leoneans are united by factors such as the use of the Krio language as a lingua franca and the belief in traditional values such as the Poro and Sande institutions for men and women, respectively. Sierra Leoneans in rural areas still retain many aspects of traditional beliefs and practices, such as ancestral religious beliefs, traditional architecture, festivals, cuisine, dances and music, marriage and family, and social etiquette. However, for most Sierra Leoneans in urban areas, many aspects of these social and cultural values have been significantly modified as a result of the influence of Western and other foreign values. Moreover, while urban society offers a variety of occupational specialties and better opportunities for education, employment, and access to modern services, the majority of Sierra Leoneans in rural society lag far behind in such opportunities and services. The dichotomy between urban and rural Sierra Leonean society was made worse by the decade of civil war, which shattered the once-strong sense of collective national identity. However, despite differences in religion, ethnicity, and language, Sierra Leoneans are a generally hospitable and vibrant people with deep respect for their traditions and cultural values.

Freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone, was founded in 1787 and the first group of liberated blacks was settled there. In 1808, Sierra Leone colony became a Crown Colony of Great Britain. Fourah Bay College was founded in 1827, becoming the first institution of higher learning in West Africa. In 1872, pipe-borne water was introduced in Freetown. 1896 Great Britain declared a protectorate over the hinterland of Sierra Leone in 1896, the same year the first railway transport was introduced in Sierra Leone. In 1898, the Hut Tax War between the British and the Mende and their allies erupted in Sierra Leone. In the same year, the Bank of British West Africa was established in Freetown to control the transition of exchange in Sierra Leone from commodity currency or barter to a new monetary system of pounds and shillings. In 1906, the British colonial government established a school in the hinterland (town of Bo) to educate the sons of traditional chiefs. In 1908, the railway across Sierra Leone was completed. The boundary between Sierra Leone and Liberia was finally demarcated in 1911.

Air transportation began in Sierra Leone in 1947. In 1950, Sierra Leone’s oldest political party, the National Council of Sierra Leone (NCSL), was founded, followed in 1951 by the founding of the Sierra Leone People’s Party (SLPP), the first indigenous political party. The All People’s Congress (APC) was founded in 1960, with Siaka P. Stevens as its leader. In 1961, Sierra Leone became an independent state within the British Commonwealth. Milton Margai served as the new nation’s first prime minister. The SLPP retained power in the first postindependence elections held in 1962. Prime Minister Margai died in office in 1964. General elections in 1967 brought APC leader Siaka Stevens to office as prime minister, but he was ousted by the country’s first military coup later that year. In 1968, a second military coup restored Siaka Stevens to office. In 1971, another attempted coup against Prime Minister Stevens failed and Sierra Leone was declared a republic. In 1978, Sierra Leone became a one-party state. Major General Joseph Saidu Momoh was elected president of Sierra Leone in 1985. In 1991, the Revolutionary United Front of Sierra Leoneans and Liberians invaded Sierra Leone. A military coup led by Captain Valentine Strasser ousted President Joseph S. Momoh in 1992. SLPP candidate Tejan Kabbah was elected president in 1996 but ousted in 1997 by a military coup led by Johnny Paul Koroma. In 1998, ECOMOG, the military wing of ECOWAS, the Economic Community of West African States, ousted John Paul Koroma and reinstated Tejan Kabbah. In 2000, a United Nations Peacekeeping Force (UNAMSIL) replaced ECOMOG. President Tejan Kabbah was reelected in 2002. In the general elections in 2007, APC candidate Ernest Bai Koroma was elected president.
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Bureh Beach, on the Atlantic coast. Sierra Leone’s coastal strip is littered with beaches like this, offering world-class scenery and surfing as well as access to rich maritime resources. (Abenaa/iStockPhoto.com)

Geography

Sierra Leone is located on the coast of West Africa. It is sandwiched between the Republic of Liberia and the Republic of Guinea. It shares borders with the Republic of Guinea on the north and west, while on the east and southeast is the Republic of Liberia. On the west and southwest is the Atlantic Ocean. Sierra Leone is divided into three provinces: eastern, northern, and southern. The west is designated as an area. The three provinces consist of 12 districts and the districts consist of 149 chiefdoms. Sierra Leone has a population of over 5.6 million (2013 estimate), covers an area of about 27, 699 square miles, and the coastline stretches 250 miles. The country has three main relief regions: the coastal swampland with mangrove trees, the forested upland, and the mountains and plateaus in the north. The highest elevation is the Bintimani Mountain, which is about 1,948 feet high. There are two seasons in Sierra Leone: the dry season and the rainy or wet season. The dry season starts in mid-November and runs to the end of April, while the rainy or wet season starts in May and continues to the end of October. Sierra Leone experiences one of the highest volumes of rainfall in West Africa during the rainy season. The coastal area receives as much as 195 inches of rain each year. The country has an abundance of natural resources, such as diamond, titanium ore, bauxite, iron ore, gold, and chromites. The country has also discovered oil near the border with Liberia.

People and Ethnicity

There are over 20 ethnic groups that make up the population of Sierra Leone. The two largest ethnic groups are the Mende and Temne. The Mende are about 31 percent and the Temne are about 35 percent of the population of Sierra Leone. The third largest ethnic group is the Limba, who make up about 8 percent of the population. Other important ethnic groups are the Kono, Loko, Fula, Kissi, Mandingo, Vai, and Gola. The largest populations of the Vai and Gola live in neighboring Liberia. The various indigenous ethnic groups make up 90 percent of the population of Sierra Leone. The majority of the Sierra Leonean population lives in rural areas. Each ethnic group has its own language, but the Krio language is spoken by almost all the ethnic groups.

The Mende live mainly in the southern and eastern regions of Sierra Leone, and the Temne and Limba live in the north. These ethnic groups are predominately Muslim and their main occupation is rice farming. Sierra Leone is predominately a patrilineal society, in which children belong to the groom’s lineage. A typical household of any Sierra Leonean ethnic group consists of an extended family, including aunts, uncles, grandparents, cousins, and nephews. The older members of the extended family have the right to discipline younger members. Marriage between members of the same family is prohibited. Polygynous marriage still exists in rural areas, but arranged-marriage practice has declined. This is because girls who have been exposed to Western education often refuse their parents’ choice of suitor. Among the various ethnic groups in Sierra Leone, divorce is not encouraged after marriage. If there is a dispute between a married couple, the parents and extend family members of the couple must do everything they can to settle the dispute amicably. However, if they have tried and failed to settle the dispute, the family of the bride will be asked to repay the dowry and other expenses the groom’s family had incurred before and after the marriage.

The practice of initiating young boys and girls into traditional Poro and Sande schools is strong among almost all the ethnic groups. During the initiation period, young people learn about the arts, herbal medicines used to cure or heal different kinds of illnesses, and the names of animals, fishes, plants, and their leaves. The girls learn how to cook, learn to prepare different recipes and ingredients for various dishes, and learn traditional songs and dances. The boys learn how to hunt and trap animals and birds, and also learn how to tell stories that teach wisdom and morality. The boys further learn how to settle disputes and how to provide leadership for a group to carry out various tasks.

The Creole consists of about 10 percent of the population of Sierra Leone. They are the descendants of liberated blacks who the British resettled in Sierra Leone from the Americas and the Caribbean during the 18th and 19th centuries. There are also Europeans, Lebanese, Indians, and Pakistanis.

Languages

Sierra Leone is a multilingual country. Sierra Leoneans speak English, Krio, and various local languages. English is the official language of Sierra Leone. It is the medium of communication in government, media, and schools. Most Sierra Leoneans considered English to be a language of higher status and prestige, because those who speak and write English are often considered to be educated people. Most of the educated urban elite and students use English as a medium of communication. However, English is not a popular language for a majority of the people in rural areas of Sierra Leone.

The next Sierra Leonean language that is considered to be of higher status is Krio. Although it is not as prestigious as English, the Krio language is the lingua franca for almost all Sierra Leoneans. The Krio language is widely spoken and understood by almost 95 percent of the population. Since it is widely spoken throughout the country, the Krio language has served to foster a common Sierra Leonean national identity. As noted earlier, the Krio language is actually the primary language of the Creole, which is a minority group in terms of the population of Sierra Leone. Most of the Creole people live in Freetown, which is located on a narrow peninsula on the coast of Sierra Leone. The Krio language is believed to have derived from the mixture of English and African languages. Although they are a minority group in Sierra Leone, the Creole people have become dominant because their language has developed over centuries to become the most popular language in Sierra Leone—spoken by almost all Sierra Leoneans. The Krio language has become a language of trade and communication among ethnic groups throughout Sierra Leone and parts of West Africa.

Besides the Krio language, there are over 20 local languages spoken in Sierra Leone. The languages of the Sierra Leonean ethnic groups have been classified into two main groups. The two groups are the Mande-speaking language group and the West Atlantic or Mel language group. Although the Krio language is also considered to be an indigenous language of Sierra Leone, the other indigenous languages are spoken mainly by ethnic groups that live in the rural areas of Sierra Leone. The most widely spoken of these languages are the tongues of the Mende, Temne, and Limba ethnic groups. The demographic percentage of each of these ethnic groups in relation to the population of Sierra Leone has led each of these languages to become a lingua franca in certain areas of Sierra Leone. A recent study shows that the number of people who consider themselves native speakers of the Mende, Temne, and Limba languages is about 70 percent of the population.

Sierra Leoneans in recent years have been calling on their government to include indigenous languages in the curriculum of all schools in the country. The languages that have been under consideration for inclusion in the curriculum of Sierra Leone include Krio, Mende, Temne, and Limba. As a result of this consideration, these languages have been elevated to national significance in comparison to less widely spoken languages in Sierra Leone. The Mende language is spoken widely in the southern and eastern parts of Sierra Leone. As noted earlier, the native speakers of this language are estimated to be about 31 percent of the population of Sierra Leone. Some of the Mende people live in the northwestern Liberia along the border with Sierra Leone. The Mende language is closely related to languages spoken by Liberian ethnic groups such as the Bandi, Loma, and Kpelle.

The Temne language is the lingua franca in the northern province of Sierra Leone. The native speakers of this language are estimated to be about 35 percent of the population of the country. The Temne language is classified under the West Atlantic or Mel-language speaking group. The last of the four major indigenous languages in Sierra Leone is the Limba language. The native speakers of this language live mainly in the northern part of Sierra Leone, and they are about 8 percent of the population. Besides the Krio, Mende, Temne, and Limba, there are over 12 other indigenous Sierra Leonean languages. The percentage of native speakers of these languages is very low in comparison to the four mentioned languages.

Religion

The three main religions in Sierra Leone are Islam, Christianity, and African Traditional Religion. Even though the country is predominantly Muslim, Sierra Leone is not an Islamic state. Muslims make up about 60 percent of the population, Christians make up about 10 percent, and 30 percent of the population practice African Traditional Religion.

Islam was introduced to Sierra Leone during the 18th century. The three ways Islam was introduced in Sierra Leone include forced conversion by jihadists, the activities of Muslim traders, and the teaching of Islamic missionaries and Muslim clerics. Most ethnic groups in rural areas of Sierra Leone accepted Islam as a way of life by the 19th century. The Islamic jihadists, Muslim traders, and Muslim clerics who introduced Islam to Sierra Leone were mainly of the Fula, Susu, and Mandingo ethnic groups.

One of the ways by which Islam spread to most rural communities in Sierra Leone was through intermarriage. Muslim traders and clerics who settled in towns and villages in Sierra Leone married into non-Muslim families of various ethnic groups. These Muslim traders and clerics were able to convert to Islam the women they married. Most of their children also became Muslims. Islam also spread in rural areas of Sierra Leone through the generosity of Muslim traders. The practice of giving material gifts to their hosts sometimes enabled Muslim traders to convert whole families to Islam. As the Mende, Temne, Vai, Kono, and Limba accepted Islam as a way of life, they also became promoters of Islamic practices in rural areas of Sierra Leone. Thus, while Mandingo, Fula, and Susu Muslim traders and clerics are said to have introduced Islam in the Sierra Leone, the local ethnic groups who became Muslims by the 19th century were also instrumental in promoting and spreading Islam in rural communities.
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Muslims gather for prayer in a private home in Freetown. Islam is the religion of a majority of Sierra Leoneans, though Christians make up roughly a quarter of the population. A small percentage of the population also adhere to Traditional faiths of the region. (Thomas Schulze/Picture Alliance/ZB/Newscom)

Most Islamic scholars believe that Islam was acceptable to most ethnic groups in rural communities of Sierra Leone, because there were many aspects of Islamic beliefs and practices that were compatible with traditional beliefs and practices of various ethnic groups. For example, among ethnic groups such as the Mende, Temne, Loko, Kono, Limba, and Vai, the practices of polygynous marriage and arranged-marriage were acceptable ways of life. Islamic marriage practices allow a man to have multiple wives. Also, arranged marriage was compatible with Islamic practice in Sierra Leone. The payment of dowry during marriage was another Islamic practice that was compatible with traditional marriage. The only difference between dowry payment in Islamic marriage and dowry payment in traditional marriage was that Islamic marriage required parents of the bride to pay dowry to the marital home of the groom, while in traditional marriage the groom and his parents were required to pay the dowry to the bride’s family. However, the existence of many common features in both Islamic and traditional beliefs and practices encouraged many ethnic groups in rural areas of Sierra Leone to embrace Islam. Local Islamic religion and traditional African religion also share a common belief in the existence of good and evil spirits in society and the need for people to take preventative measures by procuring charms to protect themselves and their families against misfortunes. In fact, one of the main reasons Muslim clerics were easily able to settle in many Sierra Leonean towns and villages was that they not only served as spiritual advisers to chiefs but also offered charms to protect their towns and helped the chiefs become victorious in war.

Christianity was first introduced to Sierra Leone by the Portuguese. The English and liberated blacks promoted Christianity among Sierra Leonean ethnic groups from the late 18th century. In 1787, the first group of liberated blacks from London was resettled on a piece of land that was named Freetown. The land was acquired from the chiefs of the Temne ethnic group that inhabited the area. The Freetown settlement later received more liberated blacks in 1792, when some 1,200 of them were brought from Nova Scotia to settle in West Africa. These were loyalists who fought for the British during the American War of Independence. By the early 1800s, the British brought additional liberated blacks from Jamaica to Freetown. A number of recaptured Yoruba were also resettled in Freetown in 1807.

Some of the liberated blacks were Christians before coming to West Africa. These black Christians established churches in Freetown and became teachers of the Christian faith to local Africans. They created a society in Freetown that could be described as Afro-European. They dressed like Europeans and built homes that resembled English-style residences. In 1816, the Christian Missionary Society (CMS) was founded in London for the purpose of sending missionaries abroad. The CMS missionaries arrived in Freetown in 1859 to provide educational and Christian training for black settlers in Freetown. The CMS established Christian institutions, such as Fourah Bay College (established in 1827), in Freetown and schools for boys and girls in the hinterland. By the 1850s, the liberated black settlers in Freetown had collectively become known as Creole, and some of them had become Christian missionaries.

As in most African societies, traditional African religion in Sierra Leone is rooted in rural society. The religion is rooted in the beliefs and practices of the ethnic groups. These religious beliefs are also tied to the environment and embedded in traditions of the people. As in other traditional African societies, one common feature of Traditional Religious beliefs and practices in Sierra Leonean society is the existence of different deities that are responsible for different aspects of the lives of the people.

Social Customs

The major rite of passage respected by most ethnic groups in Sierra Leone is the initiation into the traditional Poro and Sande schools. The Poro and Sande are traditional educational institutions for training young boys and girls for future roles as husbands and wives. They also learn cultural values and social etiquette to prepare them for adulthood. They are taught about hunting, fishing, cooking, making traps, withstanding hunger, warfare, settling disputes, respecting elders, child care, herbal medicine, crafts, and leadership skills. They also learn the names of animals, fish, birds, and plants. The training often lasted for four years in some places, but now the length of time has been reduced. However, graduation from these traditional schools remains an important cultural requirement for passage of boys and girls into adulthood.

Sierra Leoneans are generally respectful and friendly. Strangers are often greeted courteously. Young people are expected to show great respect to older people. It is good manners to greet someone before engaging in conversation. The most common way of greeting is handshaking. The right hand is often used in greeting. When handshaking someone of higher status or an older person, it shows respect to support your right arm with your left hand. Among Sierra Leonean Muslims, it is customary to touch your chest after a handshake with fellow Muslims or non-Muslims. It is also customary for a person who shakes the hand of another to be the first to ask a question such as, “How are you?” It is good manners to call people by the title of “Mr.” or “Miss” when talking to older people, whether you know them or not.

In Sierra Leone, to give food to people with the left hand is disrespectful. Although many people are used to eating with silverware, it is also common to see Sierra Leoneans eating with their hands. Food is often eaten with the right hand, because the left hand is considered to be unclean. When younger and older people eat together from the same bowl, the younger person must hold the bowl with the left hand to keep it from shaking when the older person gets ready to eat. It is considered to be disrespectful of the meal if you are eating and talking at the same time. If you eat the food and spit it out or brush your teeth after eating, it is considered an insult to the cook. Whenever it is time to eat, the meat in the sauce or stew is often put aside and not eaten until after the rice is finished from the bowl. Younger people are often given the responsibility to serve the meat, and the best piece is usually given to older people. There is a common saying among the Mende that bones are for children. Sierra Leoneans considered it disrespectful for someone to call the attention of another and then point their finger at their bottom or show the underside of their foot.

Whenever one visits friends or family, it is not a problem to go unannounced. Visitors must be offered a place to sit down before they can be asked any question. Visitors are often offered food and water. It is considered good manners in Sierra Leone to ask a visitor to stay and eat food before leaving for home. When eating together in a group, Sierra Leoneans considered it bad manners for someone to reach across a dish or stretch a hand over a person sitting nearby to get water, silverware, or food. It is also bad manners to belch without saying “Excuse me,” when eating with others. It is also good manners to escort visitors as they leave for home. Among the Limba people, men socialize in the evening by sitting together and drinking palm wine. Hair braiding provides a socialized setting for most rural women and girls.

Among the Creole, certain rituals are performed in order to get protection from the spirits of their ancestors. The Creole referred to the ceremony as the awujoh feast, which is considered a rite of passage for newly married couples and newborn babies. It is also part of traditional rite among the Creole for a dead person’s picture in the house to be turned toward the wall as a sign of departure. Before a dead person can be buried, people around have to clap loud enough to ascertain that the person is really dead and not in a trance.


Emerging from Civil War

Sierra Leone suffered a decade-long civil war, marked by widespread violence and horrendous atrocities. Thankfully, the war was brought to a conclusion. This was achieved through the efforts of actors within the country as well as thousands of foreign soldiers. The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) dispatched forces under Nigerian leadership to intervene at crucial points. The United Nations also deployed 17,000 peacekeeping troops to the country. In July of 2002, a Truth and Reconciliation Commission was set in an effort to assuage the trauma of the conflict. Today, the nation continues to heal from the ordeal of civil war.



Lifestyle and Leisure

Sierra Leoneans make use of free time in many ways, and their lifestyles vary. In rural areas of Sierra Leone, the lifestyles of the people are often dictated by tradition. In urban settings, the lifestyles of an individual, a family, or group are impacted by urban society. However, one dominant feature of Sierra Leonean society in general is respect for older people. Sierra Leoneans considered it to be bad manners for young people to argue with older people. This practice still exists among Sierra Leoneans in rural areas, while the practice is becoming less important in urban areas. Sierra Leoneans generally believe that it is the responsibility of older people to discipline younger people. Almost all Sierra Leoneans believe in the extended family system. In rural areas, members of a family usually live in the same quarter of the town. The man, as the head of a household, usually lives in a small house, and his wives and children live in a big house with several rooms. Boys usually continue to live in the same house with their parents even if they get married, but girls often move out of the family house to live with their husbands’ parents after marriage.

Extended family connections enable family members to help each other and care for one another. However, while family and extended family connections are very strong in rural areas, the connections among family and extended family members in urban areas are not that strong. Moreover, Sierra Leoneans who live in urban areas tend to focus more on the nuclear family rather than the extended family. However, it is a common practice for Sierra Leonean families in urban areas to allow one or two younger relatives to live with them to go to school or help with household chores, such as cooking, cleaning, washing clothes, and taking care of children. Extended family members who live in urban areas connect with one another only occasionally, because Sierra Leoneans who live in urban areas are largely preoccupied with jobs or schooling. Living in urban areas makes it impossible for family members to live in the same place or household. The only time family members in urban areas have to meet is during holidays, such as Christmas for Christians and the end of Ramadan celebrations for Muslims. These are two major holidays that provide leisure time for almost all Sierra Leoneans. In urban areas, most Sierra Leoneans have the time to visit family members and share food together. Some people even take long trips home during the holiday breaks to see parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles who live in rural areas. When Sierra Leoneans are not working, especially those in urban areas, they like to attend events such as weddings, funerals, and graduations to meet friends and relatives.

The weak extended family connections created in urban areas are compensated for by the formation of associations, such as family associations, town associations, and clan associations. These associations collect dues from their members and also help members who are bereaved, sick, preparing for weddings, and graduating from school. The meetings of association members, usually occurring on weekends, often provide opportunity for family members to re-energize their connections and also share news from family members who live in rural areas. Sierra Leoneans who live and work in urban areas make use of weekend days by visiting friends and relatives, going to movies, attending sporting events, and having good times on the beaches and at bars. Most Sierra Leoneans in urban areas, like Freetown, also make use of their leisure time by watching television or going to football (soccer) matches. In rural areas, women use their leisure time to braid hair, go fishing during the dry season, spin cotton, or visit their friends. The men spend their leisure time by playing games, such as checkers, tops, and six holes four beans. The older men also use their time to drink palm wine or discuss the next farming season. Old people in rural areas may also, especially during evening time, tell stories to entertain young people. Most importantly in rural areas, cases such as disputes between husband and wife, marriage arrangements between two families, and other nonemergency family matters, are usually taken care of during leisure time, rather than when everyone is busy with work.

Employment

A decade of civil war (1990–2001) in Sierra Leone affected all employment sectors of the country. The illiteracy rate in Sierra Leone, especially among women, is one of the highest in West Africa. Women are far behind in terms of education and employment compared to men. According to the 2011 report of the African Development Bank Group (ADBG), the literacy rate of Sierra Leone was about 35.1 percent and women were about 51.3 percent of the population. The high rate of illiteracy among the Sierra Leonean women was attributed to factors such as gender discrimination and traditions, especially in rural areas. The right to education has often been denied women, especially in rural areas, because of the high cost of sending girls to school and the vulnerability of girls to becoming mothers at an early age. In the employment sector of the country, a recent report showed that women were about 36.7 percent of the labor force of Sierra Leone, while men were put at about 63.3 percent. Most of the employment sectors that require extensive skills or education are dominated by men. These sectors include, but are not limited to, manufacturing, teaching, mining, and banking. Sierra Leonean women are dominant in labor sectors that do not require skills. For example, women dominate the self-employed and unregulated economic sectors, such as subsistence farming, purchasing and reselling of goods, production and sale of goods, and other small businesses.
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A farmer displays a sample of his rice harvest near Freetown. Agriculture is extremely important to the economy of Sierra Leone, employing roughly four-fifths of the workforce. (Matthew Oldfield Editorial Photography/Alamy)

The largest employment sector of the Sierra Leonean economy is agriculture, which is dominated by rice farming. Most Sierra Leoneans in rural areas are self-employed as subsistence farmers. The report of unemployment in Sierra Leone in 2004 showed that more males than females were unemployed, because higher a percentage of females worked in the unpaid sectors of the economy, including household or family workers. The 2004 National Housing and Population Reports of Sierra Leone, published by the African Development Bank Group (ADBG), showed that more than 85 percent of the Sierra Leonean population was of working age, but most of them were in the self-employed sector of the economy. The majority of Sierra Leoneans who are self-employed live on less than US$2 a day.

The high rate of unemployment in Sierra Leone was made worse by the decade of civil war. The unemployment rates for women and youth, the two groups that were most severely affected by the war, increased dramatically after the war. Agricultural activities, which served as the highest unpaid employment sector of the economy, came to a halt during the war years. Unemployment among the youth skyrocketed, because the decade of civil war made it impossible for young people to acquire the appropriate education and skills necessary to be absorbed into the paid employment sector. Since the end of the war, there has been growing fear among Sierra Leoneans that political and social stability will remain fragile unless the government makes a concerted effort to create employment opportunities for majority of the population. The major problem for Sierra Leone today is that most of the young people who fought during the civil war are now at the age of employment, but high illiteracy rates among them had rendered them unprepared for skilled jobs.

The three main employment sectors in Sierra Leone are agriculture, the private sector, and the public sector. The 2012 employment report estimates that about 75 percent of Sierra Leone’s population lives in rural communities. The main occupation of this population is rice farming. Although most Sierra Leoneans who live in the rural communities are small-scale rice farmers, rice production provides both employment and income for some people. Some farmers sell a portion of their rice in order to earn income to buy things they need for their families.

The second major employment sector in Sierra Leone is the government, or public sector. However, government jobs in Sierra Leone cannot absorb all the educated and skilled Sierra Leoneans who want to work. Only a few educated people have the chance to get better-paying jobs in government or the private sector. The private sector includes nongovernment organizations (NGOs), which, during and after the civil war, have provided employment opportunities for many Sierra Leoneans. The major problem for the post–civil war government has been the creation of employment opportunities for the people.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Gender roles in Sierra Leone, especially in rural communities, are dictated by traditions, customs, and beliefs. As in most West African countries, gender roles in Sierra Leone are much more defined in rural areas than in urban areas. In rural areas of Sierra Leone, traditions define the roles of the male and female in society. For example, tasks are divided between men and women during the rice farming season. Although gender responsibilities in the farming culture are complementary, tradition requires men to be the head of the household. However, during the farming season, the man is required by tradition to seek advice from his wives regarding the selection of a site for the family rice farm. Moreover, if the family has to make a financial contribution for the death of an extended family member or some other matter, the decision is often made through mutual agreement between a man and his wives. Although they are consulted in every decision, women are always aware of their roles in the marriage and the family.


Reviving a Devastated Economy

Following the civil war, Sierra Leone’s economy faced extraordinary challenges. Agriculture, which employs two-thirds of the populace, was a shambles. In addition, much of the country’s mineral wealth had been squandered, as diamonds and gold had been aggressively mined to fund hostilities. Since the war, falling cocoa and robusta coffee prices have presented further challenges. Sierra Leone has yet to throw in the towel, however. Among other initiatives, the Bumbuna hydroelectric project has recently been launched. This program holds the potential to significantly decrease Sierra Leone’s dependence on foreign oil.



Farming activities in the rural communities are often divided according to gender. Traditionally, the male responsibilities included clearing undergrowth, cutting down trees, burning wood and leaves, clearing the land, and building fences around the rice farm. On the other hand, the responsibilities of women included cooking food for family, washing clothes, cleaning the house, weeding, and harvesting the rice. Among the Mende, women are also responsible for planting the rice and driving away rice-eating birds. However, men are not prohibited from doing such tasks. Men are also responsible for building and maintaining the family house.

Professional work is also gender-based in rural areas of Sierra Leone. For example, sculpting, blacksmithing, leatherworking, woodcarving, and weaving cotton are professions solely for men. Similarly, pottery and tie-dying are work for women. Pottery making is no longer popular among Sierra Leonean women, because the importation of aluminum and metal pots has made traditional clay pots old fashioned. Limba women are famous for pottery work in Sierra Leone. Limba, Mende, and Temne men are famous for making mats, baskets, and hammocks from fabric made from the branches and leaves of palm trees. The skills that are required to become a blacksmith, leatherworker, sculptor, weaver, or potter in rural areas are often acquired through apprenticeship. In urban areas of Sierra Leone, especially in larger cities, gender roles are not as clearly defined as they are in rural areas. In the cities, cooking, cleaning house, and washing clothes are no longer considered to be solely women’s responsibilities. They have become shared responsibilities for men and women in monogamous homes.

As in most West African countries, two marriage systems exist in Sierra Leone. In urban areas, most educated men practiced monogamous marriage, while the most popular form of marriage in rural areas is polygynous marriage. Polygynous marriage practice among men in traditional African societies has been associated with the desire for a large family and the need for labor. Since economic activities in rural areas such as rice farming are labor-intensive, most men want to have many wives and children in order to have a large workforce in their households. Men also practice polygynous marriage in rural areas for social reasons. Like most traditional societies in West Africa, Sierra Leonean men in rural areas believe that having many wives and children is a manifestation of wealth. Moreover, men that have many wives and children often enjoy higher social status among other men in the village and community. On the other hand, a man with only one wife is often considered to be of lower social status and associated with poverty. Thus, men in rural areas of Sierra Leone always aspire to have many wives, children, and other dependents.

Most Sierra Leoneans believe that marriage represents maturity. Married men must be prepared to provide for their households in order to be respected among peers. In the traditional polygynous marriage system, the man is the head of the household and there is no gender equality. A women has to respect her husband, and she is not supposed to argue with him in public. A man has rights over his wives and these rights are legitimized by the dowries he paid to their families. The payment of dowry by the groom to the bride’s family is required by tradition in order for the marriage to be legitimate. The traditional marriage relationship is not limited to the groom and the bride. The relationship also extends between the families of the groom and bride. Sierra Leonean society is generally patrilineal. This means that children born in a marriage belong to the groom. If there is a divorce, the children stay with the man and they can only visit the bride and her family with their father’s permission. Divorce is not often encouraged in traditional marriage. However, in case of divorce, the bride’s family is required to pay back all expenses of the groom incurred before and after marriage.

A typical family for most Sierra Leoneans includes parents, children, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and nephews. Among the Mende people, your mother’s sister (young or old) is also your mother, and your father’s brother (young or old) is also your father. Your aunt is your father’s sister, and your uncle is your mother’s brother. Marriage within the family is prohibited, and older members of the extended family have the responsibility of disciplining younger members for misbehavior. Monogamous marriage in Sierra Leone is practiced mainly by educated men and Christians. The focus in monogamous marriage is on the nuclear family consisting of husband, wife, and children. The man and his wife have equal right to the children, even in the case of divorce.

Cuisine

There is a variety of African and international cuisine in Sierra Leone. For example, there are African restaurants that prepare the best of African cuisine, while Chinese, Japanese, Lebanese, Indian, and European restaurants can also be found. Although there is a variety of ingredients in dishes prepared in most African restaurants in Sierra Leone, the main ingredient for almost all dishes is rice. Rice is the staple food for almost all Sierra Leoneans, and, therefore, most restaurants have rice on their menu. Most Sierra Leoneans would say they had not eaten if they ate any food other than rice. Sierra Leoneans eat rice every day, and some of them eat rice twice a day. Women are responsible for cooking rice and preparing other food. It is against tradition in some areas for a man to cook. In rural communities, food is usually cooked over firewood. This is not the case for people who live in urban areas, where people use gas or electricity.

Rice is the most essential ingredient in Sierra Leonean dishes, and it also has cultural value for people who live in rural areas. Rice is always the main food during funeral services, when people make sacrifices to the ancestral spirits, and during important ceremonies, such as Poro and Sande initiations. Rice is not produced on a large scale to feed the whole population of Sierra Leone. Thus, people in urban areas often depend on imported rice. Rice can be eaten with stews and sauces made from potato leaves, cassava leaves, pepper, peanut, fish, meat, beans, chicken, okra, eggplant, and tomato. Other ingredients for dishes include palm oil, palm kernel oil, and palm butter (palm oil paste). The stews and sauces are prepared with chicken, cow meat, goat meat, deer meat, ground hog meat, and dried or fried fish. Sierra Leoneans also like seafood, such as shrimps, lobsters, and oysters. In rural communities, people rarely eat chicken, often because there are not many of them and the few that are raised can be eaten only during special events like holidays, festivities, or the arrival of important guests.

There are a variety of leafy vegetables that are eaten with rice in Sierra Leonean restaurants. Some of these vegetables are planted purposely for eating, while there are other vegetables that grow wild. Sierra Leoneans know how to prepare both with the right ingredients to produce mouth watering dishes. Potato and cassava leaves are the most popular leafy vegetables that most Sierra Leoneans like to use in stews. The process of cooking potato leaves involves picking the leaves from the stem and washing them thoroughly in a bowl of cold water. The next step is to slice the leaves, put the sliced leaves in a pot, add water, and set the pot on the firewood. The leaves are cooked until the water is gone. The meat to be added to the sauce is seasoned and steamed. Some people prefer smoked turkey legs in the sauce. The sauce is often seasoned with bouillon, which is locally called maggi cube. Cassava leaves stew is prepared in the same way, but the cassava leaves are often pounded with a mortar and pestle before they are cooked. All vegetable stews are cooked with pepper, which can be hot or mild, depending on the taste of the people who will be eating the food. Sierra Leoneans also like to eat rice with okra sauce. The okra is often sliced and mixed with chopped onion and chili pepper. Okra can also be cooked with eggplant to give the sauce a mixed taste.

In addition to being eaten with a variety of sauces and stews, rice can also be prepared as a rice ball, known as akara in Sierra Leone. The preparation of rice ball involves the pounding of clean rice with a mortar and pestle to produce rice flour. The flour is put into a bowl, banana paste and warm water are added, and the contents are mixed with a spoon to make porridge. Corn or vegetable oil is then poured into a saucepan and heated. The porridge is scooped with a spoon or hand and dropped into the hot oil, where it is fried for a few minutes to make akara. Akara is one of the different kinds of foods that are sold on street corners, sidewalks, and street stalls in major Sierra Leonean cities. Most food items that are sold on city streets are fried, roasted, or grilled. For example, there are roasted or grilled meat or fish, roasted cassava, and fried, sliced plantain or potato. Roasted or grilled meat or fish is often sprinkled with fried, sliced onion and chili pepper sauce. Street venders also cook the roots of the cassava or yam, pound it in a mortar, and prepared it as fufu. Fufu is eaten with groundnut soup that is often cooked with hot pepper, fresh fish, crab, shrimp, or chicken feet. Most Sierra Leonean dishes, whether in restaurants or street stalls, are prepared with spices, and most of the ingredients are locally produced.

Sierra Leone also has an abundance of fruits, including pineapples, oranges, coconuts, papaw, breadfruits, and mangoes. In most restaurants and marketplaces, juices are made from these fruits and sold at reasonable prices. Restaurant owners and street sellers often mixed these juices to produce a variety of drinks with great flavors. They also sell ginger beer or palm wine, known as poyo in Sierra Leone. Palm wine is most favored in rural areas, where it is often produced naturally from the palm tree. Most Sierra Leoneans believe that palm wine sold in the cities is often diluted with water and not natural. Other drinks sold in restaurants are beers, including Guinness Stout. Star Beer is locally produced by Sierra Leone Breweries, Limited.

Dress

Sierra Leonean society is ethnically, religiously, and socially diverse. Similarly, the way the people dress varies according to ethnic, religious, and social groups. For example, there are distinctions in dress style between Sierra Leonean Muslims and Christians. There are also distinctions in dress between Westernized Krio and educated Sierra Leoneans in urban areas and noneducated Sierra Leoneans in the rural areas.

At the time of the founding of the settlement of Freetown, dress was one of the ways by which black settlers distinguished themselves from the African ethnic groups. The European-style clothes they wore and the English language they spoke made the settlers feel superior to Africans who could not speak English and wore traditional attire. However, by the early 20th century, the perception of the black settlers about African-style dress began to change, as Africans who graduated from universities inside and outside of Sierra Leone maintained the traditional African-style of dress rather than adopting European style.

The dress styles of Sierra Leoneans of today are a blend of traditional, Islamic, and Western clothing. In the rural areas of Sierra Leone, the dress styles of the people are reflective of the mixture of traditional and Islamic cultural values. Most of the people in rural areas are Muslims, and they are also farmers. They dress in their traditional farm clothes, consisting of short cotton pants, to go to their farms. Some wear sandals made of plastic or rubber, while others go barefoot. They wear Muslim clothing or Western-style shirts when they stay in town. The most popular clothing in rural areas is made from cotton produced on farms. The Mende people are well known for weaving cotton and producing cotton clothing from strips of cotton that is locally called “country cloth.”

The dress styles of most Sierra Leonean Muslims, especially those that live in cities, are typical of costumes popular among other Muslims in West Africa. The men wear long, loose shirts over short or long pajama-like pants. The women wear long gowns made from locally dyed fabric call gara. They wear the gowns over a colorful wrapper that is locally called lappas. During special occasions, such as the festivals marking the end of Ramadan, Muslim men and women dress in elaborate and elegant costumes known as boubous.

Sierra Leoneans in urban areas wear both Western and African styles of clothing. Most of the Western clothes, such as coat suits, long-sleeve shirts, and pantsuits, are imported by business people who own clothing stores and boutiques. Many of these store owners are Lebanese or Indian. Sierra Leoneans have also become importers of Western clothing, especially after the civil war. Young Sierra Leonean fashion designers have established clothing stores, where a mixture of Western and African clothes are designed, sewed, and made available to Sierra Leonean and foreign buyers. One of the first post–civil war Sierra Leonean fashion designers in Freetown is Adama Kai, who was educated in France and United States. Adama Kai designed Western and African shirts, blouses, coat suits, and pantsuits. Most Sierra Leonean men like to wear African shirts, even those who work in government offices. They wear suits and ties occasionally. Popular African-style clothes for men who work in offices are V-neck and button-up shirts, which they often wear with Western-style pants.

Educated working women in urban areas like to wear African-style long or short skirts with net-fit blouses. They also like to wear Western-style blouses and skirts. Western-style pantsuits are not popular among educated Sierra Leonean women. Pantsuits are sometimes worn by Krio women, but even these people dress more formally, especially when they go to church on Sundays. The Krio people in Freetown are particularly known for their Western-style dress code—coat suits, long-sleeved shirts, and neck-ties. It is also common to see a Krio man dressed in a dark coat suit, suspender pants, and a jacket. Jeans, sneakers, and T-shirts are acceptable forms of dress for socializing among Krio men and young Sierra Leoneans in Freetown and other major cities.

The dress code for Sierra Leoneans varies during the rainy season, especially in urban areas. Some people wear sweaters, long raincoats, and boots. Those who cannot afford raincoats or boots often use umbrellas during the rainy season. The use of an umbrella is very common in both urban and rural areas of Sierra Leone. Sierra Leoneans like to appear neatly and appropriately dressed, and they expect other people to look the same.

Sports and Games

Sierra Leoneans play different kinds of sports and games. Sporting events often provide recreation for Sierra Leoneans. The most popular sport in Sierra Leone is soccer, which is locally called football. There are many soccer clubs in Sierra Leone. These clubs are registered with a governing body called the Sierra Football Association, which was formed in 1967. The association establishes rules that govern the activities of all clubs in Sierra Leone. The national soccer team of Sierra Leone is called the Leone Stars. As ardent soccer lovers, most Sierra Leoneans watch international matches on television, especially the English Premier League and the World Cup. Whenever the country’s national team is scheduled to play international matches at home or abroad, Sierra Leoneans are glued to radios and televisions to cheer the Leone Stars on. The national team serves as a unifying force among Sierra Leoneans. Sierra Leoneans show great patriotism whenever any of the local clubs is scheduled to play foreign teams. No matter which football club they belong to, all Sierra Leoneans show support for the home team. However, matches among local clubs always evoke individual loyalty to various clubs. Players who play for the national team are not on regular salary, but they receive honorariums after international matches, especially if Sierra Leone wins. Although most of the players who play for the national team are home based, there are several foreign-based Sierra Leonean players who are often called upon to return home if Sierra Leone has an international game to play.

Other sports that are played in Sierra Leone include basketball, volleyball, weightlifting, tennis, and golf. Tennis and golf are not popular sports among Sierra Leoneans. These two sports are usually considered to be for upper-class people, and they are called rich men sports. Basketball and volleyball also have national teams in Sierra Leone, but these sports cannot compete with soccer in popularity among Sierra Leoneans. However, Sierra Leonean teams often compete in these sports in international matches. Weightlifting has not gained popularity among Sierra Leoneans, and most of the people that love this sport live in the major cities, such as Freetown, Bo, Makeni, and Kenema.

There are also traditional sports and games in Sierra Leone, especially in rural areas. Sierra Leoneans in rural areas play these games to pass their time. One popular game in rural areas is known as wari. Almost all Sierra Leonean ethnic groups know this game. The game is played on a wooden board by two men. The wooden board usually has six holes on each side, and each hole has four beans. The beans are played under certain rules and in a certain order. The game requires great skill on the part of the two players in order for it to last for hours and become interesting. The game is often interesting to watch if two skillful players engage each other, but people become less interested if the two players are amateurs. At the end of the game, the winner is usually the player who has the most beans.

Another game that Sierra Leonean men in rural areas often play is known as “top.” This game also requires great deal of skill to win. The game is often played by three players. Each player is given a set of six tops. The game is played on a mat in an open area. The players stand around the mat. Players hold their tops high above the mat and release them one after the other. The tops are supposed to be spinning as they hit the mat. The top that knocks the other two tops down or out of the mat is declared the winner, and the owner/player will claim the prize. The top game is a men’s game, but the game known as “tug-of-war” is played by men and women together. It is often the women that challenge the men in this game. The game becomes more interesting when husbands and wives get involved on opposing sides. The game involves two teams, a men’s team and a women’s team, standing on opposing sides of a line with members of each team holding onto a long rope. Both teams are cheered on by their compatriots. The goal is for members of one of the teams to pull members of the other team over the line that separates the two teams. In most instances, it is not a big deal if the men’s team pulls the women’s team over the line. However, if the women’s team happens to win, the town’s people will discuss the victory for weeks and remember for years to come.

Sierra Leoneans in rural areas also have another game that is often played by young people. The game is about a farmer trying to protect his rice farm against rice-eating birds. The game usually involves three players. The first person acts as the farmer, the second person acts as the rice farm, and third person acts as the birds. The person acting as the rice farm kneels down and the person who is the farmer stands over the rice farm trying to prevent the birds from destroying or eating the rice. The person acting as the birds tries to reach the rice farm from different directions, but the farmer must work diligently to drive the birds away. If the birds enter the farm by touching the person who is acting as the rice farm, then the farmer has lost the rice farm and the game will be over. However, if the farmer is able to protect the rice farm after three or four attempts by the birds have failed, then the farmer has protected the rice farm and the game will also be over.

Festival and Holidays

There are four major holidays but many festivals in Sierra Leone. The four holidays are the Independence Day, Christmas, Easter, and Ramadan. Independence Day is a secular and public holiday that is celebrated on April 27 every year. The celebrations of the National Day are always colorful, with different dancing and singing groups dressed in various colors of the Sierra Leonean National Flag (green, white, and blue). Traditional mask dancers and masqueraders from various parts of the country come to Freetown or other major cities for the celebrations. Traditional chiefs dressed in colorful gowns also come to Freetown or participate in the celebrations in major cities close to their areas. These chiefs are often well acknowledged and honored by the national government during programs of the holiday. In addition to leading government officials, there are also foreign government officials, ambassadors, and heads of international organizations working in Sierra Leone. Some heads of state from neighboring and friendly countries are usually invited. The Independence Day celebrations climax with cultural dance by the famous Sierra Leone National Culture Troupe, as well as soccer matches inside and outside of Freetown. Government offices, schools, and banks are closed, as people use the day to visit friends and relatives. Schools and students are often invited to take part in parades led by soldiers and law-enforcement groups. Some Sierra Leoneans prepare food, buy drinks, or go to bars and movie theaters to commemorate the day. Independence Day provides leisure time for most government workers. The day also provides the occasion for national leaders to have informative discussions and unveil new national agendas for the future of the country.

Another major holiday is the Muslim holiday of Ramadan. This is a major holiday in Sierra Leone, because the country is predominately Muslim. Other nonsecular holidays that are celebrated by Sierra Leonean Muslims included the birthday of Prophet Muhammad and the day God spared Abraham’s son Ishmael (Isaac in the Bible) from being sacrificed at the altar. Before the day of Ramadan celebrations, Sierra Leonean Muslims often parade the streets of cities and towns at night. The parades feature the display of lanterns in paper boxes over float like structures. The lanterns illuminate the streets and make the night colorful. There is a variety of music played by professional musicians during the parade. The parade has become known as the “lantern festival” in Sierra Leone. Traditional mask dancers also participate in the lantern festival. Muslim scholars in Sierra Leone have unsuccessfully tried to put an end to this because they consider the practice un-Islamic. However, the display of mask dancers as part of the Ramadan celebrations shows the mixture of traditional African and Islamic beliefs and practices among Sierra Leonean Muslims.

The Ramadan holiday in Sierra Leone often ends with prayers and feasting. Ramadan prayers always attract huge Muslim crowds to mosques throughout the country. Those who are not able to hold prayers in mosques are encouraged to hold their prayers in open fields and listen to the imam (Muslim priest) over a loudspeaker. In addition to prayers, other activities of Sierra Leonean Muslims during the Ramadan holiday include feasting, giving gifts, and visiting friends and relatives.

Another of the major holidays in Sierra Leone is Christmas. There are also smaller Christian holidays such as Easter and Thanksgiving. Although Christmas is not a Muslim holiday, the celebrations are observed by Christians and Muslims. One reason is that the day of Christmas usually comes at the end of the farming season in rural areas for almost all Sierra Leoneans. Like the Independence and Ramadan holidays, the Christmas holiday is celebrated throughout Sierra Leone. Christmas Eve is often marked by church services and Christians smartly dressed to attend these services, especially in major cities like Freetown. In Freetown, some of the Creole families wear Western-style clothing, such as coats and ties, for church services. The practice of giving and exchanging gifts is especially notable among Christian families in places like Freetown during the Christmas. The cuisine in most Sierra Leonean homes is specially prepared during Christmas. Typical Christmas dishes include cassava leaf stew, potato leaf stew, okra sauce, jollof rice, fried fish and chicken, grilled meat, juices, fruits, and vegetables. There are also soft drinks and beer.

Christmas celebrations also include parades in the streets of cities. Processions of carnivals display costumed mask dancers and singing groups. As a result of the elaborate and often colorful nature of Christmas celebrations in major cities, some Sierra Leoneans from rural areas prefer to celebrate Christmas Day in cities rather than in their villages. Some come to the cities to see family members they have not seen for a long time, while others come to watch the activities and parades before returning to their villages. The day also provides leisure time for government workers, who often stay home and relax with their relatives.

There are also several other festivals that Sierra Leoneans commemorate in rural and urban areas. These festivals include the Ballanta Music Festival, the Tangains Festival, and the International Film Festival. The Ballanta Music Festival celebrates the achievements of an array of Sierra Leonean musicians. The Tangains Festival commemorates achievements in traditional Sierra Leonean dress, food, and arts. The International Film Festival honors the achievements and contributions of Sierra Leonean and international filmmakers. Meanwhile, the traditional festivals that are respected most among Sierra Leoneans, especially in rural areas, are the Poro and Sande graduation ceremonies. These ceremonies climax with festivities including the singing of traditional songs and the display of mask dancers as well as masqueraders. These mask dancers and masqueraders are believed to be the “spiritual leaders” of the traditional Poro and Sande schools.

Music and Dance

Sierra Leone has rich musical heritage. Sierra Leonean music can be divided into two categories: traditional and Western music. Traditional musicians are those who sing in one or more languages of the ethnic groups in Sierra Leone. Nontraditional musicians are those who sing in either the English language or the Creole language. The recording and production of traditional music began after a number of recording studios were established in Freetown after independence. Some popular traditional Sierra Leonean studio artists include Salia Koroma and Isatta Bassi. Traditional Sierra Leonean music and dance are popular mainly in rural areas, while Western and nontraditional music and dance are popular in urban areas, especially among the young and literate people. Some Krio music is popular both in urban and rural areas, because the language is widely spoken by the majority of the population of Sierra Leone. Efforts to promote Sierra Leonean cultural heritage immediately after political independence led to the formation of the National Cultural Troupe in the 1960s.

Traditional Sierra Leonean music is played in the languages of various ethnic groups in the rural areas. Traditional musical instruments played by Sierra Leonean musicians are the same for most ethnic groups. It is, in fact, difficult sometimes to associate particular musical instruments with a specific ethnic group, because musicians from various ethnic groups have learned to play these instruments from each other for generations. For example, a musical instrument called a sangbai that is played by Mende musicians is also played by the Temne, Limba, and Kono ethnic groups. Although there are different songs in various languages for the sangbai, dancers from the various ethnic groups dance to the sounds of this musical instrument in the same way.

The musical instruments and music often determine the way people dance. For example, the way people dance when the sangbai is played is different from the way they dance if other musical instruments, such as shegbureh or kongoma, are played. In other words, the way musicians play the music often determines the way people dance. There are different kinds of traditional music, and events often determine the kind of music to be played. Thus, there is music played to praise a chief or a warrior, music to celebrate the birth of a child or a wedding, and music for the festivals of the Poro and Sande graduations. There is also music for Ramadan, Christmas, and funerals. Traditional dance may be performed by an individual or a group, depending on the music, and the occasion.

There are certain traditional songs and musical instruments that are gender specific, meaning they are played solely by either men or women. For example, some of the traditional musical instruments played solely by men in Sierra Leone are the sangbai and kongoma. The sangabi is often played in a group, while the kongoma is played solo. However, songs for these musical instruments are usually sung by a group that is often led by a lead singer. The sangbai and kongoma are made from wood. The sangbai is cylindrical in shape with animal skin tightly sealed at one end, while the kongoma is in the form of a box and has metal blades attached at an opening on the side. A popular musical instrument for women in Sierra Leone is the shegbureh, which is a gourd surrounded by a network of beads attached to strings. The beads on strings are wrapped around the gourd to give it a rattle sound. Women often sing as they play the shegbureh. This musical instrument is most popular among Mende women in the southern and eastern parts of Sierra Leone. The shegbureh is often played by a group of women, but the song is often introduced by a solo singer, with the group responding in chorus. Shegbureh singing and dancing groups often perform during initiation and graduation of ceremonies of young women from the traditional Sande school.

Most musical instruments in rural areas of Sierra Leone are played by musicians from the various ethnic groups, but a few of them are identified with specific ethnicities. For example, the sangbai is an interethnic musical instrument that is played by the Mende, Temne, Kissi, and Limba, even though it is widely identified with the Mende. Likewise, the Limba people of northern Sierra Leone are known for their use of a musical instrument called the hutamba, even though musicians from other ethnic groups also play it for entertainment. The hutamba is a hollow and wooden drum like musical instrument. Like the sangbai, the hutamba is made by professional woodcarvers. The sangbai and hutamba are the main musical instruments used during ceremonies of the graduation of young men from the Poro school. In Sierra Leone, musicians also play the sangbai and hutamba to entertain people during occasions like Christmas and Independence Day.

Other traditional musical instruments often played by musicians from various ethnic groups in rural areas of Sierra Leone include the horn, kondingi, balangi, and mbiligi. These musical instruments are often played by men, but accompanying dancers may include women. The songs and dances for these instruments vary according to the occasion. The Limba people are known for using the deer or antelope horn as a musical instrument. The Limba musician blows the horn to produce musical sounds to entertain mainly a chief or the elders. This instrument is usually played by a single person, but the songs are often sung by a group of male singers standing behind the musician. The kondingi is best known among Susu musicians. The name of the instrument itself comes from the Susu language. The names given to this musical instrument by other ethnic groups is similar to the name in the Susu language. The kondingi is played by one person, but there are often several dancers accompanying. The balangi is an important musical instrument, popular among the Temne. The balangi is also an interethnic musical instrument, as Yalunka musicians also play it. Another popular musical instrument in rural areas of Sierra Leone is the mbili. It is a short, hollow, wooden, cylindrical, drum like instrument that has both ends covered with animal skins. The mbili is a popular musical instrument among the Mende, even though musicians from other ethnic groups also play it for entertainment purposes.

Most traditional musical instruments and songs are popular with people in rural areas of Sierra Leone. However, one music that has traditional elements but is popular in both rural and urban areas is known as Lantern Music. This music is played during festivals marking the end of Ramadan. The name Lantern Music was introduced in Sierra Leone from Gambia in the 1930s. It was adopted from the traditional Christian festival when Christians held lanterns in their hands during the procession of the Easter Holiday. Muslims in Sierra Leone incorporated the lantern festival and music into celebrations of what they believe was the day Allah shined light on the world by sending the Koran from heaven. Other traditional musical dances that are popular in urban areas and originally associated with the Mandingo are the geda and yankedde dances. Mandingo musicians beat drums and other musical instruments to accompany dancers of the yankedde and geda secret societies.

There are also varieties of urban musical and dancing groups, especially among the Creole. A special kind of music and dance that is identified with Creole culture is the goombay. Goombay dance and music are believed to have some elements of traditional West African music and dance, especially in the drumming and dancing. Another urban dance is the calypso dance, also of the Creole in Freetown. Calypso dance and music are said to have originated among African slaves on Caribbean sugar plantations, being brought from there to Sierra Leone by liberated blacks. Calypso music is also believed to contain a great deal of traditional African musical elements. The Creole also perform ojeh dances and music. These dances and music are said to have also originated from the ojeh secret society that was introduced in Sierra Leone by the Yoruba in the early 19th century.

Western and Caribbean music are also popular in urban Sierra Leone, including pop, reggae, and hip-hop. Younger generations of Sierra Leoneans, like Emerson Bangura, are no longer playing music merely for entertainment. They are now using their songs and lyrics to expose ills in Sierra Leonean society. The lyrics of their songs describe corruption, election fraud, and the inability of the government to take actions to improve the lives of ordinary Sierra Leoneans.

Visual Art

Artistic works in Sierra Leone are deeply rooted in the cultural life of Sierra Leonean people. Some of the oldest artistic works in Sierra Leone include sculpture, carving, weaving, tie-dying, leatherworking, and pottery. Painting and cinematic art are just recently developing in Sierra Leone.

Painting was not among the popular forms of arts in Sierra Leone, as opposed to sculpture, carving, leatherworking, and pottery. In rural areas of Sierra Leone, the art of painting was not among the skilled artistic work that developed among traditional artisans. Most painted works are inspired by the events of the civil war, especially brutalities committed by the fighters. Older works are difficult to find, and information about painting among Sierra Leoneans in rural areas is very scare. Sierra Leoneans whose paintings have been exhibited inside and outside of Sierra Leone include John Vandi, Olayinka Burney Nicole, Hassan Bangura, and Koso Thomas.

Cinematic art in Sierra Leone has not developed to the level of other West African countries, such as Nigeria and Ghana. However, Sierra Leone has produced a number of actors and actresses who have gained international recognition in the movie industry. A Sierra Leonean who has made a mark in cinematic art is Jimmy Bangura, or Jimmy B. He is famed for his movie For the Love of Money. The movie made its debut in Europe and was described as one of the best Sierra Leonean movies ever made. The film industry in Sierra Leone also adopted the sobriquet Sollywood, in reference to American Hollywood. There are two well-known film producers in Sierra Leone, namely Sunny Valley and Paradise Films. Sierra Leone was placed on the map by the international movie industry through such movies as Amistad and Blood Diamond, which feature people and events in Sierra Leone. Although Sierra Leonean filmmaking is still in its infancy, Sierra Leonean moviemakers have made their mark in cinematic art. Some of the top Sierra Leonean cinemas, such as Globe Cinema in Freetown, have often shown movies featuring Sierra Leonean actors and actresses.

There are many other artistic works that represent traditional cultural beliefs and practices that have existed for generations in Sierra Leone. Sculpture, carving, leatherworking, and pottery are some of the arts that can be traced to antiquity in Sierra Leone, even though the products of most of these arts no longer bear cultural significance in modern Sierra Leone. Traditionally, the products of sculptors, carvers, and potters in Sierra Leone had some religious importance attached to them. For example, the Mende and other ethnic groups attached religious significance to the carved nomoli stone figures because of the belief that they possessed supernatural powers to make rice farms yield more rice if they were planted in the fields during farming season. In rural areas of Sierra Leone, professional artisans were accorded great respect because people attached socioreligious significance to their artistic works.

Professional Sierra Leonean sculptors and carvers made wooden materials, such as figures of human beings, animals, and snakes. Wooden figures that look like animals and snakes were symbols of totemic beliefs, which existed and still exist in Sierra Leonean society. Sculptors and carvers also produced wooden bowls, spoons, and plates. Professional carvers produced special wooden masks that were worn by men and women, “spirit-devils” who supervised the initiations and graduations of young girls and boys from traditional Sande and Poro schools. Another important artistic work that was popular in Sierra Leone was the making of cotton clothing, locally called “country cloth.” The weaving of cotton was one of the popular artistic works among the Mende and Temne. Cotton seeds were planted along with rice seeds during the farming season. After harvesting the rice, the women picked the cotton and placed it in baskets. The women were responsible for spinning the cotton into thread and used indigo to dye the thread in various colors. The weaving of thread into strips of cloth was the responsibility of the men. The men also did the work of stitching strips of cloth together to produce various sizes of cloth. They also produce cotton clothes such as pants, hats, and shirts for men, as well as wrappers, or lappa, and head-ties for women.

Pottery and tie-dyeing were artistic work among Temne and Limba women, while Yalunka and Fula men specialized in leatherwork. Women produced dye from the indigo plant by boiling the roots in a large pot. The color of the dye is determined by the amount of water in the pot and the length of time the roots are allowed to boil. The art of dying cloth has declined in Sierra Leone, and only a few people are tie-dyeing in rural areas. In addition to tie-dyeing, pottery was another art for women. The Temne and Limba women used clay to make cooking pots, large pots used as reservoirs for water and clay bottles for preserving palm oil. Pottery work has also declined in Sierra Leone, because most people now use aluminum. Another artistic work that was popular in Sierra Leone was leatherwork. The Yalunka and Fula were among the most famous leatherworkers in Sierra Leone. The Fula excelled in leatherwork more than any other ethnic group in the country. Some of the materials they produced included leather bags, gloves, sheaths for knives, wallets, and belts. Leatherwork has also declined in Sierra Leone, as foreign-made leather and synthetic rubber shoes have replaced traditional leather materials. As Sierra Leoneans get accustomed to Western material culture, traditional artistic skills are also disappearing fast.

Architecture and Housing

Sierra Leone has unique architectural styles. Those in urban areas are different from those in rural areas. In urban areas such as Freetown, architectural styles are noticeably influenced by colonial-style housing. There are also Western-style modern houses in major cities like Freetown, Kenema, Bo, and Makeni. However, these modern structures, especially in Freetown, are shadowed by colonial-era structures that can be traced to the late 18th and 19th centuries. In Freetown, colonial-era structures are scattered across the city. These houses are built with wood and clapboard. Some of the houses look like houses found in the southern United States. Some colonial-era structures in Freetown are one-story and some are two-story. Colonial-era architectural styles in Freetown are reflective of Sierra Leone’s history. The country was established as a home for liberated blacks from England, America, and the Caribbean. The blacks who were brought to Sierra Leone in the late 18th and early 19th centuries built their houses to resemble those of the areas they came from. Some of the colonial-era houses in Freetown are built with wood and plank and raised high on concrete pillars. Some of these houses were also used as dwellings by the British colonial administrators.

The modern houses in Sierra Leone are located mainly in the major cities. Modern structures include government buildings, hotels, stores, private homes, and apartment complexes. In Freetown and other cities, modern structures are made of cement blocks and corrugated metals. Some of the houses are one-story and some are multistory. There are also some skyscrapers in Freetown. Most of the modern buildings in Freetown, especially houses, are found in the suburbs. Modern houses are well furnished. Government offices, hotels, and private homes are furnished with glass or wooden tables. Homes have comfortable wooden beds, sofas, and chairs. These modern houses are well painted in a variety of colors. Based on their income, some urban families have televisions and other entertainment in their homes. Some urban families who cannot afford television depend on radio for entertainment. Apartment complexes in urban areas such as Freetown are built mainly in suburbs, but apartments are often expensive for working families.

The architectural styles in rural areas sharply contrast those in the urban areas. In rural areas, houses are built mainly in traditional styles. Most of the rural houses are built with mud and clay. Only people who can afford to can use cement to plaster their houses in rural areas. Most homes are dabbed with pasty mud and rubbed smooth by hand. Brick houses are built in rural areas by people who can afford the cost. People who build brick houses often used corrugated zinc as roofing material. Otherwise, palm thatches are the common roofing materials for most rural houses. People who build their houses with brick and corrugated zinc are usually considered “rich people” in rural areas.

The building of a family house in a village is often the responsibility of all members of the extended family. The frame of the house has to be built first with sticks before the structure can be daubed with mud and clay. People in the village always provide help during the construction of a house, and the family that owns the house is required to provide food for the workers. Houses in the rural areas are often built during the dry season, because falling rains would wash away the wet mud if the houses were built during the rainy season. Depending on the size of the labor force and size of the family who owns the house, the building of a house can take days, weeks, or months. A traditional house is usually built to last for about 10 to 15 years, but the roof, made of palm thatches or grass, has to be changed at least every 5 years. Traditional houses are usually one story. They are often built either in a circular or rectangular shape. A typical Sierra Leonean family house in rural areas has one big central room for women and three to four smaller rooms. One of the rooms is usually for the husband, and one is reserved for strangers. The children usually have more than one room in the house, but if there is an older son that is married, then there will be one room solely for him.

Depending on the number of family members and the preference of the man who is the head of the household, a family could own more than one house. In some villages, there are two big family houses and a small house built for the head of the household. The houses are built in a circlelike formation to make a compound. The man’s house usually has one room and a small veranda attached outside for family meetings and receiving guests. The veranda usually has a hammock, which is used for relaxation. Most traditional houses are built to withstand storms and heavy rainfall. In the big family house, there may be a hearth at the center of the central room, where the women have their beds in circular formation. The fire provides light and heat at night, if there is no family lantern. Cooking is prohibited in the big house. The women cook and eat food in the family kitchen, built next to the house. Traditional houses are built with the hope that they will last for generations. Therefore, when the house is completed and it is time for the rainy season, every member of the family has the responsibility of reporting any leaks that would destroy the house. The rebuilding or reconditioning of traditional houses is usually the responsibility of the man as the head of the household, but relatives are there to help as well.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Sierra Leone is rich in literary and oral traditions. Like most African countries, Sierra Leonean literary traditions are rooted in the history of the people, their socioeconomic conditions, environment, and traditional values. The literary developments in Sierra Leone have two phases—the precolonial and postcolonial periods. Precolonial literary narratives are dominated by oral traditions of the various ethnic groups that inhabited the area that became Sierra Leone before the arrival of black settlers and British colonizers in the late 18th century.

Although Sierra Leone has the first institution of higher learning in West Africa, Fourah Bay College, which was founded in 1827, literary development in the country did not start until the 20th century. One of the main reasons was that a lack of publishing houses in Sierra Leone until 1960s affected the blossoming of written literature. Another reason is that most of the early educated class of the country came from the settlers’ group, which had no root in African cultural experiences and traditional values. A lack of knowledge of traditional African social and cultural values rendered the educated settlers, the Creoles, unable to be creative writers of indigenous literature of Sierra Leone.

Most scholars believe that the writing of modern African literature was largely fuelled by reactions to European rule in Africa. In Sierra Leone, most early literary works were written by the Creole elite, descendants of liberated blacks. Some of the Creole elite who became pioneers of Sierra Leonean literary work include Adelaide Casely-Hayford, Crispin George, Jacob Stanley Davis, and Gladys Casely-Hayford. These writers were mainly poets, whose works conveyed messages of black consciousness and pride, African nationalism, and religious morality.

Adelaide Casely-Hayford (1868–1959) was born of Ghanaian and English parentage but later moved to Sierra Leone. She studied in Africa and Europe and became one of the first Sierra Leoneans to publish poems about black Africa and Sierra Leonean society. She became a strong advocate of the right of women to education and exemplified her devotion to this cause by establishing schools to educate and train girls for future roles as women. She wrote and published many short stories and poems. Prominent among her published works are Black and White Encounter, Kobina—A Little African Boy, Two West Simpletons, Mista Courifer, and her autobiography, titled Reminiscences. Crispin George and Jacob Stanley Davis were also pioneers of Sierra Leonean literary traditions. Crispin George wrote and published a number of poems that carried messages of beliefs in human freedom, pride in the black race, and morality. Some of his writings include Homage to Mother Africa, Help Deferred, Ingratitude, and Africanness. Like George, Jacob Stanley Davis (1879–1957) was a poet, and most of the poems he wrote were about black consciousness, devotion to religious values, and discrimination among races. One of his best-known literary works is titled Even There, a poem that is critical of racism and racial discrimination. Another pioneer of Sierra Leonean literary work was Gladys Casely-Hayford (1904–1950), who was also the daughter of Adelaide Casely-Hayford. Gladys Casely-Hayford studied in Africa and England and became a poet. Prominent among her poems are Nativity, Rejoice, and Freetown. These poems highlight black pride and consciousness, as well as love and religious moral values in Freetown Creole society.

Sierra Leone has also produced a new generation of writers whose works have gained international recognition. Some of these new writers include Syl Cheney-Coker, Elvis G. Lucilda Hunter, Sheikh Umar Kamarah, and Eustace Palmer. These Sierra Leonean writers have published literary works that include novels and anthologies. Syl Cheney-Coker has published a novel (The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar, 1990) and poems, including “Ghetto Women,” “Graveyard Also Has Teeth,” and “Blood in the Desert’s Eyes.” Lucilda Hunter published several novels, such as Road to Freedom, Bitter Sweet, Joy Come in the Morning, and Redemption. Shiekh Umar Karmarah’s two important poems are “The Child of War,” and “Singing in Exile.” Eustace Palmer is known as a literary critic and scholar. He has published dozens of journal articles and novels and currently teaches at Georgia College and State University as distinguished Professor of English Literature. Some of his works include Studies in the English Novels, An Introduction to African Novels, Knowledge Is More Than Mere Words: A Critical Introduction to Sierra Leone Literature, A Tale of Three Women, and A Pillar of the Community.

As noted earlier, some of the literary works of Sierra Leone are based on the collection of oral traditions. Oral traditions in Sierra Leone are embedded in the cultural values of Sierra Leoneans. In rural areas of Sierra Leone, there are many storytellers and griots, whose specialties are in town, village, and community history. The high illiteracy rate in rural areas makes oral communication the most effective way of spreading information to people. Traditional storytellers are custodians of stories about wars, religious beliefs, and ways of life of the people. Oral traditions have become major and useful sources of fictional and nonfictional works about Sierra Leonean people and society.

Sierra Leonean linguists and historians have utilized oral traditions to reconstruct precolonial and colonial literature and the history of Sierra Leone. Professor Eustace Palmer, one of the foremost Sierra Leonean literary critics, has noted that “Sierra Leone literature is steeped in the history, culture, economic situation, and even geography of the country” (Palmer 2013: 1). There are many literary works of Sierra Leone that are based on collections of the oral traditions of various ethnic groups. For example, an anthological work entitled Fishing in Rivers of Sierra Leone is a collection of traditional stories and songs of various ethnic groups in Sierra Leone. Oral traditions have also been useful in the reconstruction of the history of Sierra Leone. Sierra Leonean historians, such as Arthur Abraham, Joe A. D. Alie, and C. Magbaily Fyle, have published several books making significant use of oral sources.

Media

Sierra Leone had two media institutions the 20th century. These were broadcasting and print media. The Internet has recently been added to the Sierra Leonean media repertoire. Internet services are limited and work faster in cafes in Freetown and other major cities. The broadcasting media in Sierra Leone includes radio and television.

Radio was introduced in Sierra Leone in 1934, and the Sierra Leonean Broadcasting Service (SLBS) was also established in the same year. The establishment of the SLBS in 1934 made Sierra Leone the first West African nation to have radio broadcasting service in the English language. The SLBS was the only radio station in Sierra Leone until the 1990s, when private radio stations owned by individuals and religious organizations began operation in the country. John J. Akar (1927–1975) became the first Sierra Leonean native to be named director of broadcasting at the SLBS in 1960. The SLBS broadcasted news only in English until 1952, when broadcasting began in some of the major Sierra Leonean languages, such as Mende and Temne. Krio, the lingua franca of Sierra Leone, was not used in radio broadcasting until 1959, when the Krio, Mende, and Temne languages were already used to relay foreign news. The use of local languages made radio the most popular and trusted medium for people in the rural areas. Although television and Internet services are available in Sierra Leone, radio is still the most popular form of media.

Television is the second most popular broadcasting medium in Sierra Leone. As noted earlier, television services in Sierra Leone are limited mainly to major cities. Television service was introduced to Sierra Leone in 1963. Radio continued to be the sole broadcasting medium for the majority of the population in rural areas of Sierra Leone until 1979, when television services were extended beyond Freetown and operated as an independent institution called Sierra Leone Television (SLTV). Although SLTV service has not reached the majority of the population in rural areas, many people cannot afford to buy a television set. Therefore, television is still not a popular form of media in Sierra Leone. There are presently two television stations in Sierra Leone. They are the government-owned SLTV and the United Kingdom–based, privately owned ABC television. ABC television provides news, entertainment, and educational programs.

Print media has existed in Sierra Leone since the 19th century. The first printing press and newspaper in West Africa were introduced in Sierra Leone early in that century. The Sierra Leone Gazette is the oldest newspaper in West Africa, first published in 1801. The newspapers in Sierra Leone were controlled by the British colonial government until 1855, when the first African-controlled newspaper, called the New Era, was published. On the eve of independence in 1961, there was a proliferation of newspapers in Sierra Leone. Many of these papers were owned by political parties. After Sierra Leone became a one-party state in 1978, the government placed strict control on print media. In 1987, the Sierra Leone News Agency (SLENA) was formed in order to facilitate greater circulation of news to the public.

The production of newspapers thrived in Sierra Leone before the civil war. Most of the editors and publishers were college and university graduates. After the civil war, the number of newspapers increased dramatically. Some Sierra Leoneans believed that the increase in the number of newspapers after the civil war was not an indication of high rates of literacy, but rather newspaper publication became an attractive business for people who wanted to make quick money by publishing stories on the civil war. Some of papers quickly disappeared from newsstands because of a lack of standards and ethics. The high illiteracy rate has made the print medium unpopular for most Sierra Leoneans. Sierra Leonean newspapers are published in English, which is spoken mainly by literate people. Most of the newspapers in Sierra Leone are privately owned businesses, and they are often critical of the government.

The newest media service in Sierra Leone is the Internet. Internet services are better in Freetown than in any other area of the country. The introduction of wireless service has increased the usage of the Internet in Freetown. Currently, there are more than nine Internet service providers in Sierra Leone. These include high-speed and mobile services in Freetown.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Mogadishu

Major Cities: Mogadishu, Kismayo

Population: 10,428,043 (CIA World Factbook, July 2014 estimate)

Languages: Somali (official), Arabic (official as of February 2004), English, Italian

Government Type: Federal Parliamentary Republic (transitional government). However, the authority of the transitional government in Mogadishu is challenged by the self-declared Republic of Somaliland in the northwest, the semiautonomous state of Puntland in the northeast, and various local and regional entities based upon clan, subclan, and religious affiliations.

Ethnic Groups: Somali (85 percent); Bantu and other non-Somali groups (Sab, Benadiri, Gosha, Barawani, Bajuni, Eyle, and Arab) (15 percent)

Religions: Sunni Islam (official); Christianity and other (less than 1 percent)



Introduction

The current political turmoil in Somalia draws into question the validity of speaking of Somalia as a single, unitary state. However, for the sake of clarity, this essay refers to Somalia as all territory assimilated into the Somali Republic through the merger of British Somaliland and Italian Somalia in 1960.

Geography

The territory of the Somali Republic, as established in 1960, extends inland from the eastern and northern coasts of the Horn of Africa. At its southwestern terminus, Somalia is bordered by Kenya. To the west, within the concavity formed by Somalia’s territory, lies the ethnically Somali but Ethiopian-controlled Ogaden highlands. Finally, to the northwest, Somalia is bordered by the small nation of Djibouti.

The northern portion of Somalia, running along the southern coast of the Gulf of Aden, is composed of three distinct ecological zones. The northernmost is the Guban, a coastal strip 20 to 35 miles in width at most points. Meaning “the burnt” in Somali, the Guban features a desert climate, including sand dunes, searing heat, hot winds, and sandstorms (Abdullahi 2001: 2). This is especially true during the hot season, spanning from June to September, when high temperatures impede daytime travel. The Guban would not be adequately described as a coastal desert, however. The country is laced with dry riverbeds, called tog, which swell annually with mountain runoff from the south. Further, the region holds breathtaking beaches and many areas of grass and shrub lands, which offer fine grazing for goats and sheep. Indeed, the Guban has long been alive with human activity, boasting a history of international trade and a list of famed trading ports dating back to the heyday of ancient Egypt.

To the south of and running parallel to the Guban lies the Golis, a mountainous region with peaks reaching nearly 8,000 feet in places. The modern roads that traverse the steep ascent into this region trace ancient trade routes. Some, like the winding Sheikh Pass, are carved directly from the mountainside. Many residents of the Guban continue an ancient tradition of transhumance, withdrawing from the coastlands to the Golis during the hot season to take advantage of cooler temperatures and more abundant water and grazing. However, the expansion of permanent highland settlements, such as Borame, Erigabo, and Hargeisa, has gone far in, crowding out seasonal migration.

South of the Golis, the land slopes gently downward into a highland region known as the Haud. Meaning “a country of thickets and grassy plains” in Somali, the Haud offers the best pasture in the country (Abdullahi 2001: 3). This area is the primary source of Somali livestock exports, as it is capable, under good conditions, of supporting extensive pastoral industry—including the raising of beef stock.

Beyond the northern regions, in the lands formerly comprising Italian Somalia, the land gradually descends in flat plains from the Ethiopian Highlands to the west to the Indian Ocean. Though much of this land is fit solely for grazing and limited farming, the presence of Somalia’s only two permanent rivers to the south (the Juba and the Shebelle) allows for some agriculture on a commercial scale.
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Rock outcroppings near Hargeisa in Somaliland. Within these structures lies the Laas Geel cave complex, home to some of the oldest petroglyphs in Africa. These cave paintings, which may date back as far as 10,000 years, depict both wild animals and decorated cattle, showing the extreme antiquity of both human habitation and cattle keeping in Somalia. (Vlad Galenko/Dreamstime.com)

People and Ethnicity

Unsurprisingly, the Somalis comprise the largest ethnic group in Somalia. While there is no consensus as to the origins of this ethnonym, one popular interpretation is that the name comes from the Somali soo maal, or “go and milk.” Alternatively, many trace the origins of the Somali name to a mythical founder, Samale. Whatever the origin of their name may be, the Somalis represent a single-language group that originated along the African coast of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden and fanned out across the areas today referred to as Djibouti, Somalia, western Ethiopia, and northern Kenya.

Though more or less linguistically homogenous, the Somalis are nevertheless divided by clan affiliation. In the north, the Isaaq clan confederation predominates. In northeastern and central Somalia, the Darod are in majority. The Hawiye clan confederacy dominates much of the land south of Darod territory. Finally, the Dir occupy areas of both the south and the extreme north of the country. These broad clan affiliations are further subdivided into clan, subclan, and even smaller groupings. While clan-based affiliations originated as pragmatic political and economic relationships between often mobile Somali communities, over time these affiliations have evolved into significant and fixed markers of identity, based upon notions of shared agnatic descent. This transition may have been encouraged by Islamic influence, and later by the colonial practice of indirect rule through clan and subclan authorities. By the end of the colonial period, clan affiliation had become highly politicized, ensuring that the politics of the fledgling First Somali Republic (1960 to 1969) would be fractious at best. Even today, the problem of clannism in politics, though generally overstated in the Western media, continues to impede political progress in Somalia.

Though Somalia is often cited, both within Somalia and without, as the only ethnically homogenous state in sub-Saharan Africa, this claim is misleading. In fact, non-Somali-speaking groups constitute roughly 15 percent of the population of Somalia. The largest of these groups is the Sab, also known as the Rahanwein. Likely descended from an admixture of southward-migrating Somalis, previously arrived Oromo migrants, pre-Cushitic Bantu villagers, and ancient hunter-gatherer communities, the Sab primarily inhabit the interriverine region of southern Somalia. Though the origin of their name is unclear, it may be a reference to the Sabo, an Oromo clan that contributed strongly to Sab ancestry. The Sab comprise five distinguishable linguistic groups: the Maay (counting roughly 1 million members) and the Jiido, Tunni, Dabare, and Garre (each numbering fewer than 50,000). Like the Somali, the Sab are organized along clan lines, with the Mirifle confederation representing the majority of Maay speakers and the Digil representing a counterbalancing coalition of the smaller groups. Given their access to the greater rainfall and water resources of the interriverine region, the Sab of the countryside place a greater emphasis on agriculture than do most rural Somalis.

The Benadiri, inhabiting the coastal region extending southward from Mogadishu—the Benadir—are another non-Somali group. They are the result of contact among Bantu, Cushitic, Persian, and Arabic elements in and around the Swahili coastal towns that once served as gatekeepers of trade along the East African coast. This is evidenced in the dialect that they speak—a mixture of Somali, Maay, and Swahili called coastal Somali, or alternatively Benadiri.

The Benadir region is also host to two small Swahili-speaking communities—the Barawani and the Bajuni. The Barawani are concentrated in the city of Barawe. The Bajuni, numbering perhaps 10,000, inhabit the Bajuni islands off the town of Kismayo and have a long tradition of fishing and seafaring. I. M. Lewis has suggested a connection between the Bajuni and Indonesian seafarers based upon certain physical similarities (Lewis, 1955). However, it is best not to place great faith in such evidence, as phenotypic features vary widely among individuals within any given ethnic group. Further, as ethnicity, physical appearance, and genetic makeup seldom correlate strongly, leaning heavily upon phenotypic evidence often leads to overgeneralized, invalid, or even racist conclusions.


The Five-Pointed Star

All of the nations of Africa struggle with the problem of borders drawn during the colonial era. In almost any African state, one can find a number of ethnic groups with few, if any, historical ties. Even more, national borders often cut through ethnic communities. The latter is the primary difficulty facing Somalis. In fact, the five-pointed star on the Somali flag represents the long-standing desire of the Somali state to reunite the five Somali communities separated by political boundaries: the Somalis in Djibouti, eastern Ethiopia, former British Somaliland, former Italian Somalia, and northern Kenya. Though Somalia even went so far as to declare war on Ethiopia in the hopes of reuniting the five-pointed star, there seems to be little prospect of this goal ever being achieved.



Along the Juba and Shebelle rivers lay several Bantu-speaking farming communities, known collectively as the Gosha or Wagosha, a reference to the lush riverine marshlands around which they dwell. In some areas, they are also known as the Baarfuul (Palm People), as they are the only ethnic group in Somalia that has undertaken palm cultivation to any significant degree (Abdullahi 2001: 10). Considerable numbers of Gosha have migrated to urban centers, where they tend to establish their own quarters and seek employment in the trades. Gosha presence in Somalia likely predates the arrival of Somali and Oromo migrants, and their oral traditions speak of a legendary interriverine kingdom, Shungwaya, which predates both groups.

Finally, the Eyle represent a final remnant of the light-skinned hunting and gathering communities that seemed to have populated Somalia prior to the arrival of Bantu-or Cushitic-speaking groups. Meaning “dog owners,” Eyle is a reference in Somali to this people’s practice of keeping hunting dogs, a practice considered unclean by Muslim Somalis (Abdullahi 2001: 11). Up until the 1960s and 1970s, the Eyle could be found in hunting and farming communities south of Baidoa. Since that time, urban migration and intermingling with the Somali and Sab populations has led to the decline of these communities. The outbreak of civil war in 1991 has also gone far toward undermining the presence of the Eyle as a distinct people.

Languages

Throughout most of its history, the Somali language had no written form. The predominantly pastoral population had limited use for writing, and where written correspondence or recordkeeping was necessary, Arabic was employed. Because Arabic was (and still is) the liturgical language of the land, the populace could turn to resident or itinerant religious scholars for transcription services. As these services were a source of income and prestige for religious scholars, there was little incentive to expand Arabic literacy, let alone codify the vernacular. During the late 19th century, however, this situation began to change. A number of scholars and activists, both Somali and non-Somali, began to propose potential scripts. These fell into three general categories: those based upon Arabic script, those based upon Latin script, and those featuring a new script, unique to Somali. By the 1950s, the idea of adopting a unique script had been largely abandoned in favor of the more familiar Arabic and Latin letters well known through Islam and colonialism, respectively. When Somalia won its independence in 1960, the politicians of the fledgling republic refused to take significant action regarding the matter, as the contention between pro-Arabic and pro-Latin factions had become so fierce as to represent a political football. It would take the dictatorial power of the Barre regime (1969–1991) to finally settle the issue. In 1972, the government announced the establishment of a Latin script for Somali, and a massive alphabetization campaign was launched, bringing literacy in the new script to millions of Somalis and establishing it as the medium of instruction throughout grade school.

The Barre years also saw an expansion of Arabic literacy in Somalia, particularly during the 1970s and 1980s. During those decades, trade with and emigration to the oil-rich Arabian Peninsula was on the rise. Further, Somalia became, at this time, the only non-Arab member state in the Arab League. With these motivations in mind, the Barre regime promoted Arabic with increasing enthusiasm, establishing literacy courses in urban centers and over the radio.

Religion

Religious life in Somalia is predominately Islamic. Indeed, non-Muslims likely make up less than 1 percent of the population. Most of this tiny minority is Christian, as a result of missionary activity during the colonial period. Though no exact date has been determined, based upon Somalia’s close proximity to the Arabian Peninsula and the region’s long history of interaction with the Arab world, Islam likely came to the country very early on—perhaps as early as the seventh century CE. Islam was by no means the first Eurasian religion to reach Somalia’s shores. Judaism and Christianity had been long established in the Horn of Africa by the time the Prophet Muhammad began his career in Arabia. Islam, however, would ultimately sweep aside both of these traditions, along with other religious systems derived in sub-Saharan Africa.

Though historical accounts of the spread of Islam across Somalia are lacking, popular legend ascribes a great portion of this phenomenon to Sheikh Yusuf Al-Kownin. In addition to the honorific al-kownin, meaning “he of two worlds,” the Sheikh is also known as Aw-Barkhadle, or “the Blessed Father” (Abdullahi 2001: 56). Al-Kownin is said to have angered the chief priest of a pre-Islamic cult, Mohamed Hanif, with his proselytizing. Hanif challenged Al-Kownin to match his own powers, twice passing through the sides of a mountain. Al-Kownin asked that Hanif attempt this feat a third time, and as Hanif passed through the mountain, Al-Kownin prayed to Allah that his adversary might never emerge. Hanif was consequently sealed in, and the influence of his cult receded before the advance of Islam. This confrontation is commemorated to this day through the granting of a gift (samayo) to the Yibir clan at the birth of every male child, (though this practice is in decline). The Yibir, Mohamed Hanif’s clan, are said to have demanded blood money of Yusuf Al-Kownin for the death of their kinsman. Al-Kownin granted their request in the form of the samayo. Al-Kownin is also popularly celebrated as the inventor of a mnemonic system still used today by Somali speakers learning Arabic.

Somalis are overwhelmingly Sunni Muslim, the largest single branch of Islam on earth, and, more specifically, adhere to the Shafi’i school of Islamic jurisprudence. Thus, like most Muslims the world over, they adhere to the Five Pillars of Islam: exclusive belief in Allah of whom Muhammad is prophet (rasuul), prayer five times per day, fasting during the month of Ramadan, provision of alms (zakat) to the needy, and the undertaking of pilgrimage to Mecca by all able persons (hajj). Like other Muslims, Somali incorporate into their religious practice the Koran, hadith (the sayings and example of Mohamed), and sharia (Islamic law). Most Somalis also incorporate elements of Sufism, a form of Islamic mysticism, into their observances. Thus, group meditation and chants, often to the accompaniment of drums, are common, as is the celebration of various Islamic saints. Shrines to the most celebrated of these saints are generally located at their burial sites. The veneration of ancestors in the hopes that they might intercede on the behalf of parishioners is also widespread, deriving from local practice rather than Sufi tradition.

While Islam does not recognize any formal clerical hierarchy, in Somalia worship tends to be led by specialists, a common arrangement in the Muslim world. These specialists, known as wadaad, are always male and are given formal training at Koranic schools. The wadaad takes on a variety of roles in Islamic societies. Many travel as itinerant preachers, leading worship, conducting ceremonies, mediating conflicts, and offering counsel on matters both religious and secular as they range. Lacking fixed income, these wandering scholars live on gifts offered by the communities they serve and often adopt a trade to supplement this income. Traditionally, the wadaad was exempt from the wars and obligations of competing clans, and thus served as a conduit through which Somali culture was freely circulated throughout the Horn of Africa. Other wadaads have adopted a more settled life in the towns and cities. In addition to the duties of the wandering wadaad, these religious scholars often serve as caretakers for mosques, enforcers of family law, and even as salaried judges (qadi).

The purview of the wadaad often extends beyond religion and ethics, as well. Though the practice has diminished over recent years, wadaads are often called upon as astronomers, correlating Somali stellar and solar calendars with the Islamic lunar calendar to select propitious times for religious ceremonies, social events, and economic undertakings. The wadaad is also commonly engaged in the practice of traditional medicine, which combines spirituality with concrete remedies.

Finally, the wadaad is often believed to be the bearer of spiritual power beyond simple religious expertise. An example of this is the arba’uun, a blessing asked of wadaads that is believed to protect lost camels from thieves and wild animals. Pastoralists who request this blessing customarily repay the presiding wadaad with a gift if the lost animal is found. In addition to the wadaad’s capacity for spiritual beneficence, many Somalis believe that these scholars have the capacity to inflict suffering and even damnation upon those who inspire their rancor. Particularly feared is a curse known as the asmo.

After more than a millennium of Islamic influence, the indigenous pre-Islamic religious systems of Somalia have long been rendered extinct. However, the footprint of these old ideas can be found in certain practices that exist today, alongside Islam. This can be seen in belief in the zaar, a spirit that inhabits females and is passed down through lines of descent. These spirits are not exorcized, but rather appeased through ceremonies that permit women to engage in activities from which they are normally barred by Somali society—including rhythmic dancing and tobacco use. Divination and sorcery are also tolerated by religious authorities, albeit sometimes begrudgingly, and demonstrate yet another link, particularly in the interriverine region, with the pre-Islamic past.

It is important not to overemphasize the peculiarity of Somali Islamic practice, however. Though the veneration of saints and ancestors, the secular and spiritual empowerment of the wadaad, the practice of divination, and the belief in and interaction with spirits are common in Somalia, many Somalis do not engage in these practices. Many educated Somalis, for example, have turned away from traditional customs, adopting a more materialistic approach to the physical world. Also, a number of orthodox Islamic groups have adopted a Salafi philosophy toward the practice of Islam, rejecting local influences and seeking to restore the faith to its state during the time of the Rashidun, the first, “rightly guided” caliphs of Islam. Some of these groups have even adopted a hardline Wahhabist approach to realizing this vision. One such group, Al-Shabaab, has enacted this hardline approach by launching a violent campaign against what they term idolatry. Throughout territory controlled by Al-Shabaab, shrines to saints have been demolished, including that of the revered Yusuf Al-Kownin. Though this campaign is unpopular with the majority of Somalis, it does serve to caution against generalization.

Social Customs

Clan and Politics

Somalia today is in a state of disunity and, in places, chaos. Indeed, since the collapse of the central government in 1991, the Somali people have often been described as a nation without a state. Given this sad state of affairs, much attention has been focused upon the politics and clan system of the Somalis, as outsiders and Somalis alike struggle to explain the country’s tragic descent into civil war.

The clan system in Somalia is ostensibly a hierarchical structure. At the top of this hierarchy are the great clan confederations: the Somali Isaaq, Dir, and Hawiye, and Darod, and the Sab Rahanwein. Below this level are the clans proper, in theory organized through agnatic descent, rather than historical circumstance like the confederations. Below this level lie several tiers of subclan groupings, each of tighter patrilineal affiliation than the one above it. At the bottom of this hierarchy lies the dia-paying group. This group represents the basic unit of production in traditional Somali pastoral society. Though ownership is not necessarily communal, all members take responsibility for maintaining the security of the group, ensuring its productivity and fulfilling its obligations—including the payment of dia, or blood money, in the event of an accidental death or murder. Generally speaking, Somalis are expected to adhere to the closest patrilineal groupings available and relevant to a given situation. Thus, in time of shortage, Somali herding families might cling to their dia-paying group to avoid larger resource obligations, while in war or at the ballot box, entire clan confederations might act in concert to overcome their rivals.

Though this system seems rigid in its organization around patrilineal descent, in practice it was quite flexible and pragmatic even during the colonial period. Though agnatic affiliation is the theoretical basis of this system, its true sinews are expressed through heer, social contracts, written or oral, that are agreed upon between groups and that collectively form a sort of social and legal code. These contracts have been established and broken for any number of historical reasons, and the details of lineages have often been altered to fit new configurations.

Despite the fluidity of the clan system, as well as its derivation for pastoral life, it still holds considerable significance as a marker of identity, even for urban Somalis. Flexible as it is, the clan system often serves as a useful means of forming vital associations for urban migrants, as inevitably one can find a patrilineal link to a useful ally at some level of the hierarchy.

If the story of Somali clans seems at intervals fractious and unitary, at face value the story of Somali politics does as well. Prior to the colonial period, Somali politics was a collage of city-states, clan-organized pastoral groups, and, at times, powerful but decentralized sultanates. The arrival of Europeans in greater numbers during the 18th century began a gradual process of centralization, as competition—at first for the spoils of shipwrecks and later for the proceeds of livestock sales to passing European ships—increased. The imposition of colonial rule—British in the north and Italian in the south—brought this centralization process to culmination. In the north, British officials salaried wadaads and clan elders, that they might serve as representatives of the colonial administration under a system of indirect rule. This empowerment of individual authorities undermined previous arrangement based upon heer and administration by councils (guurti). In the south, the Italians took a much more hands-on approach to governance. They went to great lengths to extend direct authority and Italian culture across their portion of Somalia, particularly during the years of fascist rule in Italy.

When independence came in 1960, significant structural change did not come with it. The new Somali political class quite literally moved into the homes and offices of their colonialist predecessors, continuing the authoritarian and exploitative practices of their former oppressors. This new ruling class, however, lacked the unity of purpose of the foreign overlords, and the politics of the First Somali Republic hopelessly devolved into factionalism, based largely upon the clan affiliations of constituents and politicians. It soon became clear that the elected government was entirely incapable of conducting the nation’s business efficiently. Frustration mounted in the country.

In 1969, the assassination of President Abdirashid Ali Shermarke provided Major General Siad Barre and his associates an opportunity to act. The day after President Shermarke’s funeral (October 21) Barre, Lieutenant Colonel Salaad Gabeyre Kediye, and Chief of Police Jama Korshel launched a coup d’etat that succeeded in overthrowing the government. Soon, Barre consolidated power in his person, establishing authoritarian rule and a cult of personality around himself. The Barre regime stressed unity and condemned clannism. However, it increasingly turned to totalitarianism and a clan alliance built around Barre’s own natal clan, the Marehan. In the end, the Barre regime amassed a record of failed commercial and agricultural schemes, a largely ineffectual policy of “scientific socialism,” and a failed war with Ethiopia over the ethnically Somali Ogaden region. By the decade of the 1980s, armed resistance groups had begun to form against the regime, most recruiting from clans left outside of Barre’s favored alliance. In 1991, opposition forces seized the capital, effectively toppling Somalia’s Second Republic. In the power vacuum that ensued, rival factions, often divided along clan lines, vied for supremacy. They continue to do so across much of Somalia today, though in the north, the self-declared Republic of Somaliland and the autonomous state of Puntland have restored relative order.


More Than Herders

Owing a great deal to the accounts of early European travelers in northern Somalia, the image of Somalis has often been one of warlike and untamed desert herders. While communities have and continue to exist that fall, in some ways, into this characterization (particularly in the north), such a generalization misses the rich diversity of Somali society and history. Herding has certainly played a key role in Somali life, particularly in the interior, but other lifestyles abound. Along the coasts, trading towns date back to the ancient world. In the interriverine south, farming and even plantation agriculture are to be found. Today, these lifestyles exist alongside urban modernity. It is easy to see that there is more to Somalia than “noble savage” imagery.



All too often, Somalia’s political woes have been attributed to a primordial Somali predilection for “clannishness.” While political fractures have commonly manifested along clan lines, this explanation is hardly satisfactory. First of all, such an assumption completely ignores a legacy of brutal colonialism, decades of Cold War intrigue and manipulation, and an economy founded upon an unsustainable export market. Additionally, it assumes that clan divisions are the cause and not the result of political turmoil. As author Alice Bettis Hashim has suggested, the ascendency of clan politics in the wake of political crisis could represent the resort of Somalis to well-established institutions, as weak ones, like the central government, cease to function. In fact, it has been suggested that the clan system has aided Somalis in navigating the country’s new, informal economy. Most importantly, labeling Somalis as inherently clannish ignores the rich and dynamic history of the Somali people. Ever since 1850s explorer Richard Burton described the Somalis as “a fierce and turbulent race of republicans”; the idea that Somalis are at heart lawless nomads, incompatible with the project of state building, has lurked in the eaves of every discourse on Somali politics, threatening to snuff out the achievements and the potential of the people of Somalia. (Abdullahi 2001: 138)

Lifestyle and Leisure

In rural areas of Somalia, as in most of the world, life is sustained by hard work. For Somalis the nature of this work can vary. For tradesmen and shopkeepers, labor may include acquiring and processing of materials, maintaining the workplace, and negotiating with buyers and sellers. In farming areas, Somalis may labor to seed, weed, fertilize, irrigate, and harvest fields of sorghum, maize, beans, rice, or sesame, or to defend, cultivate, and harvest stands of palms or banana trees. Along the coasts, many Somalis labor at nets and on boats to harvest a livelihood from the sea. In times of drought, these fishermen can include pastoralists seeking to compensate for depleted herds.

In the grazing zones of northern and inland Somalia, as well as other stretches of pasture and scrubland, pastoral exertions predominate. Labor begins early with the milking of camels, cows, sheep, or goats. Adults often take tea in the morning, and children milk. The stock is then released for the day, and family members take to their designated tasks—men generally engaging in herding, while women attend to other tasks. For many Somali herders, transhumance is a way of life, and thus travel—particularly to and from the Golis and Haud to evade the hot season—compounds the burden of labor at certain times of the year. In times of particular privation, Somali pastoralists have been known to dispatch the women and children of the family to coastal communities to save supplies, while the men travel inland in search of viable pasture.

Gu, the rainy season, lasts from April to June. During this time, pastoralists enjoy a brief reduction in their labors. It is the time when marriages and other festivities are most often held, and city dwellers travel to the country to enjoy fresh air and fresh camel milk. Unfortunately, during this time relatively idle men often engage in livestock rustling and carousing, which can often lead to conflicts among groups.

In small towns, most earn their livelihood as government employees or store owners and shopkeepers. These small communities, often descended from colonial outposts, serve primarily as points of exchange and administration and thus rely heavily upon rural producers for sustenance. In the larger cities of the coastal regions, access to international markets means greater opportunities for work in the services and manufacturing industries. A favored place to pass the time in towns and cities is the tea shop. Admitting male patrons only, these shops once allowed female servers. However, the rise of a conservative trend since 1991 has led to the complete banishment of women from these establishments.

Another popular leisure time activity in Somalia is the chewing of qat, a leaf with mild stimulant properties. Consumption of qat in Somalia began during the 1950s among musicians and truck drivers and steadily gained in popularity. Though only capable of producing a considerable high in very large doses, the widespread consumption of qat does pose an economic threat to Somalia. As it will not grow in commercial quantity in country, qat must be imported, largely from Ethiopia and Kenya. The result is a steady capital drain from an already vulnerable Somali economy, as well as an unproductive expense for Somali families across the nation. Attempts to stem the practice have met with little success in the past. During the 1950s, the attempt by the alcohol-drinking British to ban qat were seen as the height of hypocrisy. Starting in 1983, Siad Barre tried his hand at cutting off the qat trade, though his motivation was to halt rebels sneaking in from Ethiopia aboard qat trucks. Regardless of his intentions, he too failed to discourage qat consumption. By 1989, with his regime weakening, Barre abandoned the effort.

Employment

Prior to the onset of Western influence, beginning in the late 18th century and intensifying thereafter, the peoples of Somalia had established a relationship of interdependency with each other and with Indian Ocean merchants. This relationship, having been forged over generations, was adapted to address the vagaries of the region’s climate and terrain. With relatively limited farmland and pasture and subject to perennial drought, Somalia presents a considerable challenge to any would-be inhabitants. To address this challenge, Somalis adopted a system of production and exchange that linked inland herders, coastal Somalis, and foreign maritime traders and enhanced the resilience of all three groups in the face of recurring ecological hardship. (Jean-Jacques 2011)

In times of relatively plentiful rainfall, the nomadic inhabitants of the interior traded surplus livestock from their swollen herds to the Somalis of the coastal towns. The townspeople, in turn, traded these livestock to Red Sea merchants—largely Indian and Arab—primarily for consumption on the Arabian Peninsula. In exchange for the cattle, camels, sheep, and goats of the interior, the coastal dwellers supplied salt and other oceanic products, as well as locally produced dates and palm matting. The coastal peoples also imported various luxury goods—such as coffee, tobacco, cloth, and sugar—which the herders of the interior were eager to obtain (Jean-Jacques 2011).

Sufficient rainfall was not always available, however. The region that would constitute British Somaliland is arguably the most forbidding in Somalia. According to one estimate, even in the interriverine region, inadequate rainfall caused crop failures in two years of every five (Hashim 1997: 43). Many regions of the north receive an annual precipitation of less than four inches per year, and only a few particularly blessed areas of the highlands receive significantly more (Jean-Jacques 2011).

In these more challenging times, the trading relationship between Somali herders, coastal Somalis, and Indian Ocean merchants adjusted to meet the needs of each group. Faced with shortages of water and suitable pasture, inland nomads traveled ever more widely to sustain their herds, regularly ranging as far as the Ogadeen in modern western Ethiopia. Under all but the direst of circumstances, Somali nomads sought to preserve their herds during drought, and thus refused to trade their animals toward the coast. Charles Cruttenden, a British official at Aden in charge of the Somali trade, illustrated this phenomenon in the dry year of 1843 when he complained that in September, which is late in the hot season, he was obliged to send men on a three-day journey into the interior to locate willing sellers of cattle. Instead, Somali herders took advantage of the increased mobility that came with their expanded search for pasture by collecting alternative trade goods that could be gathered across the region. Foremost among these were ghee, skins, gum arabic, incense, ostrich feathers, and ivory. In order to further alleviate the trade imbalance resulting from the decrease in livestock sale, hard-pressed Somali herders also reduced their consumption of luxury goods, like coffee (Jean-Jacques 2011).

The Somalis of the coastal towns, in their turn, modified their economic activities to suit climatic conditions as well. Due to the brackish nature of much of the water supply along the Somali coast, long portages from higher ground were often necessary to meet the water needs of the townspeople, resulting in a constant demand for labor. Periods of drought exacerbated this demand, as the distance traveled to obtain potable water could be dramatically increased. Thus during dry periods, coastal dwellers would employ Somalis from the hinterland in water portage and other fields. This not only served to meet the demand for labor among the coastal communities, but it also allowed Somali herdsmen to deposit weaker or less travel-worthy members of their extended families at the coast, reducing the strain on their herds and permitting the herders to range further in search of pasture and trade goods than would otherwise have been possible. Additionally, in response to the decreased demand for luxury goods in the interior, coastal Somalis would shift their trading emphasis toward foodstuffs such as dates, rice, and sorghum. These would be obtained from Indian and Arab merchants who had altered their cargoes in response to conditions on the Somali coast (Jean-Jacques, 2011).

Colonialism and the exposure to the global market transformed Somali trade networks drastically. The establishment of a British supply base at Aden (across the Red Sea from northern Somalia) in 1839, in particular, signaled the course of things to come. Somalis had been exporting livestock to Arabia long before the arrival of the British. Indeed, the northern ports of Zeila, Berbera, Bulhar, and Tajura had a long history of trade with Aden. The rise of demand associated with the British occupation, however, expanded this trade to unprecedented levels. As this vital strategic outpost was completely reliant upon Somali beef and mutton for its survival, the British eagerly sought to secure and expand commercial ties to the Somali coast. During the 1875–1876 trading season, Berbera alone exported some 65,000 sheep and 1,000 cattle (Jean-Jacques, 2011).

This tremendous increase in exports had serious implications for Somalia. As large-scale Somali traders seized control of the livestock trade, pastoralists were driven further and further into clientage and debt. Somali producers, deprived of their traditional protections and bargaining power, became dependent upon the export market for their livelihood. In short, they had lost the ability to “opt out” of the coastal trade when environmental circumstances so dictated. Because this dependency was coupled with the imposition of undervalued prices by the dominant merchant class, northern Somali herders were driven to increase their herds substantially in order to make a living. The result was a severe overpopulation of livestock that stretched Somali pasturage to the limit and led to a general escalation of hostilities as herders competed to provision their stock. Tragically, the depletion of northern Somalia’s scarce natural resources by the pastoralists’ swollen herds led to horrendous outbreaks of famine—particularly in the dry second half of the 19th century (Jean-Jacques 2011).

During and after the colonial period, this process has continued such that livestock exports constituted more than three quarters of Somalia’s exports during the 1980s. An estimate of 40 million for the national herd would not be unreasonable (Abdullahi 2001: 155). While this arrangement ensures that the more than 50 percent of the population directly involved in pastoralism has access to meat and dairy products that would be the envy of many city dwellers in the developing world, the load on the land has ensured that any climatic or political disruption will threaten widespread famine. Since the collapse of the central government in 1991, this reality has been clearly demonstrated.

Of course, not all Somalis are pastoralists, by any means. In the interriverine region to the southwest and at the edge of the border with Djibouti to the northwest, Somalis engage much more heavily in agriculture. For the Rahanwein and Bantus of the Juba and Shabelle, this means rain-fed subsistence agriculture, predominantly the raising of corn and sorghum. A lack of draft animals guarantees that farmers cannot produce commercially significant surpluses. Thus, agriculturalists tend to be poorer than herders with their connections to international livestock markets.

In the wet areas along the riverbanks, irrigation-based agriculture has also been practiced for centuries. During the colonial period, the Italian government began distributing concessions to colonists, who evicted locals from the land to establish large plantations called asendo. The evicted were concentrated in nearby villages and subjected to forced labor on the Italian sugar and banana farms. After independence, the poor and landless continued to work the plantations as migrant laborers. Wages remained low enough to ensure perpetual poverty for the workers. The Barre regime saw a continuation of this process, as kinsmen and allies of the dictator scrambled to seize arable land from riverine communities.

Northwestern farmers, employing draft animals and even tractors, are more prosperous than their southern counterparts. Though most farms are rain-fed, irrigation from wells and ponds is used to support some orchards. Northern sorghum, called elmi jaama, offers larger grains, but at the expense of a longer growing season. Also, fruit and vegetable production are far more important to the northwestern farming economy.

Large-scale manufacture in Somalia includes sugar mills, textile factories, cement plants, and oil refineries, among others. Most of these, however, are state run and heavily dependent upon import substitution. As a result, the civil war has virtually wiped out big industry in Somalia. Private enterprise, which has fared somewhat better over the last two decades, tends to be limited to small soap and detergent plants, bottling companies, and shoe manufacture.
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Somalis harvest crops on a community-run farm near Dolo. Though much of Somalia is too arid to support extensive agriculture, farming has been a part of the economy for centuries—particularly in the interriverine region. The first large-scale commercial agricultural ventures emerged during the colonial period, and such ventures, both locally driven and in partnership with foreign entities, continue to this day. (AP Photo/Jason Straziuso)

Fishing has long been practiced along the Somali littoral. However, it was not until the Barre years that a serious effort to exploit Somalia’s maritime resources was launched. In an effort to combat periodic famine and open up a new stream of revenue, Barre established fishing cooperatives to train pastoralists to harvest the sea, opened canning plants to aid in transportation of yields, and contracted foreign shipwrights for fishing vessels. Though yields did increase, fishing remained a relatively marginal source of income—one many Somalis turned to only in times of need.

In the wake of the collapse of the central government, many Somalis did just this. However, the fall of the Barre regime meant that no effective navy patrolled Somali national waters. Massive foreign fishing trawlers soon swept into the area, devastating the fishery and driving off, sometimes violently, local fishermen. In response, small groups of Somalis began to arm themselves and board these illegal trawlers. Some even adopted names like the “Somali Coast Guard” or the “Somali Marines.” Though at first driven by defensive motivations, many of the groups came to be enticed by the proceeds to be had in ransoming foreign vessels and crew. Before long, Somali pirates ranged from the Gulf of Aden as far south as the waters off Mombasa, Kenya. What began as ad hoc operations run by small groups of coastal fisherman grew into an organized-crime-driven, multibillion-dollar industry. In places, the economies of whole towns are fueled by piracy, and ransom negotiation and money-laundering networks span across East Africa and the Middle East.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The basic unit of Somali social life is the reer, or nuclear family. The affairs of individual family units are relatively free from outside interference, though still responsible for obligations to kinship group and community. In pastoral communities, the familial obligations of husband and wife are roughly divided between in-house and outside duties. The husband is considered head of household and is responsible for the family’s affairs outside of the home. This includes tending and milking camel, providing security, taking on outside work, and representing the family in the community. Male heads of household are also permitted to take part in formal ceremonies, and those who have fathered children and reached an appropriate age are permitted to attend meetings of the shir, an informal community council that governs local affairs.

Upon marriage, women assume the role of household managers, overseeing the maintenance of the house, the preparation of food, and the care and milking of animals other than camel, among other tasks. This can translate to considerable authority over time as new children are born and, in the case of more prosperous households, poorer relatives join the family. Though technically the ultimate authorities, men are strongly discouraged from interfering in the affairs of their wives, the derisive term qorqode being applied to those men who do. Indeed, the critical importance of a resourceful wife is well recognized in Somalia. As one proverb goes, “Women make one man surpass another” (Abdullahi 2001: 120).

Though subordinated to their husbands in a number of ways, wives do enjoy considerable rights in traditional Somali society. When married, women technically retain their agnatic lineage, meaning they still fall under the protection of their father’s household. This means that in-laws are entitled to visit the new household regularly to ensure that no mistreatment is taking place. Wives, in their own right, are permitted to own property, trade, and even take up professions. They can even appeal to the local qadi (religious judge) for a divorce in the case of mistreatment. Where abuse is severe, husbands can face punishment, occasionally corporal in nature.

While every household desires at least one son to carry on the family name, the traditional ideal is an even balance of sons and daughters. In addition to the gender-specific labor they provide in and around the household, girls are also valued because the bride-price they will fetch will help to counterbalance those paid out for the marriages of sons. Also, the marrying of daughters into other households creates valuable kinship ties, which can prove essential when times are difficult.

The manner in which duties are assigned and children are socialized depends very much upon gender. Young girls are expected to take up household duties under the tutelage of their mothers, including, among herders, the tending of goats and sheep. Though industriousness and intelligence are valued in wives, deference and beauty are stressed in the upbringing of Somali girls—as is often the case in the West. In the past, young girls’ hair was shaved clean or reduced to a ring at the top of the head, though this practice has largely fallen out of fashion. At the start of puberty, girls’ hair is grown long and plaited. At this point the hair may be left uncovered or a brightly colored scarf may adorn the head. As a woman enters adulthood, she is expected to observe all of the mores of Somali femininity. The hair is covered. Brightly colored clothing is eschewed in favor of more conservative fare. Even the gait is changed—walking becomes slow and deliberate, and fast or carefree movement is avoided.

The experience of boys is quite different. As early as possible, they are given tasks outside of the household, the belief being that to become a man, one must escape the coddling of one’s mother and sisters. For very young boys, a common task is hauling water or produce to and from the household. Among pastoralists, boys are considered ready to serve as camel boys at around age eight. They will serve in this capacity until they are married, spending their days and nights not in the household, but tending and guarding the assembled herds of all of their kinsmen. The life of a camel boy is difficult, with few possessions and fewer comforts. Older boys carry firearms and daggers to ward off predators and camel rustlers. New initiates often flee the herds and have to be brought back. But, in this rough and tumble world of hard work, fights, and eternal vigilance, boys learn to suppress their emotions and to show courage and adventurousness—essential elements of Somali manhood.
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A Somali boy tends camels at a watering tank near Harfo. In traditional pastoral communities, Somali boys are groomed from an early age to take on the role of guardians of cattle and camels. Young girls, meanwhile, are instructed in the care of smaller stock, like goats and sheep. (Thomas Mukoya/Reuters/Corbis)

Until marriage, men and women alike are referred to as the children of their parents. Thus lacking social majority, they cannot participate in ceremonial and political gatherings intended for those considered to be adults. Thus, obtaining a spouse is essential to a person’s standing in the community. Despite this, forced and arranged marriages are rare and usually involve great wealth or, alternately, financial desperation. On the contrary, the traditional ideal in Somali society is that young people should select whom they wish to marry. In a society where men and women are often segregated, this can be challenging. In the countryside, wells offer a fine opportunity to converse with the opposite sex. Women will often dress in their finest to go water their animals, and men wait at the well, ready to compete to draw water for the most desirable ladies. Marriage receptions offer another excellent opportunity to meet potential partners. Extending for as long as seven days, these receptions feature a rare opportunity for singing and dancing for eligible young people. Finally, clandestine meetings are a common way for men and women to get to know each other. Though being discovered could have serious, even violent, consequences, young women are often courted at moments when they are briefly beyond the watchful eyes of their kin.

Though engagements are ideally inspired by the young men and women themselves, it is their elders and kin who formalize the arrangement. To seal the engagement, relatives will gather with the woman’s household for a formal proposal ceremony, (see Festivals and Holidays, below). The gifts offered then, as well as the bride-price tendered later, serve to ensure that the family into which the woman is to be married has the means to maintain her and her future offspring.

Divorce is an infrequent event in Somalia. However, mechanisms do exist to terminate untenable unions. In fact, there is no stigma attached to divorce, and divorcées commonly remarry. A husband may go before a qadi and make the pronouncement prescribed under Islamic law to dissolve a union. Also, a wife may appeal to a qadi or flee to her parents’ house if she feels mistreated. In either case, if the qadi rules in her favor, her husband will be forced to make the pronouncement. In the event of divorce, daughters and very young children go with the wife, while appropriately aged sons go with their father. This arrangement is considered best for the socialization of the children. Further, ex-husbands are liable for child support for the children who depart with their wives. The husband must also pay the full amount of any marriage security agreed upon at the wedding.

Cuisine

Despite its diversity and complexity, Somali cuisine remains relatively unknown outside of the country. One reason for this might be that culinary skills are passed down from family member to family member or from master to apprentice, leaving no written recipes to be circulated abroad. Another possibility is that the Somali taboo against eating in the streets hides Somali fare from prying eyes. Somalis believe that eating alone in the presence of others is a sign of selfishness, and thus food stalls and meals on the go are out of the question. With cooking and dining occurring solely within homes and restaurants catering to locals, the expatriot might easily miss Somali cuisine—especially given that restaurants and hotels in expatriot areas tend to cater to the foreign palate.

Whatever the cause, Somali cuisine’s lack of exposure does not detract from its richness. Due to centuries of exposure to Indian Ocean trade, Somali cuisine draws upon influences not just from the various peoples of East Africa, but also from India and Arabia. Further, the colonial experience has led to influence from Italy and Britain, inspiring the consumption of spaghetti and dessert puddings.

Cuisine varies from place to place. Urban meals tend to place greater emphasis on fruits and vegetables, while rural folk indulge in simpler fare. Significant regional differences can be observed, as well. In the interriverine region, a polenta of corn or sorghum, called soor, is a staple. Spagetti is also popular here as a result of the decades-long Italian presence. From this base between the Jubba and Shebelle, Italian pasta has been steadily spreading to other regions. In the north, rice dishes hold sway. However, the popularity of these dishes is increasing nationwide as northerners migrate into the south, opening restaurants and sharing their techniques. The Benadir coastal region is unique in that it is the only area where fish is a regular presence on the Somali plate. In other areas, fish is often considered a food of last resort. This is likely due to the ready availability of maritime products at the coast and a lack of refrigerated trucks or railcars to carry those products inland.

Despite regional variations, some generalizations can be made regarding Somali cuisine. The most commonly consumed meat in Somalia is mutton, followed by goat meat, beef, and camel. This pattern of consumption is based primarily on availability. The slaughtering of cattle and camel in particular is limited, considering their value on the international market and as items of prestige among pastoral communities. A small amount of chicken is also eaten, though no other poultry is considered fit for the dinner table. Except in situations of desperation, game meat is avoided—the exception being the few hunting communities still in existence in Somalia. All meat is fully cooked, with the rare exception of amaan, the bloodless fat of a camel’s hump. Today, however, amaan is mostly cooked and served with soup and bread. Whatever is being consumed, Islamic dietary prescriptions apply. All meats must be halal, that is, slaughtered according to Islamic guidelines. Furthermore, the consumption of pork, along with other unclean animals like dogs, horses, and reptiles, is strictly forbidden. The viscera, excepting the liver, kidneys, and tripe, are discarded.

A common Somali dish is called fahfah in the north and kalaankal in the south. Large pieces of meat, along with condiments and vegetables (when available) are simmered until fully cooked. The meat is then removed and served separately from the stew. Another popular dish is called isku-dheh-karis, which is prepared by browning vegetables and meat and then cooking them with rice. When prepared in a clay pot, the dish is called baris-dhari. The clay pot is believed to impart a better flavor than metal implements.

Somali cuisine is also notable for the variety of breads that it brings to the table. Injera is the most common. Usually made from sorghum flour, injera is fried on a greased pan, like a thin pancake, but not flipped. It is often eaten with ghee or served alongside a stew. A doughier bread, popular in the interriverine and Benadir areas, is muufo. Muufo dough is made from sorghum or corn. Balled and then flattened, it is attached to the sides of a top-opening oven (tinaar) for baking. Though lacking a hollow center, it resembles pita bread in appearance. Somalia also produced bread in loaf form. Called roodhi, it is traditionally prepared in wood-fired ovens.

Along with juices and lemonades, coffee and tea are very popular in Somalia. Coffee production has a long history in the Horn of Africa, predating its popularity in the West. Served traditionally, coffee is prepared from both beans and husks. In the interriverine region, coffee beans are often boiled in ghee and then eaten. The leftover ghee is then used as an ointment.

The popularity of coffee, however, is dwarfed by that of tea. Traditionally, tea is prepared in a large metal kettle and infused with ingredients like cardamom, cloves, ginger, sugar, and lemon. The result is a sweet, syrupy drink. Tea is served in the home, or at stalls or in teahouses. The teahouses serve as an important place of socialization for Somali men, fulfilling the role of bars for Muslim Somalis who largely abstain from alcohol.

Dress

Traditional dress in Somalia has remained relatively stable in Somalia for centuries. For men, a cotton sheet is wrapped around the lower body, extending from the waist almost to the ankles. The torso is covered by a sleeveless cotton shirt. A second cotton sheet, sometimes embellished with tassels at the corners, is carried over the shoulder. It can be draped across the shoulders or thrown over the head for use as a hood, dependent upon the weather and the preference of the wearer. Recently, the ma’awis, a sarong-like garment, has superseded the longer cloth in popularity as a lower garment. This is due to influence from Muslim countries in Southeast Asia and the East Indies.

For women, the centerpiece of traditional attire is the guntiino, a dress that is formed from a span of cloth several yards long. With great skill, Somali women knot this cloth at one shoulder and wrap it about the chest and waist, leaving a loose fold at the back for use as a hood in inclement weather. The waist is then encircled with a belt of camel thread. The belts of young women, recently come of age, are adorned with bright colors and a tassel. The toob, a long dress extending to the feet and accompanied by a skirt and shawl, is also traditional. Finally, in urban areas, a long skirt, blouse, and shawl can suffice for traditional wear. The berka, a long, form-obscuring dress that conceals the entire body of the wearer, including the face, is only very rarely seen. In the past, it served as a sort of status symbol, shielding the wives and daughters of the wealthiest merchants from prying eyes. In today’s Somalia, it is generally only seen in communities that have adopted fundamentalist Islamic principles.

As one might expect, Somalia has not stood aloof of the cultural developments of the modern world, including the overwhelming influence of Western sumptuary practices. These days, traditional dress is largely reserved for special occasions—especially in urban areas. For women, the diri’, a loose, missionary-style dress that entered Somalia through Djibouti, has been popular since the 1970s. For men, trousers and shirts are the norm. Most of these clothes are foreign made, as cheap imports have crowded local tailors out of the market.

Sports and Games

In Somalia, most traditional athletic pastimes have not endured. One sport that has survived is go’oso, a rugby like game that is rarely played. Traditional board games, on the other hand, have fared much better. Perhaps the best example of these is shah. The board consists of three nested rectangles, with lines extending outward from the center of each edge of the innermost rectangle—creating 24 points (guryo) on the playing surface. Players, armed with 12 pieces each, take turns placing them in an effort to get three in a row.

Several Western sports have gained a foothold in Somalia over the last century or so. In the north, the British introduced cricket and field hockey to Somalia. While cricket enjoyed little success, organized field hockey teams endured until a few years after independence. In the 1960s, Americans introduced basketball, and by the next decade it had become a fairly popular pastime. Soccer, however, is undisputed as the most popular Western sport in Somalia.

During the 1960s, the first semiprofessional teams emerged in the country, but it was the Barre regime that put soccer on a professional footing in Somalia. The Second Republic funded teams through ministries and state-run companies, turning footballers into salaried professionals. Additionally, annual tournaments were held for amateur regional and scholastic teams. The most popular soccer tournament was the interregional tournament. Including several sports, the tournament showcased regional rivalry, much to the enjoyment of fans. Soccer, of course, was the centerpiece of the event.

Sadly, the final interregional tournament, that of 1989, was held under tragic circumstances. Government forces had recently completed a brutal bombardment of Hargeisa and Burao, two cities that sit at the heart of Isaaq territory in northern Somalia. With no teams coming from the north, Barre nevertheless held the tournament. Determined to mask the teetering state of his regime, he faked northern qualifying games over the radio and manned his own northern teams with players from the south.

Festivals and Holidays

As the nuclear family forms the most basic unit in Somali society, it is no small wonder that a number of ceremonies exist to commemorate important events in the life of the family. Seven days after the birth of a child, Somali families traditionally hold a ceremony called wanqal, or “the slaughter of a ram” (Abdullahi 2001: 143). As the name suggests, the family of the newborn provides a ram, which is slaughtered and shared among guests who come to join in thanking Allah for the new birth. A wadaad is a necessary presence at such an event. Tradition holds that the father should ask the wadaad to name the child, whereupon the religious scholar produces a list of Arabic names to choose from. In practice, the name is often agreed upon in advance. The observance of the wanqal depends heavily upon the means of a family. Wealthy urban families or well-provisioned pastoral households will likely hold the ceremony for every birth, perhaps even slaughtering multiple rams in celebration of a son. Families of lesser means may fête only sons, or neglect the observance of the wanqal entirely. In the case of a son, a she-camel is set aside, its offspring to serve as a sort of start-up fund when the boy reaches marriageable age. The gift is confirmed by the tying of a lock of the camel’s hair around the child’s umbilical chord, a practice known as hudun-hidh.

In some areas, a second ceremony, the gardaadis or kalaqaad, is held. As children were traditionally sequestered in the home for the first year of their life, this ceremony celebrates the (now generally symbolic) emergence of the child into the world. A favored aunt or uncle, corresponding to the gender of the child, carries the child on his or her shoulders across the threshold of the home; and it is traditionally held that the child will take after the relative that bore them into the outside world.

Marriage is also the occasion of considerable ceremony, beginning with the marriage request. Traditionally, elder relatives representing the suitor meet with elders of the potential bride. At this meeting, a formal marriage request is made. Assuming a favorable outcome, a formal contract is sealed with a handshake, and an engagement gift (gabaati) is offered by the relatives of the groom. Later, a bride-price (yarad) is paid in cash or kind. In urban areas, cash payments are more common, and in some circles, bride-price is forgone altogether.

The marriage itself is performed by a wadaad or similar religious authority, who asks the bride the amount of the marriage surety (meher, to be paid the groom in the event of divorce) and seals the union with a recitation from the Koran. In rural areas, the wedding is immediately followed by a reception lasting seven days and held at the home of the new couple. The bride and groom are accompanied by retainers of their respective genders, and the occasion is highlighted by poetry and singing and dancing among the young, eligible men and women of the community. On the seventh day, a container symbolically dressed as the bride and elaborately tied up with string is brought into the celebration. This container, called a heedho, is filled with muqumad, Somali for jerked meat. Male relatives of the groom are then invited to untangle the string sealing the container while following strict protocols. He who is successful wins the distinction of being the first to sample the muqumad inside. In urban areas, wedding receptions are often delayed some months to allow the new couple to save for the event. These urban receptions are often less lengthy and elaborate than their rural counterparts. Sometimes they are held at venues away from the home and incorporate Western elements, too.

Death rites in Somalia generally follow Islamic practice. The body is washed and then wrapped in a white shroud (kafan). It is then placed in an open casket, or on a mat in less affluent communities, and carried to the grave site. There, a wadaad recites a brief prayer in which he refers to the deceased by the names of his or her mother and grandmother, rather than the patrilineal nomenclature used in life, a final evocation of the person who brought the deceased into life. The body is then removed from the casket or mat and laid in a niche carved into the side of the grave. The sides of the shroud are then lowered, allowing the body to touch the dust in commemoration of Allah’s creation of humanity from dust. Finally, the men present fill the grave with sand, chanting “Al-mowtu xaqu Laahi” (Death is Allah’s law) (Abdullahi 2001: 149). The women present then sprinkle water over the grave to prevent the dust from blowing, a practice that could harken back to a pre-Islamic funerary libation.

As death is to be accepted as the law of Allah, mourning at the grave site is taboo, but can take place elsewhere. A common tradition is the convening of a funeral feast. At these solemn gatherings, the wadaad reads verses from the Koran, and guests recall the virtues and deeds of the deceased. An additional feast is sometimes held around a year later, though this practice is in decline. Furthermore, widows traditionally don the hangal or assay mourning attire, a white dress and headscarf (though many now limit this practice to the headscarf). The widow will continue in this attire for four months, during which she will abstain from the use of all cosmetics and refuse any suitors to ensure the patrilineage of any children she might bear. By tradition, widows are also expected to shave their heads upon the death of their husbands, though this practice is increasingly restricted to the countryside, where the mourning period is more strictly observed.

Somalia is also host to a number of national celebrations. One particularly ancient celebration, which predates even Islam in Somalia, is the dabshid, or “lighting of the fire” (Abdullahi 2001: 163). During this celebration of the start of the Somali solar year, a small bonfire is lit, and celebrants are invited to jump over it. Burning sticks from the fire are also thrown into the sky to mark the occasion. Islamic holidays include the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad, celebrated with feasting and the reading of hymns, and the end of the Ramadan fast, the Eid al-Fitr, which is celebrated with elaborate feasts and children travelling to the doors of their relatives to receive gifts and treats.

A number of secular holidays are observed in Somalia. June 26 commemorates the independence of British Somaliland (northern Somalia) in 1960. Similarly, July 1 is set aside as a celebration of the independence of Italian Somalia in the same year. More recently, the Republic of Somaliland has begun to observe May 18 as a day to celebrate its secession from the Republic of Somalia.

Music and Dance

Traditional Somali music comes in two genres: fast and light baar’ade and slower-paced geeraar. Songs, called hees, center around vocals performed on a pentatonic scale. Though multiple singers are the norm, instrumental accompaniment is quite limited. Clapping, a small drum, and occasionally a shepherd’s flute or a lute represent the extent of the repertoire. In contrast, Benadiri and Gosha music has a more varied instrumental selection, including a form of lyre known as the shareero. Scholars have often attributed the paucity of instruments in traditional Somali music to their nomadic lifestyle. Somalis did not incorporate more instruments because they would have to carry them along from pasture to pasture. At least one scholar, however, has cast doubt on this common conclusion. Mohamed Diriye Abdullahi has suggested that the dearth of instruments in Somali music comes, at least in part, from a lack of patrons. Because they lacked wealthy aristocrats and powerful kings to invest in elaborate performances, music evolved to serve the day-to-day needs of the Somali people. Thus, the need to conceive of or adopt complicated instruments was never present.

Whatever the reason was for Somali instrumental conservatism, matters began to change following World War II, as musicians and composers like Abdullahi Qarshe, popularly known as the father of Somali music, began to pioneer a new genre—that of balwo and heello. Both of these terms refer to forms of lyrical verse, the difference between the two being that balwo are of four lines only while heello are considerably longer. Both styles broke new ground in both content and style. The subject matter differed radically from the past, as compositions focused in on love and nationalism, rather than the epic tales of war and adversity in the old hees. At least some of this shift in content can be accredited to Elmi Boodhari, a baker who composed during the 1930s. He is said to have recited his compositions describing his unrequited love for a woman named Hodan until he wasted away and perished in 1941. Though not the first Somali poet to write about love, he did turn firmly away from tradition by doing so exclusively.

The religious establishment did not take kindly to this new genre. The wadaad found the somewhat lurid descriptions of desire and the female form objectionable. The fact that the first female singers to perform on the public stage in Somalia, Khadija Abdullahi “Daaleys” and Shamis Abukar “Guduudo-Carwo,” did not serve to lessen their concerns. Despite opposition, however, this reconfiguration of Somali music flourished, centered upon the northern city of Hargeisa.

Meanwhile, in the southern city of Mogadishu, another new strain of music emerged based upon Benadiri traditions. The Benadir was more open to outside influence, and thus, this strain proved far more eclectic than its northern counterpart. Most significantly, jazz and swing were introduced through the Italian nightclub scene, and Indian styles reached the south, particularly through film. By the mid-1960s, the two styles began to merge. The impact of the Benadiri style was greater, because the north simply did not produce enough musicians.

Folk dances among the Somalis are numerous. Many are known regionally, while others, like the dhaanto and batar, are performed nationwide. Weddings, holidays, and the occasional impromptu dance event (supervised by elders to avoid any impropriety) are the venues for dance. Folk dances are anchored on a lead singer, who provides inspiration for the dance. He sings improvised verses of lyric poetry to the accompaniment of the singing, clapping, and foot stamping of the dancers. Sometimes a small drum is also employed to reinforce the beat. At the end of each verse, as excitement rises, one or two dancers step forward from the group to precisely execute the steps of the dance being performed. This accomplished, attention returns to the lead singer, who improvises another verse, thus reinitiating the cycle.

It is worthy of note that among minority groups of Bantu descent, like the Benediri, the equation is quite different. The lead singer is omitted entirely, and the accompanying music is built around instruments rather than voices. Dancers are also permitted a considerable degree of interpretation in executing steps. Thus, focus is squarely on the movement of the dancers as the point of expression, something Somalis of pastoral origin find unacceptable. For similar reasons, ethnic Somalis tend to cast aspersion on Western-style nightclubs. Before the civil war, only five of these existed in the whole of the country. None survived the outbreak of hostilities.

Visual Art

Somalia’s visual arts have received relatively little recognition from the outside world, perhaps owing to the assumption that a nation with such a heavy nomadic heritage would produce little beyond the pragmatic. It is true that outside of a small number of professional painters, artistic production is largely carried out by artisans. Nevertheless, the graceful lines and intricate geometric designs of Somali pieces can be breathtaking. The use of pattern for decoration in traditional Somali visual art is more or less universal, perhaps owing to the iconoclastic stance of Islam. Older Cushitic influences could be at play, as well. Like Islam, Cushitic religion seems to have been monotheistic and to have eschewed the use of iconography in depicting the deity.

Woodworking is the purview of men in Somali society, and master carvers are valued by their community. In the countryside, carvers tend to produce exclusively for their friends and kin. Items tend to be utilitarian in nature—watering troughs, flatware, bowls, camel bells, and vessels. Despite this, patterns are executed with expert precision. Meershaum, a white mineral mined in-country, is sometimes infused into carvings. In cities and towns, communities are serviced by professional carvers who enjoy the opportunity to work on more substantial decorative pieces, such as doors or furniture. However, their lot has declined considerably as machine tools have allowed the rapid production of cheap wood products.

In rural communities, weaving is traditionally undertaken by women. Because it is so time consuming, some amount of weaving is usually going on in the household at all times. Weaving employs a diverse assortment of materials, including grasses, palm leaves, acacia bark fibers, sisal plant fibers, and threads and ribbons from worn-out clothing. One item commonly produced in pastoral communities is the kabad, a large rug with a plush texture on the bottom and a rough surface on top. Used to line the sides of portable huts or draped over camels to protect their backs from their loads, the kabad is the product of the labor of several women. Finding a protected area, they set the loom upright so all can contribute. Fibers, string, and colored thread are woven to produce the geometric signs so iconic of Somali material art. Upon its completion, the women hold a ceremony to fold the rug. In the Benadir and the interriverine region, allendi cloth is produced. A testament to the Bantu communities that long ago dominated the area, allendi closely resembles the kente cloth of West Africa—and it enjoyed similar commercial success, being distributed across the Indian Ocean. Unfortunately, cheap American textiles undermined this trade during the 19th century.

Metal and leatherwork share many of the traits of other crafts among the Somalis. Perhaps the most recognizable product of these trades is the tooray, a traditional dagger still carried by Somali pastoralists. The blade is short and curved, and it is mounted on a cattle-horn handle. In the past, rhino horn was used. However, today wild stock are so thoroughly depleted that this material is effectively unattainable.

Painting is unique in Somalia as the only field in the visual arts in which it is possible to earn a living producing only purely aesthetic pieces. This situation came about during the 1970s. The Islamic injunction against images had lost most of its force in the country, and Barre regime propaganda placed painted images in the center of public spaces. Public demand for decorative art escalated to the point that painters were freed from other artisanal obligations.

Architecture and Housing

Construction in the old coastal towns was of soft limestone and sun-dried brick. Buildings were regularly erected atop the rubble of their predecessors. Due to the exposure of these cities to the Indian Ocean trading network, the architectural influences of other Islamic lands are no difficult to discern. Today, stone and brick construction is joined by modern, multistory work in concrete. In southern cities, especially Mogadishu, the footprint of Italian rule can also be seen, including philhellenic colonnades and triumphal arches. In the north, stone quarried from the Golis, varying in hue from white to pinkish, is the preferred building material. Arranged in patterns and sometimes colored, these stones provide many northern buildings with a character unique to the region.

In the countryside, permanent structures include wattle and daub homes and, in the north, adobe buildings. In the interriverine region, Bantu influence can also be detected. The Rahanwein provide an excellent illustration of how the ancient collision of Bantu farmer and Cushitic nomad echoes to this day. In this region, Rahanwein families often reside in round homes (mundul) characteristic of Bantu farming communities. Those who do also maintain a portable tent nearby, a throwback to the Somali/Oromo element of their heritage.

In a land where more than half of the population leads a pastoralist existence, it is no surprise that portable homes (aqal) are common in the countryside. Consisting of semicircular supports (dhigo) fastened at their vertices to a central pillar (udub-dhehaad), these structures are draped with woven mats and topped with a tarpaulin to further seal out the elements. The aqal is a space strictly reserved for the family. Guests are entertained in a courtyard traditionally delineated by a fence. A space is set aside in this courtyard for the men’s fire corner (ardaa), where the father and his older sons sleep in fair weather. The ardaa is usually fenced off to break the wind, and a fire is maintained there at night to ward off wild animals and signal the location of the homestead to travelers. Men also take meals at the ardaa, while women dine in the aqal.
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A Somali aqal. The aqal is held up by semicircular supports fastened to a central pillar. The structure is then draped with mats to provide privacy and ward off the elements. These homes are designed to meet the demands of a nomadic lifestyle and can be dismantled, transported, and reassembled with relative ease. (Ranplett/iStockPhoto.com)

Literature and Oral Traditions

Unlike many of Somalia’s artistic traditions, Somali poetry (maanso) has come to command global respect and praise. The great achievement of Somalis in this area has often been attributed to the bleakness of the landscape and a lack of other creative avenues. Both of these premises, however, are gross distortions of the truth. In Somalia, the land can be quite unforgiving, of that there can be no doubt. But, through perseverance and ingenuity, the peoples of Somalia have carved out livelihoods that have allowed for not just survival, but the development of rich cultures. Further, as has been attested above, Somalia has a fine repertoire of music, dance, and the visual arts. A better explanation is that, through the medium of trained reciters (hafidayaal), Somali poetry allowed the transmission of complex ideas and sentiments over great distances—an excellent tool in a society dominated by migratory pastoralists.

Somali poetry encompasses a number of themes, as it plays so many roles in Somali society. It can be used to chastise or praise, to encourage acts of bravery or caution against unethical behavior. One theme in Somali poetry is baroorodiq (elegy). Baroorodiq is composed in order to honor and commemorate an important poet or public figure. Another is dishago (gloating), intended to celebrate the fall of an enemy. The aim of guhaadin (invective/assault) is to insult an individual or group, perhaps inciting a feud. Mohamed Abdulle Hassan and Abdi Gahayr. A more recent addition to the themes of maanso is jacbur (the motley). Guubaabo (guidance) is intended to inspire reconciliation or to instruct. Famous in this genre is Abdillahi Suldaan (Timacade), whose work is famed for its patriotism and guidance. Similar in essence to the English limerick, jacbur engages nonsense as well as critique of reality to incite laughter. Notable masters of this genre are Abdi Shube and Abdi Moallin Ibrahim (Dhoodaan).

As one might expect, Somali poetry varies in style, as well as genre. The most esteemed poetic form is gabay. These poems engage the most complex meter and can easily exceed 100 lines. Only matters of great weight are considered appropriate to gabay. Composition of a gabay is considered the coming of age for aspiring poets. By social convention, women are not encouraged to write gabay. Rather, they compose buraanbur, which are of lighter measure. As a result of the gender norms associated with these two high styles, masters of gabay are exclusively male, while buraanbur masters are mostly female. Below these forms are a number of others, of lesser complexity and length. In the past, gabay was the preferred genre. The trend today, however, is toward lighter verse.

Perhaps the greatest Somali poet in recent memory is Mohamed Ibrahim, commonly referred to as Hadrawi. He is indicative of recent trends in that he has mastered a light and vivid style. He has also achieved admirable command of the sarbeeb (coded poetry) genre. Awash in esoteric references, such verse can only be deciphered by those most fluent in Somali language and culture. Hadrawi employed this genre to launch stinging social critiques during the 1970s, in part to protect himself from reprisals from the repressive Barre government. As readers competed to interpret his cryptic works, interest in his message was even further intensified.

Besides poetry, the other performance art that has won the admiration of the masses in Somalia is theater. In the countryside, large troupes of actors, singers, and musicians travel from town to town, performing for the local people. The arrival of a troupe is a major event for a rural community, and news of the impending riwaayad (play) quickly spreads to all residents. In the city, riwaayad are held in the evening in community centers or other viable venues. Theatergoers don their finest dress for the occasion. Plays are a family affair, as well—an opportunity to expose children to the nuance of Somali language, morality, and culture. The popularity of plays may stem from the fact that they have so many elements to offer. They combine the ever-popular spoken verse with music, humor, and dance. They also provide a forum for addressing societal wrongs. The wicked are inevitably punished, and the highest ideals of Somali society inevitably prevail.

Plays tend to have casts of at least 10 actors, with multiple roles per actor being the norm. Two serve as lead actors, and they also fulfill the role of lead singers. Two sets of parents, one for each of the leads, also take center stage. Minor roles are filled by the balance of performers. In the past, female performers were not permitted, and men took on female roles. However, after Shamis Abokor “Guduudo Carwo” and Khadija Abdullahi Daalays, in the north and south, respectively, successfully pioneered female performance, women’s stage presence was quickly consolidated.

The 1960s is often considered to be a golden age of riwaayad, due in large part to the openness of civilian government. During the Barre years, expression was limited. Despite this, theater forged onward. As plays are composed in verse, prose is not a well-respected performance medium, poet-playwrights had regular recourse to sarbeeb. Sometimes plays would be pulled from the stage, as authorities managed to decode the subversive messages they contained.

Written literature has a long history in Somalia. Written language in the region dates to the arrival of Islam during the seventh century. Composed in Arabic, written works were largely restricted to religious poems and hagiography. The establishment of written Somali during the 1970s, however, provided new opportunities. The first full-length novel composed in the new orthography is Aqoondaro Waa U Nacab Jacayl (Ignorance Is the Enemy of Love) by Farah M. J. ‘Awl. Revolving around resistance to colonial rule during the era from 1900 to 1921, the work employs prose and verse in forging a combination of historical fiction and national propaganda. A number of other novels and shorter works followed.

It is important to bear in mind that the boundary between oral and written literature is quite blurred in Somalia. Preservationist efforts have led to the transcription of many works from the oral tradition. Conversely, some playwrights and poets, like the venerable Hadrawi, have taken to writing out their works before performing them. It can be said that the division between text and performance in Somalia is a largely artificial one.

Media

Prior to the colonial period, written media were extremely limited, as writing was confined to religious works in Arabic. The arrival of British and Italian imperialists did bring with it periodicals, but these were written in the colonial languages and appealed mostly to the colonizers. Though readership of Arabic, Italian, and English newspapers did expand somewhat over time, low literacy rates in the languages prevented the kind of circulation seen in other parts of Africa. The adoption of an official orthography in 1972 led to the first major Somali-language paper, Xiddigta Oktoobar. However, under the oppressive circumstances of the Barre regime, this paper never exceeded a circulation of 50,000. This was owing to the fact that the paper was little more than a medium for tiresome government news and propaganda. It was known derisively as ‘ar-I-Dhamee, “I dare you to finish me” (Abdullahi 2001: 91).

Despite the violence and chaos attending the collapse of central authority, the fall of the Barre regime has occasioned a flowering of print publication. Daring entrepreneurs launched newspapers in every major city. Though many failed, in Hargeisa Jamhuuriya outsells the news published by the Somaliland government. Qaran and Xog-Ogaal are two success stories from the south.

The first radio broadcasts in Somali have their origins in the competing propaganda efforts of the British and Italians in the regions. The first regular Somali-language station came in 1943. Radio Goodir (Kudu), later known as Radio Hargeisa, opened the door to the expansion of the medium. As cheap transistor radios brought broadcasts to the countryside, increasing numbers of Somalis turned to the radio waves for news and entertainment. The need to discuss modern issues and technologies led to the modernization of the Somali language, long before its codification. The new medium was also used to transmit traditional Somali content, turning poets and performers into national figures. In 1953, a second outlet was opened in Mogadishu, and today Somali-language broadcasts can be found in several nations across the globe.

In 1985, television came to Somalia. However, the sole television station was limited to the area of the capital. After 1991, this station collapsed, and it would not be until 1999 that a private station emerged to replace it. Another station was established at Hargeisa in 1996, but it also has a limited broadcast range. In short, television is late in coming to Somalia and has yet to usurp the supremacy of radio.
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Quick Facts

Capital: administrative: Pretoria (Tshwane). Judicial: Bloemfontein, and Legislative: Cape Town

Major Cities: Cape Town, Durban, Johannesburg, Soweto, and Pretoria. Other important cities are East London, Port Elizabeth, Nelspruit, Kimberley, Polokwane, Upington, and Bloemfontein

Population: 51.77 million (in 2011)

Languages: English, IsiZulu, IsiXhosa, Afrikaans, Setswana, Sepedi, Xitsonga, siSwati, Tshivenda, Sesotho, and isiNdebele

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: South Africans, 41 million (79.2 percent); colored, 4.6 million (8.9 percent); whites, 4.6 million (8.9 percent); Indian/Asian, 1.3 million (2.5 percent); and other, 280,400 (in 2011)

Religions: African Traditional Religions, Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, Baha’i



Introduction

This topic on the Republic of South Africa examines the geography, people/ethnicity, and scores of languages spoken in the country. Also discussed are the religions of the major groups, their social customs with particular emphasis on the rites of passage, social etiquette, as well as lifestyle and leisure, and employment. This section further dwells on gender roles, marriage and family, as well as cuisine, dress, and sports/games in South Africa. As an essential part of this work, this section focuses on festivals and holidays, music and dance, visual arts, as well as architecture and housing among other topics like literature and oral traditions, and media.

Geography

South Africa occupies the extreme southern portion of the African continent. It shares borders on the west with the Atlantic Ocean and on the east and south with the Indian Ocean. South Africa is also bordered in the northwest by Namibia, Botswana to its north, and to its northeast Mozambique, Swaziland, and Zimbabwe. Along its eastern central plain is Lesotho.

The main river systems in South Africa include the Orange River, Limpopo River, and Vaal River. Others include Tugela River, Oliphant River, Gamtoos River as well as Great Kei River, Komati River, Great Fish River, and Molopo River. Notable waterfalls found in South Africa are Tugela Falls at the height of 3,110 feet (948 meters), which ranks second in height among the world’s waterfalls. The Augrabies Falls on the Orange River in the northwest sits at 620 feet (189 meters) high.


A Temperate Climate

Lying around latitude 30° in the southern hemisphere, South Africa’s northern-hemisphere counterpart would be the North African coast. Thus, South Africa hosts a temperate climate, unlike its more tropical or arid neighbors to the north. It is for this reason that South Africa proved perhaps the most attractive site for European settlement on the African continent. This proved a tragic situation for the Khoisan-speaking residents of Southern Africa. Historically more isolated from Eurasia than their Bantu-speaking neighbors, they suffered mightily from European diseases and fell easy prey to theft, murder, and enslavement. Today, Khoisan-speaking communities are limited in number and tend to be located on marginal lands.



Topographically, South Africa is two-thirds plateau and this constitutes the High Veld, the Middle Veld, and the Bush Veld. The High Veld, sitting at an elevation between 1,200 and 1,800 meters (4,000 to 6,000 feet), is the most expansive of the plateau range and it reaches northward to the Sahara. The Middle Veld, also known as Kaap Plateau and sitting at an elevation of 600 to 1,200 meters (2,000 and 4,000 feet) is located to the west of the High Veld. It forms part of the Kalahari Basin including the southern part of the Kalahari Desert and is bordered by Botswana and Namibia to the north. The Bush Veld (Transvaal Basin), at an average height of about 1,200 meters (4,000 feet), can be found north of the High Veld. The Bush Veld comprises rocky ridges and inclines into the Transvaal Drakensberg to its east and the Limpopo River to its west.

There is also the Eastern Low Veld made up of low plains among hills. To its south sitting atop the coastal plains lie the plateau ranges of the Great (Central) Karoo and the Little (Southern) Karoo. The two Karoos are separated by the Swartberg mountain range while the Little Karoo is split from the coastal plain by the Langeberg Mountain. The central plateau region is characterized by rugged mountains on its southwestern side all the way to the narrow coastal plain separated by Table Mountain.

People and Ethnicity

South Africa is an ethnically diverse society. Statistics South Africa estimated the population to be 51,770,560 in the 2011 census. The breakdown of the various ethnic groups is as follows: the majority Africans constitute 41,000,000 (79.2 percent); coloreds, 4,615,401 (8.9 percent); whites, 4,586,838 (8.9 percent); Indian/Asians, 1,286,930 (2.5 percent); and the racial and ethnic category of other stood at 280,454 (0.5 percent).

The demography of the country is divided into four distinct categories: black Africans, whites, Indians, and coloreds, who are racially mixed. The black African population consists of groups like the Khoi-San, Zulu, Xhosa, Swazi, Tswana, southern Ndebele, Soto, Tsonga, Venda, and northern Sotho, among others. White South Africans are primarily descendants of the pioneering Dutch East India Company Afrikaner, German, Dutch, and French Huguenot immigrants. South Africa has a small Indian population who are descendants of indentured laborers, traders, and their families brought to Natal in the 19th century. The coloreds are a mixed-race people who are descendants of the earliest Dutch settlers and the indigenous peoples or the Malays, who were brought into South Africa in the 18th century as slaves from East India.

Languages

South Africa has 11 official languages. These are Afrikaans, English, IsiNdebele, IsiXhosa, IsiZulu, Sesotho sa Leboa, Sesotho, Setswana, siSwati, Tshivenda, and Xitsonga. White Afrikaners, coloreds, and some blacks mostly speak Afrikaans (Cape Dutch). Afrikaans speakers live in the Northern Cape and Western Cape provinces, Gauteng in the Northwest, the Eastern Cape, and the Free State. Afrikaans language is also spoken in Namibia, Zimbabwe, Botswana, and other surrounding countries. English is the official language of government, business, and commerce in addition to being the mode of instruction in most educational institutions. In KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng, and the Western Cape, English is the most popular language. The Ndebele language is largely spoken in Mpumalanga and Gauteng.


The Mfecane

During the early 19th century, events unfolded among the African population of what is today South Africa that would transform life in much of Southern and Central Africa. Shaka, leader of the small nation of the Zulu, one of a number of tribal confederates within the Mthethwa Paramountcy, instituted a wave of highly effective military reforms. He rejected the skirmishing-style warfare common to the region, shortening his warriors’ spears and broadening their shields for the push and thrust of close combat. He discarded cumbersome sandals to improve marching speed and battlefield maneuver. He adopted a “cow horn” formation on the battlefield, relying on a strong center and highly mobile flanks and reserves to envelope opponents. To support these measures, Shaka militarized the Zulu age regiments, creating full-scale military regimental villages. Winning victory after victory, the Zulu superseded Mthethwa and absorbed many of their vanquished foes. Other rivals fled across the southern half of the continent, adopting Zulu tactics that they used to carve out new states in distant lands.



The majority of South Africans speak Xhosa (isiXhosa). This is especially true of the Eastern Cape, the Western Cape Province, and Gauteng. The most spoken language in South Africa is Zulu, with speakers found in KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng, and Mpumalanga, which has the largest population of speakers. Northern Sotho (Sotho sa Leboa) language is spoken most in Tshwane (Pretoria) and in parts of Gauteng, Limpopo, and Mpumalanga. It is used as a home language by most South Africans. In the Sotho language group, Sesotho sa Leboa is most closely related to Southern Sotho and Setswana languages. Setswana (Tswana), a Bantu language of the Niger-Congo family of languages is closely related to the Southern and Northern Sotho language groups. Tswana is spoken by Northwest residents, in the Northern Cape, as well as in Gauteng and the Free State. Swati is spoken in Swaziland. It is also one of the many Bantu languages that have some similarities to Ndebele, Xhosa, and Zulu. The vast majority of Swati speakers are found in Mpumalanga and Gauteng.

Venda (Tshivenḓa or Luvenḓa) belongs to the Bantu/Nguni family of languages. Venda is spoken in Zimbabwe and South Africa. In South Africa, Venda language speakers live in Limpopo province and Gauteng. Tsonga, another Bantu language is spoken in Limpopo, Gauteng, and Mpumalanga. It is also concentrated in Zimbabwe, Mozambique, and Swaziland. Tsotsi taal (Iscamtho, tsotsi taal) is a variety of mixed languages of Afrikaans, English, and a number of African languages. It is spoken in Gauteng province, such as Soweto. Fanagalo is a pidgin language with a mixture of English and Afrikaans spoken in some of South Africa mines.

Religion

Religion is part of the everyday life of South Africans. The major faiths practiced in South Africa are Traditional African religions and several other religions like Christianity, Islam, Baha’i, Buddhism, Hinduism, as well as Judaism brought by European and other foreign settlers. Most South Africans practice indigenous African religions, which are generally oral; centered on the belief in supreme creator, minor spirits, and divinities; veneration of ancestors; magic; and spiritual modes of healing. South African traditional healers include herbalists and diviners believed to have contact with the spiritual world. They attend to the physical and spiritual needs of the individual and the community. Such needs vary from emotional and spiritual illnesses, divination, healing, to protection, rituals performance, and repelling witches.

Christianity, introduced by the Dutch and later British settlers, predominates in South Africa. The 1996 postapartheid constitution guarantees freedom of religion, beliefs, and opinions. Among Christian denominations in South Africa are the Dutch Reformed, Roman Catholic, Zion Christian, Methodist, Anglican, Lutheran, Presbyterian, Baptist, and Congregational churches. The past few years have seen the rise of the Apostolic Faith Mission, the Assemblies of God, and the Full Gospel Church as well as Pentecostal/Charismatic churches. The Greek Orthodox, Ethiopian, Seventh-day Adventist, and other African independent churches also are active in South Africa.

Jewish immigrants comprising British, Germans, and persecuted Jews of Eastern Europe seeking fortune and adventure arrived in South Africa in the 19th century. The Jews live predominantly in Johannesburg, Cape Town, Pretoria, Durban, and Port Elisabeth. Two types of Judaism exist in South Africa: orthodox and reformed Judaism. In the waning years of apartheid, South African Jews embarked on activities to help close the gap between the whites and blacks. This was solely through the efforts of groups such as Jews for Justice, and Jews for Social Justice.

There are a number of institutions that see to the daily operations of the Jewish community of South Africa. Whereas the South African Jewish Board of Deputies is in charge of political issues, the United Communal Fund-Israel United Appeal (IUA-UCF) takes care of raising funds. All Orthodox synagogues in South Africa fall under the Union of Orthodox Synagogues (UOS), which oversees the office of the Chief Rabbi, and the Bet Dins of Johannesburg and the Cape Town. The South African Union for Progressive Judaism is charged with transforming the Jewish society in South Africa. While the South African Board of Jewish Education (SABJE) oversees the Jewish educational system, the South African Zionist Federation is charged with all Zionist groups.

Islam spread in South Africa via two stages of immigration. The first phase (1652 to the mid-1800), was the work of exiles, slaves, political prisoners, and social undesirables from Africa and Asia. Immigrant Muslims from Madagascar and East and West Africa constituted the first group of Muslims in South Africa. The 1838 abolition of slavery made it possible for some 176,000 Indians to move into the Natal Province as indentured laborers from 1860 to 1868, and 1874 to 1911. Among these indentured immigrants were Muslims. Over time, free Muslims such as Sunni Vhoras from Surat and Memons from Kathiawad also immigrated into the region. Institutionalization, spread of literacy, proselytization, adoption, the purchase of slaves by free Muslims, and intermarriages have been characteristic of South African Islam.

Local Muslim organizations played important roles in the fight against apartheid and in the independent government of South Africa, educating the Muslim community on various issues as well as addressing humanitarian needs locally and abroad. Muslim organizations such as the Africa Muslim Agency, Gift of the Givers Foundation, the Islamic Medical Association of South Africa and the Crescent of Hope, have provided assistance to people of all faiths during conflicts, natural disasters, and political disturbances. Valuable services are also provided by student-run organizations and associations such as the Fordsburg Muslim Youth Organisation based in Johannesburg; Laudium Islamic Youth Awareness Movement in Pretoria; Cape Town–based groups like the Muslim Youth Unity, Saut-us-Shabaab, and Nur-ul-Islam Yield Youth Association; and the Kauther Youth Circle in Johannesburg. The thriving Muslim community in South Africa, through women associations such as the Islamic Da’wah Movement and Muslim Women’s Federation in Cape Town as well as the Durban-based Women’s Wing, the Islamic Women’s Association, and the Jama’at-un-Nissa in Kimberley, assists Muslim communities in the country.

The origin of Hinduism, one of the oldest religions in the world, began about 4,000 years ago from India. Indentured workers on sugar cane plantations in KwaZulu-Natal brought Hinduism to South Africa in the 1850s. Soon after they arrived, they built small shrines and temples where they worshipped on the sugar estates. Hindu temples in South Africa are primarily located at Durban, Pietermaritzburg, Port Elizabeth, Johannesburg, and Pretoria. Some of the most celebrated Hindu festivals in South Africa are Diwali (the Festival of Light), Kavadi, and Draupadi (the fire walking festival). These reverential festivals serve both entertainment and religious purposes.

Prince Siddhartha Gautama founded Buddhism in India some 2,500 years ago. Buddhism found its way into South Africa in the late 19th century through Indian Buddhist immigrants and later, other Indians converted. Later converts belonged to different races and different demographics. From the mid-1980s, South African Buddhism has devolved unique traditions like Theravada, Zen, Nichiren, and Tibetan schools. The Nan Hua Temple, erected by Fo Guang Shan Buddhist order in Bronkhorstspruit, is believed to be the biggest Buddhist temple in Africa. Provinces and urban centers like Ixopo, KwaZulu-Natal, Parkwood, Johannesburg, the Western Cape, and Gauteng all have Buddhist retreat centers.

The Baha’i faith has had a presence in South Africa since 1911. Although there is no clergy in the Baha’i religion, the faith emphasizes spirituality, morality and high societal ethics. Local Baha’i communities meet every 19 days for a “feast” and to discuss community activities as well as devotional and social issues. Since its inception the religion has been involved in socioeconomic development and freedom for women. In the apartheid era and in independent South Africa, the Baha’i community placed itself as an exemplar of a model society bridging the gap in race and religion.

Social Customs

Rites of Passage

In all historically known African societies, rites of passage mark the transition from one phase of a person’s life to another. These passages have different age-linked religious observances that mark the transition. The most common rites of passage among Africans are connected to births, initiations, marriage, and death.

The notion of continuity through children is a central theme in African life that marriage could depend on childbirth. Indeed, the value of children is so central that the status and social recognition of a couple is predicated on it. Birth in the Xhosa culture is treated with respect, honor, and celebration. In Xhosa culture, after the delivery of a baby, a mother remains in seclusion for some days. At the end of her seclusion sacrificial items including a goat are offered. People who do not subscribe to traditional rites of childbirth may opt to hold festivities with their friends and family to celebrate the termination of a mother’s seclusion. Among the Xhosa for example, burying or burning the umbilical cord and the placenta of the newly born is commonly practiced. This was because of the belief that by burying or burning the birth remains protects the baby from evil forces as well attaches him or her to their ancestral lands. In modern days, most women who give birth in hospitals still take their babies’ placentas home for the same reason. As part of the tradition, a newborn baby is given a name by his or her parents. The choice of most African names may be influenced by circumstances of the birth, a recently deceased member of the family, or a close friend.

The rite of passage from childhood to adulthood is carefully marked by ritualized pattern. Among the Zhosa people, boys or girls undertake a secret ritual where they live in isolation away from the community to observe certain taboos. Males are circumcised whereas female initiates are merely secluded for a period of instruction on traditional values. The common experience that initiates undergo during the initiation period binds them together and reinforces the idea of community.

South Africans like most African people acknowledge marriage as an important social institution. Because of the high value placed on marriage in African society, it is not uncommon that full social standing and adulthood can only be achieved through marriage. Marriage varies in different forms, because of the diverse religions and cultures in South Africa. South African law recognizes four types of marriages: communal marriage with assets, profit, and loss; communal marriage without property accumulation; marriage without property buildup system; and customary marriage. In South Africa, marriage can also be contracted according to religious requirements (Muslim or Hindu rites), customary (indigenous) law, and same-sex marriage.

Death is the final passage in a long chain of transition. There are several rules governing how the dead are buried, burial places, what the dead should wear, and what items the dead should take with them. These rules also apply to surviving members of the deceased family. These rules vary from burial time, mourning etiquette, to rituals to be performed before and after burial. There are a variety of different rituals performed, which may take a year or more after people die. In African tradition, funerals are perceived as a means of formally separating the dead from the living and the onset of one’s sacred connection with all of the cosmos and communication between the perceptible and the imperceptible realms.

Social Etiquette

Etiquette, or a code of behavior accepted within the society, varies throughout the country because of the country’s multicultural population. As a melting pot with people of different cultures, each ethnic group retains many of its social customs and etiquette. Etiquette cuts across age, gender, religion, or social status. There are also vast differences in etiquette practices between rural and urban dwellers.

Among the different groups in South Africa, seniors are the object of reverence, and they exert considerable influence in society. Respect for elders is expressed in a variety of forms like greetings, showing them courteous manners, caring for them, serving them, and seeking elders’ advice, among others. South Africans communicate with caution when expressing their opinions, especially if it is a negative one about an elder. Eye contact among South African means different things to different groups. Among blacks, it is regarded as an act of disrespect to look an elder in the eye, to pass things with the left hand, to point at an elder with one finger, or to look an elder straight in the eye; these acts are frowned upon. When greeting male elders, a slight bow of the head is appropriate if his hand is not first extended for a handshake. This formal social greeting and the respect accorded elders are common in rural areas, but less formal language and gestures are practiced in cities.
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A traditional dance troupe from Kwa Zulu performs for guests at the wedding of Mandla Mandela, grandson of former South African president and Nobel Prize Laureate Nelson Mandela. Dance is used to celebrate rites of passage, including marriage, by many of South Africa’s peoples. (Bonile Bam/Gallo Images/Getty Images)

In South Africa, patriarchal cultures reinforce the need for women to be submissive to their husbands. Traditionally, men are the authoritative figure in a household. A man is the provider and holds the power in the family. In most cultures within South Africa, mothers have a strong influence when it comes to household decisions. Different forms of greeting depend on the ethnic heritage of the person, and the person’s age, sex, and status. In rural areas, when a woman greets a man, she is expected to curtsey. In cities, greetings are either in the form of a handshakes, oftentimes a hug and sometimes a kiss on the cheek if it is with close acquaintances. It is considered impolite in most religions for women to extend their hands to shake or to embrace a man.

Lifestyle and Leisure

The lifestyle of South Africans is dependent on their economic status, their place of residence, and their individual tastes. Lifestyles are full and varied; with each city’s personality and attraction reflected. Each city presents unique leisure opportunities that accommodate peoples’ needs. Cities like Johannesburg, Durban, Pretoria, and Cape Town all offer places of attraction, including restaurants with varieties of exotic dishes and traditional cuisine that cater to the tastes and preferences of indigenes and visitors alike. These cities also have shopping malls, cinema complexes, interesting theme parks, and an assortment of natural and historical sites. In addition, safaris and big game hunting, deep sea fishing and river angling, hiking, and skiing on the peaks of Maluti range at the frontier of Lesotho are other popular attractions.

South Africa’s rich leisure activities also include Rovos Rail, established in 1989 to transport visitors from the High Veld, across the vast plains of the Karoo, down to the craggy mountain ranges into Cape Town. They can also travel from Victoria Falls to Cape Town; the journey includes Zimbabwe and Botswana. Other transportation networks, such as the Table Mountain cableway, which opened for commercial use in 1929, transport passengers from Tafelberg Road to the top of World Heritage site, Table Mountain National Park, known for its beauty and rich biodiversity.

Other places of relaxation include Clifton Beach, Cape Town’s most popular beach; Camps Bay Beach in Cape Town; and Eastern Cape Town’s beautiful and pristine Long Beach at Noordhoek; Durban’s golden beaches; Lookout Beach in Plettenberg Bay, which has remarkable views of the Outeniqua Mountains and jackass penguins on Boulders Beach in Cape Town. Other attraction sites include the Garden Route and Plettenberg Bay, with its great beaches at Robberg. Other top South African beaches include Boulders Beach, Grotto Beach in Hermanus, Noetzie Beach, and Muizenberg Beach, the country’s most sought-after leisure spot. Other places of interest include the themed marine park uShaka Marine World in central Durban. The Garden Route National Park’s theme links the old Tsitsikamma National Park with its old forests and untamed coastline to the Wilderness National Park through a series of lakes and fynbos.

Major South African cities have a vibrant nightlife. South Africa nightlife venues include the Rocca Bar Nightclub, Lounge Club, and Groove Nightclub in Durban. Others include Hemisphere, St. Yves Night Clubs, and Opium, which is a cigar lounge, whiskey bar, and night club in Cape Town. Other top bars and clubs include Movida and Hush Bar Lounge in Johannesburg. Sun City and Carnival City are known to house a number of great casinos such as Carousel Casino, Monte Casino, Caesar’s Palace, Wild Coast Sun, Sun Coast, Sibaya, and Grand West. South Africa’s museums and art galleries are located throughout the country. They cover a spectrum of subjects and time periods, from traditional arts and crafts to contemporary installations. These museums and monuments have not only transformed South Africa’s townships into cultural destinations over the years, but they appeal to both South Africans and foreign tourists across the country. Most museums are national museums, a typical example being the Apartheid Museum, and others might be set up with a theme that has a national significance such as the National Museum of Military History in Johannesburg. Others are South African Museum and Robben Island Museum in Cape Town; the National Museum and Anglo-Boer War Museum in Bloemfontein; Ditsong National Museum of Cultural History and Ditsong Museum of Natural History in Pretoria; the Adler Museum of the History of Medicine and the James Hall Transport Museum in Johannesburg. These museums focus on special field of study or interest.

Employment

The impressive growth in the services sector, which comprise among others, trade, finance, insurance, restaurants, hotels, and other businesses account for most of the jobs created in South Africa. Between the 1950s and the early 1990s, apartheid legislation ensured the systematic discrimination against black workers. These legislations protected whites and granted them most of the many skilled jobs and executive positions at the exclusion of blacks. Blacks were subjected to an educational system way inferior to whites such that they only qualified for menial labor. The policy was so endemic that there were marked discrepancies in wages between blacks and whites when they occupied the same positions. Whereas white South Africans were not all racists, they were most united in opposition to any economic policies that sought to improve black social and economic well-being.

According to official estimates, in the mid-1990s, 36 percent of the South African labor force was women. Generally, women, irrespective of their race, were paid less than men even when they performed the same services. In the apartheid era, most white women worked in industries and in administrative positions with a small number in executive positions. Black women on the other hand worked as domestics although a few occupied secretarial positions or worked as casuals in the agricultural industry. In the homelands and countryside where men were migrant workers in cities and mines, women were in charge of food and crop production. Expatriates have been an indispensable part of South Africa’s labor force. The government conjectured in 1994 that workers from Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, and Swaziland constituted about 1 to 1.2 million workers who worked legitimately in the South African extractive industries as temporary workers. In 1995, another 2 million of the foreigners were estimated to be either entrepreneurs or illegal workers.
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A woman works in a garment factory in Cape Town. South Africa is a leading industrial power on the continent and has also enjoyed growth in the tourism and services sectors. (Micky Wiswedel/iStockPhoto.com)

Youth unemployment has been inordinately high for many years in South Africa. In 2013, the youth unemployment rate was 63 percent of the youth labor force (3.2 million individuals). In light of the limited job opportunities available for low-skilled workers, the South African government implemented publicly funded programs like the Community Works Program (CWP) in 2008, and public deployment programs and the National Rural Youth Service Corps in 2010. Other programs from which unemployed South African youth benefited included the Department of Trade and Industry’s small business support programs like the Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETA) and the Employment Services Act passed in April 2014. These programs are intended to promote employment, improve the prospects of those looking for work through training and to facilitate matching them up with jobs. In addition, South Africa’s Jobs Fund, launched in mid-2011, represents another significant intervention aimed at reducing unemployment in the country.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

In rural South African communities, most of the agricultural work is carried out by women. They plant, weed, and harvest the crops. They walk great distances to fetch firewood and water for cooking and drinking. Men tend livestock and protect and provide for their families. Men’s educational background informed their involvement in gendered roles as fathers and household activities. With globalization, many men have become migrant laborers to major cities and towns, leaving women with the responsibility of managing their households in rural communities. In urban black communities, both women and men take up employment in the informal and formal sectors outside the home. Notwithstanding, by custom, women remain in control of household chores, raising children, and moral instruction of their daughters. The female members of the family such as mothers, grandmothers, and older siblings conventionally assist in child care, especially sisters who also carry out other housework chores and schoolwork. Among many whites and middle-class families, the use of domestic servants is common.

In urban South Africa, some strict patriarchal traditions are gradually fading away even though men still exercise authority. Indeed, the incorporation of women into the paid workforce has increased women’s power vis-à-vis men and lessened men’s domination, control, social resources, and role as provider for members of his household.

Marriages are considered sacred in African societies. Marriage, from the African standpoint, is not a relationship between a man and a woman but between their extended families and, by extension, the entire community. Marriage practices in South Africa take many shapes and forms among the different groups in the country. Notwithstanding, the contrasting marriage customs of polygyny and bride-wealth (lobola) are common among the vast majority of South Africans.

Bride-wealth is an old African tradition that is still practiced in most African societies. Lobola, though complex, involves a formal process of negotiation of the bride-wealth the groom is required to pay the bride’s family. This was performed between the families of the bride and groom amid great ceremony. The practice of paying bride-wealth has different meanings. Most often, it is understood as compensation for the girl’s family for the resources spent in raising the bride. Others believe when a girl marries, her socioeconomic advantage to her family is lost; moreover she will have children for the husband and his family. The bride-wealth in most patrilineal societies gives the child’s father rights over the child. Most people believe that the payment of bride-wealth makes divorce difficult.

Marriage is marked by a series of ceremonies that can last for several weeks or months. Marriage among the Tswana people of South Africa begins with a visit from the groom’s family. The delegations are composed of men and women who meet with representatives of the bride, exchange greetings, and then hand over the bride-wealth—among other gifts, items such as whisky and sheep—to them. Blankets, undergarments, and other items are delivered and inspected by the bride’s family. These items are carefully scrutinized to ensure that the lobolla items presented meet the bride’s family specifications. Oftentimes, the negotiations could drag on longer than expected if all items are not presented in full. A new delegation visits after the end of negotiations. By custom, the bride’s parties are expected to present the groom’s family with a sheep, but in modern times, money can be used to represent this gift; although in modern-day practices where lobolla is still practiced, cash is more commonly accepted in lieu of cows.

Among the Zulus, marriage involves a host of complex, expensive exchanges, with bride-wealth being the main feature. Through tradition, the bride officially becomes a member of the groom’s family by inserting money into a cow’s stomach. The ukwaba ceremony marks the end of the wedding. Zulu custom requires the bride to give special blankets as presents to the groom’s family. A woman assumes the identity of the household into which she has married. Children belong to their father’s lineage.

Among the Hindus, the wedding is preceded by the exchange of rings in a formal engagement by the couple. Such engagements, which in the past occurred shortly before the wedding, can now last for months or years. The Hindu wedding ceremony involves extravagant rituals and involves a great deal of participation on the part of the bride and groom, their family, and their friends. Some examples of Hindu marriage rituals include kanyadaan, a ceremony during which the bride’s father hands over his daughter’s hand to the groom, and the aaptapadi or saat pheras, which is performed around the fireplace, where the bride and groom are tied in a wedding knot as a symbol of their unending love. In addition, the couple exchanges garlands at the wedding. The mehndi, the henna-painting ceremony, is a prewedding event undertaken by the bride, her relatives, and female friends. Ghee, fresh flowers, and rice are ceremonial items used in the wedding. The groom puts vermilion powder in his bride’s hair and gives her a consecrated thread (thali) or necklace (mangalsutra) to denote their marriage. Hindu marriage ceremonies traditionally take place in the bride’s home, but, in South Africa, such weddings are organized in halls.

The basic family unit among South Africans includes the nuclear and the extended family. Nuclear family is the smaller unit composed of parents and their own children while the extended family, usually a number of extended families spanning four or five generations who trace their lineage through the male line, is composed of children, parents, grandparents, uncles, aunts, and other immediate relatives. The nuclear family is the first major identifiable framework through which people function socially and politically. Within a family unit, individuals have diverse responsibilities to perform. As a socializing agency, children learn social virtues from parents, other family members, and the community. The children learn from their parents by watching them closely. The children have the duty to obey and honor the family. Also, parents are able to interfere in the choice of company their children keep just as the children learn social mores and values through family interactions.

Fathers are responsible for the financial needs of their family and are generally looked to for the socialization of their children into the society. Mothers have the primary responsibility to ensure that their adolescent daughters uphold sexual morality standards until they get married and are ready to raise a family. They teach them other ethical standards that are part of the society’s value system.

Among the colored and more traditional Afrikaans in South Africa, the extended family is as important as their nuclear family. Africans’ extended family system performs diverse responsibilities within the kinship network. To maintain familial ties, the extended family play various roles including economic and social responsibilities like adult caregiving, giving emotional or financial support for family members, and serving as role models for children. The English-speaking white community in South Africa practices primarily the nuclear family model, in contrast to black, colored, and Indian families who are inclined to have the wider extended family model.

Traditional perceptions and attitudes toward incestuous relationship are strongly frowned upon and, as such, marriage within an immediate or extended family network is not tolerated among some groups. The Nguni-speaking groups, for instance, forbid marriage within the family network whereas the aristocrats of Basotho can marry within the clan.

Grandparents play a crucial role in the family. While grandfathers hold positions of authority, provide discipline, and act as custodians of cultural values, grandmothers serve as the primary caregivers of grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Indeed, grandparents’ guidance is part of their duties because grandchildren generate kinship connections and positive social behavior that guarantee the survival of the family. Accepting grandparents’ guidance is part of grandchildren’s duty.

However, modern trends emanating from socioreligious, political, and economic issues continue to interfere with this practice. Many families are today caught between the customary family practices that advocate for communality versus modern family networks that are overwhelmingly individualistic.

Cuisine

South Africa’s diverse groups—the Dutch, French, Indians, and Malaysians—provide an assortment of food options that extends from traditional African cuisine to favorite eateries, diners, stalls, and cafés that serve foods from European, Asia, American, other African countries, and other foreign countries in all of the major cities and towns.

The diverse cuisine enjoyed in South Africa includes African cuisine from a host of different subcultures like the Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho, and Tswana. The foods include mieliepap, a maize and meal porridge; boerewors, a spicy sausage traditionally braaied (barbecued); braai (barbecue); and biltong, a sort of meat jerky. Other local favorites include koeksisters, Afrikaans twisted pastries; potjiekos, a traditional Afrikaans meat and vegetable stew; and umngqusho, white maize and sugar beans meal that is a staple food of the Xhosa. Morogo, or African spinach, is an important part of the staple diet in rural communities. Other countries introduced a range of diverse cuisines that have become part of the culture, like koeksisters of Cape Malay origin; bobotie, a dish of Malay descent; chakalaka, a spicy vegetable relish of Indian/Malay origin; malva pudding of Dutch origin; and melktert, a dessert with a sweet pastry crust and creamy filling made from a combination of milk, flour, sugar, and eggs.

Dress

For African peoples and groups, dress makes and defines the person. A man or a woman’s dress reveals immediately his or her age, sex, status, and ethnic group. While there is room for individual variation, what people wear is generally and carefully regulated by society. Through dress, the man is differentiated from the woman, the boy from the girl, the married from the unmarried, the initiated from the novice, the expectant mother from one who does not have any children, the commoner from the chief, the diviner from others, and so on.

Among the Zulu, for instance, women of different ages wear attire in various shades, shapes, sizes, and hues at different stages of their lives. Modesty in dressing is closely associated with aging and married women. An intombi’s (unmarried girl) appearance is always either a short grass skirt or beaded cotton strings with short hair and bare breasts. Special attention is paid to her beadwork. An engaged young woman grows her hair and wears a colorful cloth in reverence to her prospective family. Married women cover their bodies completely, wearing a heavy, knee-length cowhide skirt. Over the skirt, they wear a cloth decorated with colors and beads. A pregnant woman is identified with the isibamba, a dense belt made from dried grass and glass or plastic beadwork. Among married Zulu women, hats (izicolo) are made in different sizes and shapes that depict many things about her status in life and her surrounding community.

Zulu traditional dress for men consists of animal skins and feathers; the quality of skins is a marker of one’s status. To appear broader, men wear amashoba (the tufts of a cow’s tail) on their upper arms and below their knees. Men wear the ibheshu, a type of loincloth made with calfskin to cover their buttocks. That of young men is knee-length for exigency; the length does not interfere with fighting, hunting, and dancing. An older man’s ibheshu reaches their ankles, as they seldom participate in those kinds of activities.

A headband is worn by married men; leopard skin is worn only by the royal family, izinduna (generals), and chiefs. One’s status determines the quantity of leopard skin to wear: the king has no limit to the amount of leopard skin to wear. The chief alone is allowed to wear a headband. Commoner men are permitted to wear some leopard skins on their wedding day. In recent times, fashion retailers who understood the tastes and preferences of their local customers have introduced exotic textiles into South African shops. This has paved the way for local fashion designers to showcase and sell their wares.

Sports and Games

The office responsible for sporting activities in South Africa is the Sport and Recreation South Africa (SRSA). Its main charge is to present equal sporting opportunities to all South Africans. The department also manages the regulatory framework and provides funding for different sports. The leadership of the SRSA includes the Minister of Sport and Recreation, the Deputy Minister of Sport and Recreation, Director General, and Chief Operations Officer.

South Africans participate in a variety of sports and outdoor recreational activities, which include rugby, cricket, soccer, swimming, golf, boxing, athletics, long distance running, cycling, table tennis, hockey, motorbike sports, and horse-related sports. The three main sports common in the country are cricket, rugby, and soccer or football. Cricket is the second most popular South African sport established by the British. It is traditionally popular among English-speaking and Afrikaans-speaking whites and Asians. Cricket tournaments in South Africa are overseen by Cricket South Africa. South Africa hosts three national competitions: the Super Sport Series, the MTN Domestic Championship, and Standard Bank Pro 20 Series. Apart from Proteas, South Africa’s national cricket team, other local teams include Cape Cobras, Dolphins, Eagles, Titans, Lions, and Warriors.

South Africa is a respected global competitor in rugby, with teams for men and women. The major regional competition held in South Africa is the Currie Cup, which features provincial teams. Other rugby competitions include the 14 annual competitions between regional teams from South Africa, New Zealand, and Australia, which rotate the hosting of the events. Another important competition is the annual Tri-Nations International Tournament involving South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand. In 1995 and 2007, South Africa’s rugby team, the Springboks, won the Rugby World Cup. The 1995 victory marked a watershed moment in the history of South African rugby. Nelson Mandela, the first black president of the country, and François Pienaar, the captain of the primarily white rugby team used the tournament to bridge the racial divisions left by years of apartheid.

Soccer or football is South Africa favorite sports, which became the first sport to become unified in 1991. The country’s national teams include Bafana Bafana and Banyana Banyana as well as clubs like Kaizer Chiefs and the Orlando Pirates, among others. South Africa’s top soccer league, organized in 1997, features the country’s best 16 clubs. The 1996 African Cup of Nations was won by Bafana Bafana. In 1998, South Africa emerged as runner-up to Egypt at the African Cup of Nations tournament. In 1998 and 2002, Bafana Bafana qualified for the World Cup Finals. South Africa also hosted the 2010 World Cup. Since the return of South Africa to international sports competition after the end of apartheid South African sportsmen and women have excelled on the world stage.

Festivals and Holidays

Festivals are a colorful and vibrant part of South African culture. Various parts of the country celebrate the heritage of their people through festivals that include arts, harvest, dance, music, and culture. The National Arts Festival held in Grahamstown offers a variety of cultural events, such as theater, drama, dance, comedy, music, jazz, visual art exhibitions, films, lectures, a crafts fair, workshops, tours, and a children’s arts festival. Artists used the festival as an avenue for political protest at the height of apartheid. The festival continues to provide opportunity to new artists. Also, Klein Karoo Nasionale Kustefees (KKNK, Klein Karoo National Arts Festival), held at Oudtshoorn, represents various aspects of Afrikaans music, theater, and dance. The KKNK hosts a variety of activities from theater art to rock music and features to the finest cuisine in the area. Bush safaris, horseback safaris, and elephant experiences are also open to all visitors at the festival.

The Knysna Oyster Festival is arguably one of the most famous annual events in the winter season. It is held at Western Cape and celebrates relaxation and sport. Since its inception in 1983, as the Knysna Winter Festival, it has added exciting new sports like the Geo Oyster Geocaching Competition, the Pick n Pay Fun Event in honor of the disabled, and the Navigation Drift Dive Challenge. Exhibitions of photography, illustrations, and paintings by local artists help raise funds for the Knysna Hospice. Also worthy of mention is the Hermanus Whale Festival, the only enviro-arts festival that featured whales as star performers. Other activities featured at the festival are shark-cage diving, fynbos hikes, and kayak trips as well as sports celebrities.

South Africa also celebrates crop festivals like the annual Prince Albert Olive Festival, which marks a celebration of local olives. It features a range of activities from live music to a late-night ghost walk tour of the town. Riebeeck Kasteel also host an olive festival at about the same time of year. There is also the Robertson Wine Valley’s annual Robertson Wacky Wine Weekend. The Breedekloof Wine estates from Ashton, Bonnievale, McGregor, and Robertson present an array of other activities including outdoor sporting activities, family activities, children’s fun activities, live music, and dining to say the least. Ficksburg Cherry Festival began modestly in1968 and is now the major cultural events for Ficksburg and Setsoto region. The GWK Cherry Festival is best known for its parade of some of South Africa’s top entertainers for outstanding performances and competitions like cherry-pit spitting and cherry tasting. Attendees can also watch a Friesian horse performance, play a round of cherry bowlings, and attend the Miss Cherry Blossom or Mr. Cherry Pip pageants.

In the music industry, festivals like the Splashy Fen Music Festival have grown since its inception in 1990 into one of South Africa’s premier music festivals held at Drakensberg. The Cape Town International Jazz Festival, which started in 2000, and the Oppikoppi Bushveld Music Festival, which started in 1994 on Oppikoppi Farm. Oppikoppi is a portmanteau of op die koppie, which means “on the hill” in Afrikaans. It began in Worcester in the Cape before finally moving to Tshwane in 2004. This music festival features international and local jazz artists as well as aspiring and talented South African artists to launch themselves to stardom.

Holidays

Since 1994, South Africa’s calendar has focused on annual events that emphasize social advancements like political reconciliation, black political emancipation, Human Rights Day, and Youth Day. South Africans celebrate Human Rights Day annually on March 21 as a public holiday. This is a chance for all to assess the Bill of Rights in the constitution, which aims to promote, defend, and respect human rights. In addition, Freedom Day celebrated on April 27, celebrates the first democratic elections held in 1994 when all eligible citizens aged 18 years and above irrespective of their race exercised their franchise. May 1, also known as International Workers’ Day or May Day began in 1994 as a public holiday to commemorate workers. The holiday is celebrated around the world. Youth Day is celebrated on June 16 as a national holiday to commemorate the Soweto Uprising in which many of the youth lost their lives fighting against apartheid.

August 9 is National Women’s Day, which commemorates South African women’s August 9, 1956, national march against the law of carrying permits to enter into white neighborhoods. Other important national holidays in South Africa include Heritage Day held on September 24 to celebrate South Africa’s diversity. Another important holiday is South Africa’s Day of Reconciliation, celebrated annually on December 16. This celebration enables South Africans to reflect on their past history and the future of a new South African nation.

Music and Dance

There is a strong affinity between music and dance in South Africa. The diverse music and dance in South Africa reflect the different groups in the country like African ethnic groups (Nguni, Sotho, Shangaan-Tsonga and Venda), as well as Afrikaans, Europeans, and Indians. Music types vary from traditional choral to popular and folk music forms and they comprise genres such as jazz, blues, gospel, rock, pop, reggae, hip-hop, and kwaito.

Kwaito became popular in the townships in the 1990s. It is a mixture of a number of different rhythms, from marabi, kwela, mbaqanga/maskhandi, bubblegum music, and imibongo (African praise poetry). The popular kwaito groups in South Africa are Boom Shaka, Abashante, and Bongo Maffin, are among others. South African female music legends like Miriam Makeba and Brenda Fassie appreciated kwaito.

Another type of music common in South Africa is iscathamiya, a traditional Zulu call-and-response choral music performed by South African men. Iscathamiya was popularized by Ladysmith Black Mambazo in the 1960s and has been featured by the King Star Brothers as well as Paul Simon on his 1986 Graceland album. South African jazz grew from marabi, a traditional music in the townships of South Africa in the 1930s. Marabi is a three-chord keyboard style made its way into South African dance bands in the 1920s and evolved into the mbaqanga, a form of South African jazz that still is popularized today. Kwela as an offshoot of marabi music rose to prominence in South Africa in the 1950s. Kwela music is played primarily on a pennywhistle (tin flute). Another featured music is reggae, featuring African drums and conveying a strong sense of emotion in the lyrics. Arguably, Lucky Dube was one of the country’s top reggae stars.
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Kabelo Mabalane, of the kwaito group TXZee, performs before a match in Johannesburg during the FIFA 2010 World Cup. Kwaito is an evolution of house music, incorporating African sounds and themes. (Jamie Squire/FIFA via Getty Images)

The past few decades has seen the rise of Freshlyground, the Parlotones, LocnVille, Zebra, and Giraffe. Other popular singers in the country include of Karen Zoid, Simphiwe Dana, and Thandiswa Mazwai. Mazwai was originally a kwaito singer with Bongo Maffin and Jack Parow. Their sounds are a unique combination of pop to Afrikaans rock and roll and rap.

As a medium for artistic expression, dance permeates the villages, the streets, and theaters of South Africa’s towns. Whereas the warriors perform dances with their weapons (spears and shields) on the battlefield, and the women dance with an enticing waddle in drinking bars or watering holes once the dust settled. Before independence in 1994, South Africans created a group against their tyrants with a jump-step remonstrative dance. Given the circumstance, the African dance was not popular among South African arts. From the 1970s onward however, contemporary dance troupes emerged and have successfully created an “Afrofusion,” of formal dance repertoires with African elements. This has created an admixture of various cultural art forms, which includes classical ballet, African traditional dance forms motivated by marriage ceremonies, warfare, rituals, and everyday life experiences. South Africa is actually the birthplace of Phyllis Spira, one of the pioneering ballerinas in the world. Companies like Cape Town’s Jazzart Dance Theatre, Johannesburg’s Free Flight Company, Moving into Dance Mophatong, Soweto Dance Company, Napac, and Pact Dance Companies, took the lead in pioneering new dance revolutions with their dance companies.

Visual Art

The origins of African art history can be traced to the continent’s deep past. African arts are characterized by an emphasis on expressive individualism, with strong influences from the work of predecessors. The human figure serves as the primary subject matter, and it features visual abstraction and nonlinear scaling. With its emphasis on sculpture and performance arts, different materials are used in South African visual art that usually showcase abstract presentations of geometric signs and nature. Some of the earliest known prehistoric art of Africa, such as the Blombos Cave Engravings (circa 70,000 BCE), the Diepkloof Eggshell Engravings (circa 60,000 BCE), or the Apollo 11 Cave Stones (25,500–23,500 BCE) are among the finest and oldest art in the world. The pictographs and petroglyphs are of men and animals, with a few other symbolic express ideas that have been found at various prehistoric sites in the country.

Many artifacts of artistic integrity have been attributed to precolonial African cultures. African rock paintings can be traced back some 27,000 years. These art forms were found on cave walls and on rock surfaces. The Drakensberg Mountains in South Africa have some 30,000 rock paintings. The earliest African paintings left a few traces of their early culture and lives, including representations of people and domesticated animals like cattle, sheep and goats.

South African art history was later influenced by the European with the arrival of the Dutch (Boers). South African arts from the mid-19th century onward combined traditional tribal themes and European influences. By the end of the 19th century, artists, led by Jan Volschenk and Hugo Naude, introduced a unique style, which helped to reshape South African art from European influences. Graphic artists such as Helen Sibidi, successfully transitioned from her folk repertoire to the contemporary South Africa art scene.

Throughout the period of apartheid and today, South Africans from different backgrounds have expressed their artistic talents through imagination and artistic skills. Among the country’s artists are Walter Battiss, originator of the “Fook Island” idea and an abstract painter, and Marlene Dumas, well known for her unique use of the canvas. They successfully combined ongoing political issues, their personal experiences in their art forms. Another artist was Irma Stern, who painted her travels using nature and people as her subjects. Durant Sihlali’s work showcases his talent beyond painting and sculpture, to printmaking and pulp painting. A number of talented artists and documentary photographers emerged in South Africa in the likes of Ernest Cole, David Goldblatt, Peter Magubane, and Santu Mofokeng whose works vividly capture South African diverse society.

African sculpture is most often figurative and takes many forms representing the human form. Sculptures are fashioned primarily from wood, stone, or other organic materials. They shed light on the cultures and communities from which they originated. African sculpture, in all its forms, had a practical purpose that relates to religious rituals and traditional ceremonies, as well as political power and culture. The various forms of sculptures found in Africa, reflect the diverse and complex ethnic groups in the continent.

Southern Africa’s clay sculptures date from about 600 CE. African sculptures found in the region have a combination of human and animal characteristics. These original carvings have abstract patterns and were hand carved by an artist into rocks. Among South Africans who excelled in sculpture was Jane Alexander, whose piece The Butcher Boys features a complex of three full-sized sculptures of bizarrely distorted men with horns seated on a bench. She also depicted the street children of Long Street, Cape Town, in her other works, Bom Boys and Lucky Girls, with ceramic and wood. Other sculptors include Jackson Hlungwani, best known for his carvings of fish, and Noria Mabasa. Bonnie Ntshalintshali, a ceramist of the original Ardmore Studios, was trained by Fee Halsted and has had an important impact on South Africa’s arts industry. Halsted and Ntshalintshali’s artistic prowess won them the Standard Bank Young Artist Award in 1990. Other contemporary artists like William Kentridge became famous for his use of charcoal to produce near-expressionist works that depicted apartheid. He is also known for his unique techniques in his art forms.

South Africa’s cinema industry has been acclaimed as one of the oldest in the world and continues to provide an avenue for cultural expression. The Schlesinger’s Company started the production of excellent feature films between 1916 and 1922 churning out such works as De Voortrekkers/Winning a Continent (1916), Symbol of Sacrifice (1918), King Solomon’s Mines (1918), and Allan Quartermain (1919).

Twentieth Century Fox has been in control of most of South Africa’s film distribution network from 1956 and 1969. Wonderboom Inry Beleggings (WIB) based in Pretoria was one of the few independent film distributors outside Twentieth Century Fox network. WIB eventually metamorphosed into Ster Film Imports, supported by Sanlam, an insurance company. Ster Film Imports expanded tremendously in the 1960s when they built three main film theaters. Sanlam bought out Twentieth Century Fox and merged with Ster Films to form Satbel (Suid-Afrikaanse Teaterbelange Beperk) in 1969. Satbel consequently owned 76 percent of South Africa’s distribution network by the early 1970s. The remaining 24 percent was controlled by UIP-Warner. Afrikaner funds gained ascendancy in the film industry after Sanlam’s acquisition of Ster Films aimed at providing an access to the cinema exclusively for white Afrikaner patrons. By 1969, Satbel controlled the film industry in South Africa as the sole funders, producers, and distributors of films.

Afrikaans filmmakers of the 1960s such as Emil Nofal-Jans Rautenbach produced films like Die Kandidaat (1968) and Katrina (1968), which exposed the hypocrisy of apartheid and the racial classification system in South Africa. Other films dealing with similar themes include Jans Rautenbach’s Jannie Totsiens (1970) and Ross Devenish’s Boesman and Lena (1973), The Guest (1977), and Marigolds in August (1979). Filmmakers critical of sociopolitical issues in South Africa had difficulties making such films at home. Films such as Gibsen Kente’s How Long (1976) and Last Grave at Dimbaza (1974) by Nana Mahomo were banned at home.

The revolution in the film industry began between 1986 and 1987 with the production of films like Jock of the Bushveld, A Place of Weeping (‘n Wêreld sonder Grense), City of Blood, and Saturday Night at the Palace—all of which focused on issues of black-white relationships. Other films in the 1980s that featured indigenous people included Mapantsula (1988), On the Wire (1989), The Road to Mecca (1991), Shotdown (1987), and Katinka Heyns’ Afrikaans dramas such as Fiela se Kind (1987), Die Storie van Klara Viljee (1991), and Paljas (1997). Jobman (1989) recounts life after the Sharpeville incident. Manie van Rensburg in The Fourth Reich (1990) portrays Afrikaner nationalism in the 1940s. Some other noteworthy productions that questioned apartheid were Jans Rautenbach’s Jannie Totsiens (1970) and Athol Fugard’s Boesman and Lena (1973), which was instrumental in creating awareness of critiquing the status quo.

The debutant black-directed film was How Long (Must We Suffer?) (1976) by Gibson Kente, which was filmed during the Soweto disturbance. Since the late 1980s, the film industry became more radical and critical of the political situation in South Africa, that is, apartheid. A reproduction of Cry, the Beloved Country (1996) by Anant Singh, broke the ice for black African cinematography. The racial barrier in film production was broken with the productions such as Fools (1997) by Ramadan Suleman.

The end of apartheid ushered in a new breed of filmmakers like Zola Maseko, Ntshavheni Wa Luruli, and Akin Omotoso, Teboho Mahlatsi, Dumisani Phakhati, Ramadan Suleman, Sechaba Morojele, Gavin Hood, Zulfah Otto Sallies, Riaan Hendricks, and Khalo Matabane who tackled diversified themes. Jason Xenopoulos, Madoda Ncayiyana, and Norman Maake all exposed certain marginalized communities in South Africa. Socially conscious productions became characteristic of the film industry at the demise of apartheid. This was exemplified in the 2006 Oscar-winning of Tsotsi by Gavin Hood among other Oscar nominations of Katinka Heyns’ Paljas (1998) and Darrell Roodt’s Yesterday (2005). A thematic shift from political plots to daily, regular life experiential themes of South African-ness occurred in the film industry.

Architecture and Housing

The architecture of Africa is exceptionally diverse. One finds structures made of thatch, wood, clay and stone. Traditional housing in South Africa differentiates one ethnic from another. The Nguni and the Swazi inhabit detached compounds ruled by a male patriarch. The Sotho on the other hand live in villages and cultivated the lands surrounding their settlements. The Xhosa inhabited high rise areas close to river sources, while the Ndebele households are finished with delightful pictures and symbols of different colors. Traditional Zulu settlement revolved around the imizi (kraal), a fenced-in cluster of beehive-shaped single-room houses.

Architecture in Africa shows the foreign influence that has been ongoing for centuries. European-inspired architecture began with the development of Cape Town by the Dutch in the late 17th century. Imposing public structures, commercial houses, personal houses, churches, and estates of this period were characterized by colonial Dutch architecture borrowed from the Dutch East Indies. Most of Cape Town’s government structures were built by Muslim “Malay” artisans with hand-carved stones. The British also introduced their architectural styles to the Cape when they took over in 1806. British merchants and colonial officials introduced the arched metal ornamental roofs and lean lace pillars from colonial India. Religious structures such as the timeless stonework of the Afrikaans Dutch Reformed churches, Anglican churches, synagogues, mosques, and Hindu shrines all exhibit unique architectural designs irrespective of their location.

The boom of modern architecture occurred in Africa in the 1920s and 1930s through the works of influential architects like Le Corbusier in Algeria, Steffen Ahrens in South Africa, and Ernst May in Nairobi and Mombasa. Apartheid (1948 to 1994) permeated all aspects of South African life, even in the architecture, through legislation that restricted movement of people and ideas alone racial lines. Whites alone lived in planned cities while blacks lived in townships, hence the South African populations lived separated along racial lines. Architectural planning therefore was a tool of the apartheid system, a sociocultural extension of government. Professional architects authenticated the legitimacy of the white minority by designing imposing edifices in places like Pretoria and planning new townships sanctioned by laws such as the Group Areas Act (1950), which demarcated urban habitation along racial lines. Heterogeneous multiracial neighborhoods were demolished and rebuilt for whites alone while the blacks moved into shanty towns. In the apartheid era, the townships were under strict supervision and mostly sited far from the white neighborhoods. In exceptional instances such as the town of Alexandra, older townships were closely located to white settlements only divided by walls and fences. The norm was that white and black neighborhoods were separated by large open, uninhabited plots of land.

At independence in 1994, these bigoted land-use systems were repealed by the democratic government of the African National Congress party. However, these practices are so deeply ingrained in sections of the population that it has created a class and racial barrier for some segment of the society. From independence in 1994, the state has sanctioned the infrastructural development through drives like the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), which is a concerted national effort at improving government services and the standards of living of many of its impoverished populations. The RDP programs facilitated the construction of homes and provision of electricity and clean-water access South Africans.

Literature and Oral Traditions

South Africa has a rich oral tradition that has greatly influenced its written literature, which draws from literary influences from other continents. Indigenous South African literature bloomed in the late 19th century and gained popularity in the 20th century during which there was a symbiotic relationship between oral tradition and the evolving literary trends of the 20th century.

Oral tradition is evident in the works of 20th century writers such as Violet Dube in Zulu and, S. E. K. Mqhayi in Xhosa. Other writers who relied on oral tradition in their works include Oliver Kgadime Matsepe, Thomas Mofolo, Guybon Sinxo, and B. W. Vilakazi. In the 1930s, black writers like Solomon Plaatje wrote his novel, Mhudi (1930), in English using black oral history. Urban writers such as Mothobi Mutloatse, Miriam Tlali, Mbulelo Mzamane, and Njabulo Ndebele, and periodicals like Staffrider all worked with the themes of black consciousness. These themes were drawn from the literary and oral traditions of South African indigenous languages and from the works of blacks in European languages. In South Africa, literary productions of authors such as Breytenbach, Brink, Leroux, and Dan Roodt that often had poignant political or unequivocal sexual themes were banned. The authors thus changed their focus to cultural themes exploring the possibility of Afrikaner survival in a new democratic South Africa.

Authors like Adam Small and Alex La Guma wrote in Afrikaans and English, exploring themes of racial discrimination and violence in South Africa. Other writers such as Sipho Sepamla, J. M. Coetzee, and Mongane Wally Serote joined such established figures as Leroux Brink, Paton, and Mphahlele, in introducing South African literary culture the world. When apartheid ended, some of South African writers diverted their attention to nonapartheid themes, while others remained committed to that subject matter.

Apartheid also affected the literary expression of South Africans of different backgrounds, often influencing the themes they worked with. One famous work is Alan Paton’s novel Cry, the Beloved Country (1948), which dwells on the separatist system in South Africa. Other books published in the 1970s criticizing the apartheid regime include the works of Nadine Gordimer (Burger’s Daughter, 1979), André Brink’s Kennis van die aand (Looking on Darkness, 1973), and Breyten Breytenbach’s In Africa Even the Flies Are Happy (1977). The South African government enacted a number of censorship laws such as the Publications and Entertainments Act of 1963 and the Publications Act of 1974 to censor works that critiqued apartheid or racism between 1950 and 1990. These censorship policies compelled many authors to go into self-exile abroad until after the end of apartheid.

The foundation for the political nationalism was laid beginning in the 1880s with Afrikaans literature. In the 1920s—through the Afrikaner—Broederbond and cultural organizations of the time devolved a forceful, unhealthy vision of an elitist, divinely sanctioned national racist identity and used the arts and literature to promote it turning it into an apartheid official culture. In the 21st century writers and artists from all backgrounds dwelled on themes that reflect on the multiracial, multilingual, and diverse culture in South African.

Media

South African media in the apartheid era was divided by language and ethnicity. The Afrikaans-language media, especially the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), were considered mouthpieces of the Nationalist Party (NP) government throughout the 1970s and 1980s. For much of the apartheid period, the government oppressed activists, including journalists like Ruth First, editor of the New Age, and photojournalist Peter Magubane. Antiapartheid newspaper houses like The World and the Guardian were closed down for publishing what was considered to be inflammatory and seditious information about the government.

The South African press began following laws promulgating freedom of the press in 1994. The Independent Broadcasting Authority Act in 2000 merged the telecommunications and broadcasting companies and encouraged unprejudiced broadcasts, nongovernmental intrusions, and authorized that historically deprived sections of the population be allowed to join in the ownership of telecommunication and broadcasting companies. The Independent Communications Authority of South Africa (ICASA) regulated electronic communications and broadcasting services. In 2007, the ICASA issued licenses to Digital Media (ODM), Telkom Media, e.sat, Multi Choice, and Walk on Water Television pay-TV providers. The South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), as a public service and commercial broadcasting organization, provides an array of quality intelligent programs and services through television and radio that educates, entertains, and supports the populace.

The emergence of independent press in the late 1980s was pioneered by New Nation and Weekly Mail newspapers. In 1994, the first Afrikaans-language newspaper, Vrye Weekblad, was closed for its outspoken antiapartheid stance. Other Afrikaans-language newspapers, like Beeld, also impressed upon the government to free Mandela from prison and end apartheid.

South African print media received a boost following the end of Apartheid in 1994 with the establishment of Imvo Zabantsundu (African Opinion), then owned by black South Africans. The Argus Printing Company acquired this newspaper that Tony O’Reilly purchased in 1994. He changed the name to Argus Newspaper Limited. International news broadcasting outlets such as CNN, Reuters, and the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) are accessible in South Africa. There was also a significant growth in magazines published in South Africa by some major media houses. Independent publishers have proliferated throughout the country.

National, African, and international news outlets previously controlled by the government changed after 1994 under the new government. The cultural and linguistic diversity of South Africa led to programs broadcast in different languages, which was intended to accommodate the diverse groups in the country. Indeed, commercial radio stations such as 5FM, Metro FM, Channel Africa, South Africa’s Indian (Lotus FM), and San (X-K FM) broadcast their programs in a number of languages. Other South Africa radio stations, like the SABC’s African language stations Ukhozi FM, the Zulu cultural service, Lesedi FM (Sesotho), and Umhlobo Wenene (Xhosa) have been impressive.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Juba

Major Cities: Aweil, Bentiu, Boma, Bor, Jonglei, Juba, Kuacjok, Malakal, Nimule, Rumbek, Torit, Wau, and Yambio

Population: 11,090,104 in 2013 (World Fact Book estimates)

Languages: Official languages: English and Arabic; Other languages: Nilotic languages including Bari, Dinka, Nuer, Otuho, and Shilluk

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: Nilotic groups (including the Dinka 35.8 percent and Nuer 15.6 percent); Nilo-Hamitic groups (including the Bari and Mundari); Southwestern Sudanic groups (including the Madi and Zande)

Religions: Christianity (58.5 percent); African Traditional Religions (35 percent); Islam (6.3 percent)



Introduction

The Republic of South Sudan is a relatively new nation that has been carved out of the Democratic Republic of Sudan. It became an independent republic on July 9, 2011, the 54th member state of the African Union, and the 193rd member state of the United Nations. Its name resonates with images and memories of famine, refugee crises, population movements and displacements, and international humanitarian interventions. It emerged from decades of conflict and war between Southern Sudanese seeking independence and the Sudanese government, especially between 1955 and 1972 and from 1983 to 2005. These conflicts have claimed millions of lives. The signing in 2005 of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement between the warring factions provided the framework within which South Sudan was officially established. Among the prominent founding figures of the country are Dr. John Garang De Mabior Antem (1945–2005), founder and former president of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) and Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM), and President Salva Kiir (b. 1951), the current head of state, chair of the SPLM, and commander in chief of the SPLA.

The breakout of civil war between the government of Salva Kiir and a faction led by Dr. Riek Machar, former vice president, has not advanced the democratic course of the new nation. The precarious situation in pre- and postindependence South Sudan has led to unprecedented intervention by the United Nations, the Africa Union, and several other humanitarian organizations. These bodies and agencies have attempted to bring relief, in the form of food supplies, potable water, shelter, health care, and security, to the millions of people affected. In Western Europe, the phrase “lost boys and girls of Sudan” has been used to describe some refugees of South Sudanese origin, particularly orphans and other children displaced by the armed conflict since the 1980s.

In spite of its independence, South Sudan shares with the Democratic Republic of Sudan economic resources and several cultural traits. This has been the result of several millennia of cross-cultural interactions among local groups of people involving commerce, intermarriage, political administration, and religious proselytization, among other factors.

Geography

South Sudan has a land area of about 248,776 square miles (644,329 square kilometers). It is landlocked and bordered on the north by the Democratic Republic of Sudan, to the east by Ethiopia, to the west by the Central African Republic, to the southeast by Kenya and Uganda, and by the Democratic Republic of the Congo on the southwest. The land gradually rises from plains in the northern and central regions to hilly terrain in the south. At 3,187 meters, Mount Kinyeti is the highest point in the country. Other mountains include Imatong, Didinga, and Dungontona. The land is drained by the White Nile, the most dominant geographical feature in the country. This river drains into the central lands of the country, forming the Sudd, one of the largest wetlands in the world at more than 5,792 square miles. The White Nile holds the potential for the construction of a hydroelectric dam scheme that will provide much needed electric power for domestic and commercial use, although such a project could raise ecological concerns.
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Rock outcroppings near Itti village, on the border of Boma National Park. Though rainforest, swamp, and grasslands cover much of the country, South Sudan also boasts mountains and outcroppings like these. (George Steinmetz/Corbis)


The Sudd

The Sudd wetland contains the Zeraf Game Reserve and is home to several species of wildlife, including crocodiles, elephants, giant eland, hippopotami, fish, and migratory birds. It is also a site for the seasonal migration of rare species such as the white-eared kob (Kobus kobus leucotis) and the tiang (Damaliscus koringum lunatus). Sometimes referred to as South Sudan’s Okavango (see entry on Botswana), the Sudd witnesses migration of the korrigum or tiang, estimated to rival that of the wildebeests of the Serengeti in scale and extent. For generations, the delta has been an invaluable ecological resource that provides much-needed food and water to millions of South Sudanese. Every year, during the dry season, the waters bring in abundant fish, which are harvested for the sustenance of the people within the Sudd catchment area and beyond.



The climate of the country is generally hot and humid, with annual precipitation averaging 1,400 millimeters. The rainfall pattern is influenced by the seasonal position of the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ). The vegetation is characterized by equatorial rainforest, savanna (grassland), and Sahel (arid but not full-blown desert). The country has significant mineral and fossil fuel deposits, such as gold, chromium ore, iron ore, diamonds, limestone, coltan (Columbite-tantalite), mica, petroleum, silver, tungsten, and zinc. Today, fossil fuel is the top export commodity and foreign exchange earner for the country.

South Sudan is composed of 10 administrative regions, which are listed below with their capitals:








	Region

	Capital




	Central Equatoria

	Juba




	Eastern Equatoria

	Torit




	Western Equatoria

	Yambio




	Jonglei

	Bor




	Lakes

	Rumbek




	Northern Bahr el Ghazal

	Aweil




	Unity

	Bentiu




	Upper

	Malakal




	Warrap

	Kuacjok




	Western Bahr el Ghazal

	Wau






People and Ethnicity

The citizenry of South Sudan comprises peoples of diverse ethnic backgrounds who may be distinguished on the basis of varying and overlapping criteria, including physical characteristics such as height, skin tone, common language, history, kinship, subsistence strategies, place of origin, and political or religious affiliation. The people may be generally categorized into indigenous African, Arab, and mixed African-Arab groups. These groups share common physical features such as skin tones and body frames, as well as cultural practices and a common sense of identity. Often, ethnic grouping provides a strong basis for political affiliation and action in the country. Persons who share common ethnic affiliation often organize themselves into sociopolitical units to deal with internal disputes and conflicts. Some, like the Shilluk, have established centralized monarchical systems of government. Others have formed military aristocracies, as in the case of the Zande. The Zande also have a long tradition of preserving their religious rituals and showing respect to the traditional leaders and chiefs of their community.

Regarding ethnic identity, people from neighboring African countries, such as Ethiopia, Congo, and the Central African Republic, often intermarry with South Sudanese, shaping the culture and customs of South Sudan. Yet still, the people differentiate themselves through the ways in which they dress, the types of food they eat, how they greet and behave in public, how they dance, the types of music they listen to, and by their distinct language groups. Facial scarring, for example, varies from one ethnic and gender group to another. And as might be expected, rituals such as painting of the body, especially during wedding ceremonies and other cultural festivities, also vary from one group or religion to another.


The People of the Republic of South Sudan

The indigenous African population of South Sudan may be subdivided into Nilotic, Nilo-Hamitic, and Southwestern Sudanic groups. The Nilotic groups include the Acholi, Agar, Ajaa, Aliap, Apaak, Atuot, Dinka, Nuer, Shilluk, Murle, Kachiopo, Jie, Anyuak, Maban, Kuma, Lou (Jur), Bango, Bai, Benga, Gulu, Endri, Forgee, Chod (Jur), Khara, Ndogo, Ngorgule, Forugi, Siri, Otuho, Pakam, Gok, Ciec, Hopi, Guere, Lango, Pari, and Zandi.

The Nilo-Hamitic people include the Bari, Mundari, Kakwa, Pojulu, Nyangwara, Kuku, Latuko, Lokoya, Toposa, Buya, Lopit, Kuku, Kakwa, Nyabgwara, Tennet, Lopit and Didinga. The Southwestern Sudanic group is constituted by the Avukaya, Baka, Balanda, Banda, Kresh, Madi, Ndogo, Olubo, Murus, Mundu, Makaraka, and Zande.

Each of these groups has subgroups. Peoples referred to as Dinka, for example, include about 25 separate groups, among which are the Agar Dinka, Atwot Dinka, Twic Dinka, and Bor Dinka.



Languages

South Sudan may be described as a polyglot; composed of numerous linguistic groups, as is the case in many other African nations. It is estimated that over 100 languages and dialects, including English, Arabic, Nilotic languages (Bari, Dinka, Nuer, Otuho), and Shilluk are spoken across the nation. Most South Sudanese people, including Dinka, Nuer, and Shilluk, speak languages of the Nilo-Saharan language family (as classified by Greenberg). Dinka is the most widely spoken local language in the country, followed by Zande and other languages of the Adamawa-Eastern group. As language provides a medium for interaction and serves as a vital resource for navigating everyday challenges, a number of South Sudanese, especially those that live in the border regions where people of diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds converge, conveniently speak more than one language.

English and Arabic are mostly spoken in urban areas for business, educational, political interactions. English has become a lingua franca with less political and religious undertone, as compared to Arabic. Today, it is the predominant language for instruction in schools and at official government functions. The adoption and spread of the English language in South Sudan is closely associated with British colonial involvement and the activities of European Christian missionaries. When Anglo-Egyptian leaders gained control over the area in the late 19th century, the British embarked on a “holy mission” to spread Christianity into the interior of southern Sudan, most of which currently constitutes South Sudan, primarily to halt the spread of Islamic and Arabic influence, enforce European values, and control the natural resources of the area.

Arabic was first introduced together with Islam to parts of the geopolitical area South Sudan currently covers during the 14th century. The language is divided into two groups: classical Arabic and colloquial Arabic. The former is generally associated with the educated elite and people in the upper class, while the latter is often spoken by the lower class. Also, like English, classical Arabic is linked with modernity, whereas colloquial Arabic is associated with traditional customs and seen by some as a backward form of Arabic. South Sudanese languages are influenced by other African languages as a result of interactions between the peoples of the subregion engendered by population movements, long-distance commercial activities, drought, farming, flooding, and external interventions.


The Lost Boys of Sudan

The phrase “Lost Boys of Sudan” has been used to describe groups of over 20,000 boys of South Sudanese origin, particularly orphans and other children displaced by the armed conflict during the second Sudanese civil war, which began in the 1980s. Between 2000 and 2001, the U.S. government admitted some of these war victims and provided them opportunities to advance their well-being. Two of the well-known “lost boys” of Sudan are John Piol Bol Buk (also known as Francis Bok, b. 1979) and John Bul Dau (also known as Dhieu-Deng Leek, b. 1974). Through their recent writings and speeches, these lost boys, along with Francis Mading Deng (b. 1938), have brought the sufferings of millions of South Sudanese to the attention of the international community. Their works include Escape from Slavery: The True Story of My Ten Years in Captivity and My Journey to Freedom in America (Bok and Tivnan 2003); Lost Boy, Lost Girl: Escaping Civil War in Sudan (Bul Dau 2010), and God Grew Tired of Us: A Memoir (Bul Dau and Sweeney 2008). Several documentary films including CBS News’s, 60 Minutes: The Lost Boys of Sudan, Part 1, the BBC’s Return of the Lost Boys of Sudan, and The Good Lie examine various aspects of this humanitarian catastrophe.



Religion

There are three major religions in South Sudan, Christianity (58.5 percent), Islam (6.3 percent) and African indigenous religions (35 percent). In practice, however, these religions are convoluted and may not be easily discussed exclusive of each other, as they have influenced each other over the course of their development in the country. Practitioners of each of these religions have incorporated some elements from the others. It is common for Christians and Muslims, for example, to incorporate some practices that could only be described as traditional belief. The indigenous religions and the two world religions have been influenced and shaped by European, Middle Eastern, and indigenous African cultural traditions through centuries of cultural exchange. These exchanges occurred either through peaceful or involuntary interactions between native African ethnic groups on the one hand and nonindigenous African people (including those of Arab or Middle Eastern origin, and Europeans) on the other. Centuries of interaction among various African ethnic groups within and beyond the borders of Sudan have resulted in the mixing of customs and cultural practices that have engendered similar yet distinctive indigenous religious practices in the country.

Traditional Religious cosmology and a belief that the ancestors, especially spiritually powerful deceased relatives, participate in everyday activities is strongly held in the country. Religious beliefs impact how people in South Sudan perceive themselves; their relationships with their families, their friends and neighbors; and their interpretations of everyday events. Spiritual dimensions feature prominently in almost all aspects of a person’s life and dealings.

The indigenous religions are numerous, varied, and complex, but have common features. Some of these pertain to rituals associated with the cycle of life: birth, initiation, healing, maturation, marriage, and death. Such rituals include the offer of cows, goats, sheep, and other items to deities. Religious practices of the Dinka and Shilluk are associated with the agricultural cycle (farming and harvesting) and the cycle of life events, such as rites of passage (e.g., initiation rites, marriage ceremonies, funeral and burial rites). Activities that are aimed at influencing the pattern of rainfall and the effects of other elements are also key features of the indigenous religion.
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Parishioners arrive in procession for a mass commemorating the outbreak of civil war in South Sudan. Though reliable figures are difficult to come by, Christianity maintains a strong presence in South Sudan. (Samir Bol/AFP/Getty Images)

While Christianity is popular among persons who received formal Western education, the indigenous religions appeal to many rural dwellers. By the sixth century CE, Christianity, advanced by the Coptic Church, had been firmly established in the area. However, other Christian organizations spread in the country as a result of European missionary activities from the first half of the 19th century onward. Initially, church leadership was in the hands of expatriates, but, gradually, many indigenous people have risen to take up leadership roles. Catholicism has the largest following in the country and cathedrals abound. There are, nonetheless, Protestant and Pentecostal churches, which complement the Catholic Church in addressing the social and religious needs of many citizens. There is currently a New Sudan Council of Churches (NSCC), which is made up of the various Christian establishments found in the country. Since Christianity has been directly tied to Western European formal education, lifestyle, and values, it is not uncommon for Christians and intellectuals of this tradition to play prominent political, economic, and social roles in their communities and in the country as a whole. This is especially true in the civil and public service sectors, where the structures of the modern nation state favor people with formal education.

Islam, the third largest religious institution in South Sudan, has been closely linked to Arab cultural values and world outlook. Thus, although many South Sudanese with Arab ancestry follow the religion, there are several non-Arab Muslim groups, such as the Abialang and Dungjol Dinka.

Social Customs

As one might expect of a country so linguistically and ethnically diverse, customs such as marriage, rites of passage, and interpersonal relationships vary widely in South Sudan, although some common features may be observed. Customary practices have been shaped over the years by a combination of factors that include ecology and religion, long-term migrations of people, subsistence strategies, conflicts, and foreign political and economic interventions. Circumcision of males is common, although that of females is rare. Traditional education at the community level usually involves teaching and learning of oral traditions and history, storytelling, praise poetry, proverbs, games, puzzles, and riddles. Folk music and dance form an integral part of initiation ceremonies and associated rituals. Songs accompany combative sporting activities and communal work, such as planting, harvesting, and processing of grains. Interactions between the local peoples and foreigners, including tourists, peace-keepers, relief agency personnel, and other travelers, have engendered changes in some aspects of social and cultural life. This notwithstanding, South Sudanese take pride in dance and music forms they have inherited from their forebears and strive to maintain and pass them on as marks of identity and heritage.

In spite of commonalities that may be found in customary behavior among South Sudanese, different groups of people distinguish themselves through specific practices that mark and express identity. The naming of Dinka men after powerful bullocks and the removal of a lower front tooth by the Nuer and the Dinka are examples of such identity markers. The Dinka, in addition, have ceremonies that further set them apart from other groups. Graves and tombs are, for example, used to express variations in social status, age group, and gender of deceased persons. The corpse of a chief is buried in a tomb with space around it to protect against dirt, although this is not the case for other deceased persons. This custom is supposed to symbolize the chief’s supremacy over death. When the corpses of ordinary persons are buried, they are laid in flexed position; females to the right of compound doors and males to the left with hands positioned on the chest or chin. The corpses are positioned to face the east in order to be awaken by the rising sun. On the contrary, the Shilluk bury their men facing the right side of compound doors, while females are positioned to the left of the doors. The positioning of males symbolizes authority, leadership, and continuity and that of females reflects submission. The burial of Muslims in South Sudan follows similar processes as found in many Islamic communities. It takes place as soon as death occurs, with the washed corpse wrapped in white fabric and placed in a grave without a coffin.

Lifestyle and Leisure

There is a wide range of activities that make up lifestyle and leisure across South Sudanese societies. These include telling of stories, visiting relatives, music and dance, initiation rites, herding of livestock, social feasting, and drinking. Generally, these activities have been shaped and supported by ethnic norms, religious beliefs, subsistence strategies, and ecology. Some of these lifestyles are unique to just a single community, others are common to an entire ethnic group or across a vast region.

Display of economic, social, and religious status is common. Intellectuals and the educated elite generally exhibit Western European mannerisms with regard to eating and dietary habits. Wedding, birthday, and funeral ceremonies are some of the means by which people recreate and socialize. A few visit wildlife reserves and other tourist attractions within the country and in neighboring countries.

Nontraditional popular events, particularly among the youth, include visiting the cinema, clubbing, video gaming, attending wedding ceremonies, and attending sporting events. Popular culture events are mainly associated with urban areas, such as Juba, and are heavily influenced by Western-style night entertainment and audio visual technology. Nonetheless, except in the most remote parts of the country, most people today have a lifestyle that combines traditional, Middle Eastern, and Western elements.

Several avenues exist for people to entertain themselves through diverse musical performances, drumming, dancing, and sporting activities. Groups of people engage in recreational activities, such as mock battles, intercommunal wrestling matches, or wrestling competitions between inhabitants of a village and those of cattle camps. These events are often accompanied by feasting and musical performances. Radio and cable television programming and recorded music on Compact Discs, DVDs or flash drives are fast replacing the choral singing that once formed the main avenues for popular entertainment.

Employment

With 72 percent of the country’s people being below the age of 30, South Sudan has a very youthful population. Unfortunately, illiteracy is also very high, with only 27 percent of the adult population being literate. As a result, formal-sector employment comes in second to farming and animal husbandry as a source of livelihood for the people. The country’s economy is primarily agrarian, relying heavily on agro-pastoralists and sedentary farmers. Although about 98 percent of the country’s income is derived from oil exports, it is the individual efforts of millions of resilient farmers and herders who live in diverse communities and environments that provide for the everyday needs of the majority of the population. According to current estimates, about 78 percent of households depend on mixed farming, either crop farming, livestock farming, or a combination of the two, as their primary source of livelihood. Among ethnic groups that primarily rely on pastoralism for their sustenance and livelihood are the Mandari of Central Equatoria, the Murle of Jonglei, and the Toposa Nyangatorn in Eastern Equatoria. The Shilluk, on the other hand, are more dependent upon crop production than on cattle herding.

Cattle are among the most valued, if not the most valued, livestock in most South Sudanese societies. Cattle not only represent wealth and serve as important status symbols; they form a vital element in the pattern of exchange. Bride-prices are paid in cows. Cattle are also used to pay blood price in order to resolve revenge killings that may relate to blood feuds between two families or communities. As a result, among people of many communities, there is a common desire to own cattle. However, persistent conflict and a concomitant increased access to assault rifles in the country seem to make revenge killing a more attractive option. Violence now enters local disputes that previously would have been settled through the exchange of cattle.

The majority of the citizens are agrarian and they work in the informal sector, which accounts for 86 percent of the rural livelihood and sustenance. In contrast, 44 percent of the urban population is employed by the government, with farming and livestock keeping accounting for only 24 percent for their earnings. A large chunk of this workforce is employed by the military (SPLA). Foreign remittances are nonexistent for the rural population, but account for 1 percent of the income of the urban population. The remaining sources of income for both the rural and urban population include international aid, private ownership, and property income.
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Dinka herders tend to their stock. The tradition of cattle husbandry dates to prehistory in South Sudan, and likely spread from this region to East-central and Southern Africa. (Harry Hook/Getty Images)

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The respective roles of men and women are generally clearly defined by cultural practices, which are governed by sex, age, and social status. However, there is less emphasis on physical segregation in social relations. In most South Sudanese societies, men are accorded higher status and thus occupy a position of authority in their family. Typically, men are expected to provide for the needs of the whole family, including subsistence, physical and spiritual protection, and enforcement of discipline. On the other hand, women are expected to take care of domestic chores, such as cooking and caring for the children. There also exists a significant level of sexual division of labor, as well as labor based on age and social status, especially in communities in the rural areas. In recent times, gender roles have been less strictly followed, as decades of armed conflict, drought, famine, migration, and refugee crises have caused severe changes in the demographic structures of many households and communities across the country. In urban areas, in particular, where the subsistence and welfare of many families are tied to formal education and wage employment, traditional sources of income generation dominated by men and strict sexual division of labor are declining.

Nonetheless, old social customs such as marriage, initiation or maturation rites, and sexual orientation are still strictly adhered. For instance, nonheterosexual relations or unions are forbidden in South Sudan and constitute a taboo in traditional South Sudanese society, as well as among followers of all the major religious groups. However, the Nuer and other Nilotic people practice levirate marriage, which requires a woman to marry the brother of her deceased fiancé. Under such circumstances, the new groom is not required to pay any bride-price. There is also ghost marriage where a man marries a deceased brother’s wife. This tradition is supposed to retain the woman in the family and to secure the family’s wealth and the future of offspring.

Cuisine

Cuisine constitutes an important component of South Sudanese tradition and identity. The country’s foods and cooking traditions have been shaped by millennia of interactions with various peoples from the Middle East, Europe, India, and other African countries. Today, the foodways of the people continue to undergo rapid changes, as many new ingredients and foods are introduced through food aid and by South Sudanese refugees returning home from countries with different foods, tastes for food, and cooking techniques.

In addition to agropastoral sources, people exploit the rich resources of the diverse ecology of the country for various foods, and make very good use of the lakes, rivers, and lagoons. Dishes prepared with fish, crabs, and other seafood, are, thus, not uncommon. Traditional staple foods and drinks are prepared from dura (finger millet), sorghum, wheat, yam, cassava, vegetables, fish, and milk. Other important components of the meal include dairy products, such as cheese and yogurt. Chief sources of protein include beef, milk, mutton, chevon (goat meat), fish, crawfish, wild game, groundnuts, and beans. Other food sources include vegetables, sesame, honey, and herbs. Two important dishes are kajaik, a stew made from dried fish and vegetables that is eaten with solid porridge, and aseeda, a type of porridge made from sorghum that is eaten with stew.

The main source of fuel for cooking is firewood; this is followed at a distant second by wood charcoal. Grass, cow dung, gas, and electricity are among the least-used sources of energy for cooking. Usually, South Sudanese feast together in groups based on age, gender, social status, and sex.

Dress

South Sudanese dress not only to protect their bodies from the elements, but also to symbolize identity, marital status, social status, ethnic and religious affiliation, and emotional state. Many use clothing to communicate wealth, to negotiate power, to create social boundaries, and to build relationships. People may wear a variety of colorful clothes of tie-dye/batik fabric, beaded dresses, embroidered shirts, and fancy garments for various events and ceremonies. Clothing is often used to distinguish group membership and personal status. However, this may vary in relation to changing social and economic context.

Generally, it is considered customary for women to cover themselves so as not to expose their genitalia. The same is not required of males. It is, however, not uncommon to find young girls and boys with exposed genitalia and breasts. Among indigenous costume items are the lawa, a piece of cloth that is worn by tying its two ends above either the left or right shoulder. Women often wear lawa by fastening it on the left shoulder with the rest of the fabric hanging loosely and extending slightly below the knees.

A combination of the colorful lawa, a matching headscarf of the same fabric, and ornaments of corals, shells, glass beads, animal skins, and leather may be worn. This form of dressing is popular among the Dinka. It is, for example, common for Dinka male wrestlers to wear iron anklets and real or synthetic animal skins, and for a Dinka woman to wear a multicolored beaded corset. The Shilluk, on the other hand, may wear shorts and wrap loose white cloths around their shoulders.

In some rural South Sudanese communities, dressing the part also involves smearing of the body with ash, especially in times of grief when a loved one is lost during wrestling matches and field trips, or when males take animals for grazing. Apart from its aesthetic and symbolic values, this form of dressing is also supposed to have apotropaic function, protecting the body against ill fortune, as well as warding off insects.

In Muslim communities, men often wear a jalabiya, a loose white traditional cloth that covers the majority of the body. Most of them also wear a long white robe with a turban, whereas women often wear clothes with vibrant colors and elaborate designs.The dress of a women has to cover the majority of her body, especially ensuring that her private parts are unexposed. For men, it is not an unacceptable cultural norm to dress the buttocks, arms, and legs.

Over the centuries, South Sudanese have incorporated imported fabric and styles from Egypt, Ethiopia, the Middle East, and Europe. As a result, today many urban South Sudanese, both men and women, wear Western costume items, such as slacks, T-shirts, skirts, shorts, and blouses. In the formal sector, businessmen and women, as well as public servants, often wear suits, ties, and casual clothes such as jeans and T-shirts. Some South Sudanese women have in the recent past made significant strides on the international fashion and beauty scenes. Among them are Alek Wek, a fashion model and entrepreneur, and Miss Modong Manuela Mogga, Miss South Sudan 2013, who was selected among the top 10 winners of the fashion show category at the 2013 Miss World contest, held in Indonesia.

Decades of armed conflict have impacted South Sudanese day-to-day modes of dress. In some areas, it is not uncommon to see young men and boys dressed in green military camouflage pants, with T-shirts or jeans and camouflage jackets. The influx of used clothing from Western European nations to war-ravaged parts of the country has also been influencing transformations in how Southern Sudanese citizens dress up.

Sports and Games

Wrestling is one of the most popular indigenous sporting activities in South Sudan. The sport involves mock battles between two parties of young men or boys who engage each other in pairs amid cheers from supporting groups of people on either side. While the main competitors engage each other, their respective supporters and spectators form a circle around them and engage in conversations and musical performances comprising singing, drumming, dancing, and hand clapping. Though competitive, the wrestling events promote friendliness and social cohesion among the competing parties, who after the wrestling matches feast communally and mutually celebrate irrespective of who loses or wins.

Today, the government and people of South Sudan are seriously promoting globally competitive sports such as basketball, volleyball, track and field, and football (soccer). The South Sudan Youth Sports Association and its partners, for example, are running projects aimed at developing the technical teams and infrastructure for these games. Interschool tournaments and soccer coaching clinics have been initiated, and although the national basketball team has yet to make any significant impact on the international scene, some persons of South Sudanese origin have excelled in the game. Deng Ater Majok, Ajou Deng, Luol Deng, Kueth Duany, Deng Gai, and Manute Bol are among those who have achieved success in the National Basketball Association in the United States of America.

Festivals and Holidays

The people of South Sudan observe several community-based festivals and national celebrations and holidays, including Christmas, Easter, and Eid al-Fitr. These celebrations are either observed solemnly or with pomp and pageantry. They are often accompanied by drumming, dancing, and feasting. Local festivals are held annually to commemorate various events, such as the agricultural cycle (planting and harvesting of new crops), the opening of fishing seasons, and the cycle of life events such as marriage, birth, maturation or puberty initiation rites, and death. The Dinka, for instance, have fishing festivals and celebrate rain, while the Shilluk set aside days for rain dancing and fishing competition.

In addition, Christmas and Easter, the major festivals associated with Christianity, and various Islamic festivals are observed in South Sudan, and national holidays are declared for these occasions. During these festivals, believers, individually and collectively, show their appreciation for God’s mercies, goodness, and love by either participating in large gatherings of Christians from the same denomination, which last a few days to a week and are characterized by the preaching of sermons and the singing of praise and worship songs, or by organizing feasts to share with their households and neighbors. These occasions are also used to express love and to spread the gospel and win new souls for the Kingdom of God.

Music and Dance

Every major ceremony in South Sudan, including wedding ceremonies, worship services, political rallies, and local festivals, is accompanied by music and dance performances by soloists, choral groups, live bands, or disc jockeys. Musical performances based on a call-and-response format usually accompany sporting events, such as soccer and mock wrestling matches. Praise music is also performed to commemorate heroes, religious leaders, and other dignitaries, including the living and the dead. The use of flutes, rattles, and other percussion instruments made of calabashes, as well as whistles, is a common feature of indigenous musical performances.

Performances vary, nonetheless, among the different peoples of the country. Among the Dinka, for example, traditional dancers usually dress in clothes of fabric that depict patterns of wild cats such as leopards, and in anklets, multicolored glass waist beads, waist cloths, blouses, and shirts. They hold accessories like animal tail whisks to perform the Acholi traditional nanga dance, Acholi royal dance, Acholi dingi dingi dance, and other indigenous dance forms. Men dance by jumping up and down and in some cases, hold spears, shields, and wooden clubs, pretending to throw them at an enemy fighter. In some Mundari ceremonial dance, completely naked young adult men, holding only a short wooden staff, dance to the beats of drummers, accompanied by the loud chanting of an elderly woman and the vocal call-and-response songs of men in a big circle. In other ceremonies, teenagers with beautifully plaited hair, dressed only in waist cloths and wearing elaborate necklaces of glass beads, dance to incessant handclapping, singing, occasional wailing sounds, and the blowing of a trumpet made of a long-horn cow’s horn.
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Traditional Dinka dancing in Rumbek. Dinka dance has captured the world’s imagination, in particular due to the leaping of the male dancers which is distinguished by its grace and astounding height. (Irene Abdou/Alamy)

Contemporary musicians like Queen Zee sing songs incorporating Jamaican and American hip-hop and versions of raga and reggae with local flavor. A variation of this new music, locally referred to as baka, blends indigenous polyphonic music with other local and foreign rhythms. This music became popular during the political campaigns leading to the 2010 referendum that resulted in the 2011 independence of South Sudan, and it was used by patriots to elicit votes.

Visual Art

South Sudan has a very vibrant, creative, and artistic tradition that includes the production and use of a wide range of art forms, including painting, sculpting, facial and body scarification, body painting, ceramics, bead making, and printing. These are represented in either realistic or stylistic forms and are produced in different communities across the country. The arts include a wide variety of temporary and permanent representations in diverse media, including, the human body, leather, wood, glass, and canvas. The painting of geometric animal motifs, which come in either monochrome or polychrome styles, is also common.

Body and facial painting and scarring are among the most commonly practiced visual art forms in Southern Sudanese societies. Using either natural or synthetic ink, people carefully paint either geometric or animal figures on their faces and bodies. In the same vein, local tattoo artists use a combination of basic tools, such as a pointed (e.g., thorn or prickle) or sharp object (e.g., blade and knife), to carefully incise geometric and animal figures or patterns into human skin. Facial scarring, shulukh, serves a variety of purposes, including tribal identity, ethnic affiliation, aesthetics, and healing. As seen in the candelabra forehead marks on Dinka Bor men and horizontal lines of the Nuer, facial scarification signifies maturation or coming-of-age initiation rituals.

The tradition of manufacturing and wearing a variety of ornaments such as multicolored beads made from glass, seeds, ostrich shell, copper bangles, copper anklets, bead necklaces, and iron anklets is also common in South Sudan. These artistic representations serve both aesthetic and symbolic functions in various communities. For example, among the Mundari, facial scarification is used to assert a person’s ethnic affiliation, and, among the Dinka, women and men will decorate themselves with numerous strands of assorted colorful beads or multicolored beaded corsets during important social occasions.

Wooden sculptures are also valued art objects in Dinka and Nuer communities. Craftsmen will sculpt hardwood into headrests and stools. Sometimes these objects are padded with leather from wild animals or domestic animals like sheep or cattle. Craftworks, such as straw bags, straw hats, leather handbags, carved face masks, and painted calabashes are also common. Most of these items are targeted toward the tourist market. The handicrafts are sold in open market centers and other sites frequented by foreign visitors, especially those from the Western world. Depictions of domestic livestock, especially cows, are both sacred and secular among herders like the Dinka. In addition, Zande craft workers produce a variety of baskets and other articles from the fiber and bark of trees. They also produce all types of mundane objects, such as arrows, bows, knives, and spears, in various media and material. Zande crafts manufacturers also engage in the making and use of different kinds of wooden art objects, such as wooden dishes and servicing plates, for domestic and commercial use. Today, the production and distribution of toys and other sculptures depicting war accouterments, such as aircraft, rifles, tents, and scenes of life at refugee camps, is becoming common.

Architecture and Housing

Broadly speaking, South Sudanese architecture can be categorized into two main types, rural architecture and urban architecture. The former includes simple structures made of perishable or temporary materials, such as straw, mat, tent, mud, mud brick, and wood. The houses are constructed in circular shapes with conical roofs or are rectangular. They tend to include large, open courtyards to facilitate community interaction. Urban architecture, on the other hand, includes buildings of more durable materials, such as concrete blocks and corrugated aluminum roofing sheets, many of which are multistory.

Buildings in rural South Sudan not only house people, but also livestock. Compound buildings incorporate space for storing crops and farming implements. Space is often provided for preserving surplus food and water, especially for use during dry seasons and times of drought. Such spaces are located on the lofts of buildings and within courtyards. Some buildings are fitted with relatively small windows, providing minimal outside view. Buildings with relatively large windows are, however, becoming common. In general, compounds are designed to offer women security and privacy.

Literature and Oral Traditions

There exists a strong practice of oral tradition across South Sudan. This includes people telling stories by the fireside or under trees in open courtyards. Typically, elders are the narrators of poetry, proverbs, and short stories, because they are considered custodians of oral historical knowledge and ritual memories in a given community. Oral tradition serves as a medium through which various ethnic groups and communities preserve and perpetuate certain historical facts or myths, believed to bear important lessons about events worth remembering. These traditions may border on a wide range of areas, such as religious rituals, ritual knowledge, customs, and norms. For example, among the Dinka, tales about domestic animals, especially cattle, sheep, and goats, are prominent.

Contemporary South Sudanese authors have been successful in combining novels, poems, folktales, theology, and activism as powerful tools for information dissemination, liberation, continuing struggle, and for preserving past memories.

Media

The South Sudanese News Agency (SSNA), South Sudan Today, the New Sudan Vision, the Sudan Tribune, the Government of the Republic of South Sudan (http://www.goss.org/), Al Jazeera TV, and South Sudan Television are among a few major newspapers, news sites, and television channels operating in the country. Both print and electronic media are fast developing in South Sudan, as efforts are being made to promote freedom of expression and participation of civil society, as well as human rights in the new nation. Old media houses are being expanded and new ones are springing up to fill the news and information void that exists in the country. News media is particularly sought after both within the country and abroad—particularly among the South Sudanese diaspora, as people yearn for news of their relatives and the ever-changing conflict, politics and economy in their home country. Major electronic media filling this void include FM radio stations, such as SPLA/M radio stations; Radio Jubuna FM (in Juba); Voice of Life (in Kakwa); Capital FM Juba (in Juba); BBC West Africa (in Juba); Spirit FM (in Yei); and Grace FM (in Kajo Keji). These radio stations broadcast news about both local and international events.


Dr. John Garang De Mabior Antem, Salva Kiir, and Dr. Riek Machar

These are among the prominent names and personalities in the discourse of the struggle for South Sudanese independence and postindependence political struggles during the last three decades. Dr. John Garang De Mabior Antem (1945–2005) is the founder and former president of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) and Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM). President Salva Kiir (b. 1951) is the current head of state, chair of the SPLM, and commander in chief of the SPLA. His previous posts included vice president of Sudan (2005–2011) and acting president of South Sudan (July 30, 2005–August 11, 2005). Dr. Riek Machar (b. 1953) is another key figure of Sudan and South Sudan during this period. He served as a vice president of South Sudan (2005–2011) after the 2005 peace deal between the north and south. Dr. Machar maintained this position when South Sudan became independent in 2011. He held the post until 2013 when President Salva Kiir sacked him during a government reshuffle.



There are also online radio stations such as Juba 123, which until recently was operated from the United States. This channel served as a medium for promoting young and up-and-coming South Sudanese musicians by giving them airtime in cities in the West. In addition to radio broadcasting, the Internet has become a leading electronic medium for sharing and acquiring up-to-date digital information regarding everyday life and major developments in the country. Like elsewhere in the world, South Sudanese and foreign-based bloggers, Western tourists, NGOs, and Christian missionary groups use the Internet as a major platform for posting information about the country online. For example, stories about the ongoing civil war, United Nations and African Union peace-keeping operations, humanitarian assistance, famine, and coordination of foreign aid are readily available to South Sudanese who have access to the Internet. South Sudanese living abroad, especially in North America and Europe, rely heavily on the Internet for news about their country and compatriots. The South Sudanese government Web site is a typical example. In addition to circulating general information regarding the people, history, and geography of South Sudan, the Web site also provides regular updates, such as news items and announcements.

Similarly, YouTube has become a major medium through which many young artists from South Sudan are expressing their personal feelings, hopes, and frustrations about the present state of affairs in their country and its future aspirations. For instance, in the wake of the nation’s independence in 2011, many of them took their musical skills to another level, by composing and uploading countless patriotic songs, praise songs, and motivational lyrics that celebrate the birth of South Sudan. This trend in online activity has continued, although lyrics critical of the country’s political leadership are fast replacing the euphoria that was witnessed during the early days of the country’s birth.


Prospects and Challenges of a New Nation

The breakout of civil war between the government of Salva Kiir and a faction led by Dr. Riek Machar, former vice president, has not advanced the democratic course of the new nation. The precarious situation in pre- and postindependent South Sudan remains unchanged. This has led to unprecedented intervention by the United Nations, the African Union, and several humanitarian organizations. And although these bodies and agencies have attempted to bring relief in the form of food supplies, potable water, shelter, health care, and security to the millions of people affected, the high hopes that greeted the birth of the new nation seem to have faded within only a couple of years. Also, in spite of its independence, South Sudan still shares with the Democratic Republic of Sudan economic resources and several cultural traits. Understandably, this has been the result of several millennia of cross-cultural interactions among local groups of people involving commerce, intermarriage, political administration, and religious proselytization, among other factors.
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Quick Facts

Capital: El Khartoum (Khartoum)

Major Cities: Khartoum, Omdurman, Khartoum North, Atbara, Wad Medani, Kassala, Nyala

Population: 37,289,406 (2014 estimates, Republic of Sudan Bureau of Statistics)

Languages: Arabic (official) and English (official)

Government Type: Federal Democratic Republic

Ethnic Groups: Arab (70 percent); Nubians, Beja, Dinka, Shilluk, Azande

Religions: Islam, Christianity, African Traditional Religions



Introduction

Geography

The Democratic Republic of Sudan has been part of a considerably large geopolitical entity, which became a sovereign nation on January 1, 1956, after it had been administered from 1899 to 1955 as a British-Egyptian condominium, and earlier by Turkish and other foreign regimes. Its name derives from early Arabic reference to the territory as “land of the black” (Bilard al Sudan). On September 9, 2011, the peoples of its southern region seceded and established a new nation, Republic of South Sudan, thus redefining its geopolitical composition and boundaries. Egypt and the Red Sea to the north and north-northeast, respectively, the Republic of South Sudan to the south, Eritrea and Ethiopia to the east, and Libya to the west border the nation. The land is generally arid except for the valley of the Nile and its tributaries, the Blue Nile and the White Nile, which drain the nation’s southern regions. A few oases water parts of the north. Largely as a result of several centuries of interaction between indigenous groups and mainly Arabian, Turkish, and Egyptians, most citizens of the republic claim Arabic identity and are Muslim. Indigenous African, Arabic, Mediterranean, and Western European—particularly British—values thus influence the ideological and social frameworks within which the nation’s citizens live. The majority of the citizens are found in the relatively well-watered Nile Valley and along the northeast coast where agricultural, manufacturing, and service industries as well as infrastructural facilities have been concentrated and where wage-employment opportunities can be found.

People, Etnicity, and Languages

The people of the Democratic Republic of Sudan are of diverse geographical and cultural backgrounds. Their society conflates predominantly Arab-speaking peoples, Nubians, the Beja, Dinka, Shilluk and Azande, as well as peoples of Ugandan, Ethiopian, Chadian, Eritrean and other origin nations, locally referred to as fellatas, who live in the country for economic and political reasons.

The forebears of many Sudanese Arabs are believed to have been merchants, nomads, and Islamic clerics who had spread Islam and Arabian values and traits in the area especially from 1323 CE onward. Many indigenous African Muslims, who also speak Arabic dialects, define themselves and are generally referred to as Arabs. The largest subunits of the “Arab” group are the Juhaynah and the Jalayin. A successful struggle Muhammad Ahmed Ibn Abdallah, a Mahdi—one who is believed to have a divine message to liberate the followers of Islam from oppression—had led against Turco-Egyptian rule between the 1870s and 1881 partly had bolstered Arab political presence in the subregion when the nation became a republic.

Nubians include various groups of people, who speak Halfawi, Dongolawi, Sukot, and other languages and whose livelihood has centered on the Nile and its tributaries. They are known to have closely interacted and traded with Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, and European peoples, while sharing with them technology, art, architecture, cuisine, and other traits. Archaeological research has revealed Nubian contributions to pyramid construction and to innovative agricultural practices in the Nile Valley. The people had for several centuries been under the influence of Christianity and indigenous religions, until the 14th century CE when coercion and intermarriages persuaded them to adopt Islam and Arabic values. They are generally resilient and highly educated and hold professional jobs as civil servants and private business people, while some are politicians and political activists.

Closely related to Nubians are the Nuba, a people who trace their origins to the immediate environs of the Nuba Mountains, the Ingessana hills and the Red Sea area. They are sometimes referred to as the Hill Nubian in order to distinguish them from other Nubians who may be conveniently described as Nile Nubian and with whom they probably share a common heritage. Historical and political circumstances they have endured, including warfare and economic deprivation, have coerced them to relocate to southern Kordofan and the south-central regions of the country and transformed them into a nationalistic and resilient people. Many of the people follow Christianity and Islam, but their indigenous religions hold sway over their daily lives.

The Beja, a nomadic group of people found in mainly the northern regions of the country, speak a Cushitic language and are closely related to the Bisharin, the Hadendowa, and other nomadic groups of Eritrea. Sword carrying to public places by Beja has been a key feature of Beja identity and culture.

The Dinka derive from different geographical regions, including the country’s northeast, Dafur, and the south. They are generally slender, tall, and dark-skinned, and speak a variety of Nilo-Saharan languages and dialects. Cattle keeping and use of cattle in various customary and religious activities is part of their hallmark.
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Beja men in front of the Khatmiyah Mosque in Kassala, Sudan. For the Beja, a Cushitic-speaking people found mainly in the north, public sword carrying is essential to culture and identity. (Eric Lafforgue/Alamy)

Religion

There is close relationship between religion, politics, and social action in the Democratic Republic of Sudan. Religion provides a convenient source of strength and comfort for believers in times of political turmoil, conflict, and economic hardship, and has become the stimulus for political action. The republican constitution recognizes Islam, African indigenous religions, and Christianity, although other religions, such as Rastafarianism, may be found. There is relative synergy and tolerance among followers of the different religions, which had begun during Turkish-Egyptian rule between 1821 and 1885 and under the Anglo-Egyptian regime from 1898 to 1955.

Islam

The majority of the nation’s citizenry are Muslim, who subscribe to the Shia, Turabi, Sunni, Sufi, Muslim Brotherhood, and other sects. The Sunni predominate the north, while Sufism, a quite liberal and unorthodox Islamic denomination, is popular in rural areas. Islam became popular following the Arab invasion of the Nile Valley especially from the 14th century CE onward and has become a status symbol that sets Muslims apart from other believers. The prescription of sharia law by the country’s constitution has consolidated this religion, as the law has been a major reference by which many politicians negotiate power and ruling governments entrench their hold on all citizens. Meanwhile, this law has been the subject of protestation among a cross section of citizens, including Muslims, who fear it would perpetuate “Arabization” of the country and empower Muslim political leadership to suppress minority rights. Meanwhile, state officials and Islamic leaders have denied any intention on their part to impose the law on non-Muslims and to use it to suppress any law-abiding citizen.

Key characteristics of Islam in the Democratic Republic do not significantly vary from those of Muslims elsewhere. Fakis and sheiks, whom Muslims regard as holy men, dedicate themselves to the study and teaching of the Koran and offer spiritual healing. Hajj, a sacred visit to Mecca by devout Muslims is mandatory for the Sunni. Women of the faith are prohibited from dating or getting married to non-Muslims. Men may be polygamous, but women cannot have multiple husbands. At public gatherings, men separate from women and children and do not closely interact with them. Islam in the Sudan is, nonetheless, communal as followers freely interact, share things in common, and pursue their collective interests.

Christianity

Christianity had over several centuries before the 14th century CE been the major religion that rivaled indigenous belief systems and practices in the geopolitical area. Promoted by the Coptic Church, the religion had been the hallmark of Nubian identity and the source of Nubian political and economic authority. The close association between Christianity and royalty, elitism, and power to the detriment of other social groups, and perceptions among the less privileged Nubians of the religion as foreign and a vehicle for the destruction of local values are believed, however, to be key factors that undermined the religion’s influence and paved the way for its demise in the light of aggressive propagations of Islam. Today, the majority of the country’s Christians are found south of the country where Christian missionary activities have been concentrated. Many indigenous peoples embrace Christianity as a viable alternative to attaining formal Western European type of education and socioeconomic advancement. Differences in doctrine and modes of worship particularly between Catholic, Protestant, and Pentecostal missions and the quest by each of these denominations to win and control converts has, however, resulted in the segregation of the Christian population. Different orthodox, Pentecostal, and “Charismatic” churches compete to win souls for Christ and to advance their individual causes. Among the churches are the Greek Orthodox Church, the New Apostolic Church, Africa Inland Church, the Sudan Church of Christ, the Seventh-day Adventist Church, the Episcopal Church, the Coptic Church, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Sudan Pentecostal Church, and the Anglican Church. The leadership of these churches has come together to form the New Sudanese Council of Churches (NSCC) in order to have a stronger political voice that would enable them to protect their interests and to protest violations of human rights in the country.

Indigenous Religions

Indigenous religions combine beliefs in God, a supreme creator being, with beliefs in the spirits of various kinds of deities like rain and animals considered as powerful, and ancestral spirits. There are variations in indigenous religious belief and practice between peoples of different language, social, and geographical backgrounds. Among the Shilluk, for example, Jouk, the supreme being, may be good, bad, or neutral with thunder representing its voice and lightning its weapon of punishment for disobedience. Kings are supposed to be holy and are thought to embody the spirit Nyikang, a popular deity. Followers of the religions may practise at any convenient location but have shrines, constellations of sacred space, and natural and artificial objects that supposedly house the spirits of deities through which humans communicate with God. Akurwa and Fenyikang are examples of such shrines among the Shilluk. The Zande have various oracles such as Iwa, Dakpa, Benge, and Mapingo whose sorcerers are supposed to foretell the future, to enable people to find good wives and husbands, and to be successful functionaries. Animals, birds and reptiles are often believed to be vehicles of witchcraft with bad intention.

The indigenous religions influence many aspects of the daily lives of most Sudanese citizens, irrespective of religious affiliation. Beliefs in witchcraft, ancestral spirits, magic, oracles and trance, in addition to rituals associated with naming ceremonies, circumcision, and marriage are some features of the religions, which many Sudanese commonly share. The Hofriyat, an Arab Muslim community, for example, shares a belief in jinn, an invisible fire, and in devils (sha-wata-n) and other spiritual entities akin to the indigenous religion. Similarly, they conceive pigeons as pure (ta-hir), chicken as dirty (waskha-n), blood as representing human fertility, and water as indicator of agricultural fertility. Also found in this community is the Zar cult, which women lead as priestesses amid singing, drumming, and spirit possession to offer healing and to cast away ill-fortune.

Social Customs

Customary behavior among the republic’s citizenry has been a fusion of African, Middle Eastern, Mediterranean, and Western European mannerisms, and is closely tied to religion. The people are generally hospitable and warm toward visitors and it is customary for them to greet each other and persons they encounter. Exchanges of greetings between men by touching each other’s shoulder with the right hand, and the kissing of the cheek by very close associates are highly appreciated. One may nod or bow while greeting an elderly person.

Muslims by convention are believed to evoke good omen through the Islamic greeting “Peace be onto you” (Salam wa ‘laekum) and its response, “Peace be onto you as well” (Wa ‘laekum salam). Greetings between acquaintances may involve a hearty handshake and a bear hug. It is normative to demonstrate total dependence on God (Allah) in the expression “If Allah permits” (Insha Allah), and for younger people to show the elderly respect. Food sharing and communal eating from one bowl, and tea drinking by groups of boys and men sitting together and other forms of group activities are important channels of socialization that are extended to visitors as well. Maintenance of social boundaries between males and females in public domains is, however, very important. Thus, a woman may not respond to greetings and intimate overtures by a man in public. It is considered bad etiquette for a woman to sit beside her husband in the presence of guests and to look him in the face when being talked to. Fathers may eat with their sons, while women eat with their daughters.

Birth, marriage, child naming, and death are important rites of passage that Sudanese observe. A new child is a source of family strength, pride, and sustenance. Thus, birth occurs amid customary procedures that are intended to protect the child, its mother, and the entire lineage. The procedures vary between and within ethnic groups. Among the Shilluk, for example, it is customary for a pregnant woman to relocate from her matrimonial home to her parents’ home at least three months prior to delivering her baby. Local birth attendants then cater to her, while interrogating her about possible infidelity in order to ascertain whether or not the unborn child is indeed that of the woman’s husband. It is also customary for a Dinka woman to be asked to return to her parents’ home immediately after giving birth and to remain there up to three years during which her husband is precluded from contacting her and the child. While in her parents’ home, the nursing mother is assisted by close relatives and in some cases her co-wives.

Child naming in the various Sudanese communities is a special occasion that brings family members together to celebrate and is another forum for the teaching and learning of customary rites and values. It occurs on days that range from one day to one month after birth, depending upon the child’s gender. A father names a child in consultation with family elders and may do so after an ancestor, a prominent family member, religious leader, or an important animal.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Citizens of the Democratic Republic of Sudan cherish communal activities but spend time as individuals in relation to their needs, wants, and abilities, while conforming to established customs and ritual action, which they revise and transform over time in line with changing historical, economic, demographic, environmental, and other contexts. They are generally open and may freely speak in public about their likes and dislikes and talk about personal issues, except for health conditions and sexual relations. Due largely to the historical circumstances of the country, including interactions between peoples of Middle Eastern, Mediterranean, European, and African cultural backgrounds, there is a mix of lifestyle. Islamic and Arabic values have influenced the behavior of many people who may also exhibit aspects of Western European ways of life. Fusions of Middle Eastern and Western European influences are reflected architectural designs, dress habits, the arts, and cuisine among others. It is conventional for many people to dress up to cover most body parts, but some Dinka and other citizens, who strictly adhere to customary behavior, do not follow this practice and maintain aspects of indigenous dress habits by painting their bodies while wearing other costume items to cover their pubic areas.

The lifestyles of city dwellers in many respects vary from those of peoples living away from urban centers, as they are more continually under the influence of globalizing agents such the print and electronic media and tourists. Much as they patronize local dishes and music and respect some customary practices, the urban youth and professionals, for example, patronize restaurants with “continental” dishes, drinking bars, and discotheques amid networking and the establishment of interpersonal relationships. Some of them spend time at theaters to watch performances like drama, recitals, and musical concerts and at cinema halls to watch various categories of movies. Also, the young urban professionals and youth often violate some traditions, such as premarital sex and public drinking of alcohol.

Christian celebrations of Christmas and Easter and Islamic festivals, Eid al-Fitr, Eid al-Adha, Eid al-Kabir, Moulid al-Nabi, and the Sufi festival of Holiya, as well as state-designated holidays such as January 1 and Independence Day, are occasions on which many citizens collectively and individually entertain and refresh themselves, irrespective of religious affiliation. A cross section of them uses these days to visit with family and friends and to go on vacation to conveniently relax and recreate. Such days are also used by many people to patronize locations where music, good food, and sporting activities are offered.

Football and track-and-field athletics are the most popular sporting activities in which both men and women partake. Other popular sports are basketball, volleyball, handball, horse racing, and cricket. There is a Sudanese Football Association (SFA), which coordinates various football clubs and promotes football across the country. The association organizes a national football league in which various clubs, such as Al-Hilal, Al-Merreikh Omdurman, Hay Al-Arab, Burri Khartoum, At-Nidal El-Nahud, El-Neel, and Amal At-bara actively compete for title positions. The country’s national team, Sokoor Al-Jediane (Desert Hawks), often depends on clubs of the local league for players. Supporters of each of these clubs team up during league matches not only to cheer on their clubs but also to have fun.

Employment and Education

Education in the Democratic Republic of Sudan combines informal and formal processes. Informal education is provided in domestic and community settings where young people socialize and learn values, norms, and some basic life skills from parents, siblings, peers, and other adults. Folklore, the print and electronic media, religious engagements, and interactions with tourists are other means by which Sudanese informally acquire new knowledge. Koranic schools, Khalãwi or Khalwas, which offer training in Koranic verses and in Arabic and Islamic religious values, provide one category of formal education. Pupils enter these schools at an average age of 5. While girls may drop out by the age of 10 and concentrate on domestic chores, boys complete when they are about 19 years old. Payment for this form of education may comprise labor and gifts parents offer the school.

Western European educational institutions offer a second and most common form of formal education, which is free and compulsory for 6- to 13-year-old children. Instruction in all schools is in Arabic, although students also learn English. Following kindergarten, pupils are offered an eight-year primary education after which they pursue a three-year secondary education in vocational, technical, teacher training, polytechnic, and other schools. There are several universities among which the University of Khartoum, which the British had begun in 1902 as Gordon Memorial College and transformed in 1956 into a full-fledged university, is the largest and most popular. This university has medical, law, agriculture, veterinary science, and engineering schools in addition to several other academic units of learning. In addition to public schools are the private schools that missionaries, churches, and individual educationists establish especially in urban centers with government permission. Some schools, such as Ahfad University for Women, aim at affirmative action that would encourage the formal education of women across the country. Students enter college when they pass national examinations after completing secondary school. Formal education is coordinated and supervised by the Ministry of Education.
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An oil refinery complex in Khartoum. The government and economy of Sudan are both heavily reliant upon revenues from oil extraction. However, this bounty has also led to conflict, as northerners have struggled to control the oil reserves of southern Sudan and the newly independent nation of South Sudan. (Aicragarual/iStockPhoto.com)

The public sector, however, is the highest employer of waged labor. It provides job opportunities for graduates and engages many as teachers, school administrators, civil servants, bureaucrats, health workers, secretaries, and drivers among others. The oil, agricultural, fishing, and manufacturing industries, as well as service industries, such as banking, finance, insurance, and telecommunication absorb graduates of the universities, polytechnics, and other educational institutions in the south-central, the northeast coast, and other regions of the country. Informal family education enables many Sudanese to acquire life skills with which they are able to their assist parents or engage themselves in farming, livestock keeping, and other income-generating ventures and to adapt to different working conditions. There is no accurate statistic on the number of self-employed persons across the country, but a large number of people undertake private commercial activities: buying and selling of local and imported agricultural and manufactured goods.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The construction of sex gender and associated roles are prominent traits among Sudanese irrespective of religious and ethnic affiliation. Women and girls are generally regarded as less capable than men and boys. Thus, the birth of a boy brings much joy to the men in a family and it is common for men to seek various means by which their wives can give birth to boys. Some social distance is also maintained between men and women in work and social situations. The construction and enforcement of sex gender begin with childbirth and are perpetuated through rite of passage, education, and other domestic and public ceremonies where boys and girls are separated. The birth of a girl in some communities is, for example, announced with two loud cries and that of a boy with three such cries. Also, a girl may be named on a day that is different from that of a boy. Girls generally receive less education than boys, as families often consider it more valuable for their daughters to learn domestic skills and to work at home. In Muslim communities, girls normally stop school at the age of 10 so as to focus on domestic chores. It is customary for women to take care of domestic duties and children and hence the percentage of those engaged in wage employment is relatively small. In many communities the dominance of males over females is perpetuated through the prohibition of women from participating in domestic decision-making processes and openly interacting with men.

In some indigenous societies, such as that of the Dinka, aspects of customary gender relations, including the exclusion of men from cooking and from the kitchen and other space designated as feminine are maintained. Men carry loads on their shoulders rather than on their heads as women do, as a sign of strength, and it is good manners for them to eat all food their wives serve them. Milking of cows is the preserve of boys. It is customary for women to serve men while kneeling. Gender relations are also expressed in marriage and associated rites. Marriage is generally heterosexual and a union not only of couples, but also of the families of brides and grooms and of entire communities. It initiates a young person into adulthood and is a source of pride for families, a means by which lineages and some customary practices are sustained, a status symbol, and an important medium through which families gain social recognition. It is a source of family economic strength and an essential element in maintaining the fabric of the society. Family unity and interests overshadow the rights of individual family members as the family bears responsibility for the action of every member. A husband and father is head of household and the functional leader of the nuclei family who must ensure the welfare and security of all family members. He closely works with his sons and imparts to them, especially the first son, knowledge and skill they may require to hold the family together. The eldest son of a family is expected to guide his sisters in the choice of husbands.

Marriage enables women in some agricultural societies to gain access to economic resources such as cattle and land. Items suitors offer as part of marriage rites generally include livestock, jewelry, bracelets, spears, tobacco and money, and other gift items, but specific customary practices, procedures, and quantities of items presented vary among the different ethnic groups. Arranged marriages are thus encouraged in order to strengthen families with healthy, responsible, and respectable people. In such situations, status, skill, profession, class, and character, among other qualities, are taken into consideration. Men are supposed to be economically and mentally independent enough to responsibly care for a family before they get married. Thus, the average age difference between husbands and wives is generally wide. Endogamous marriage whereby partners, including cousins, second cousins, and other relatives, are selected from a paternal lineage or from the same ethnic group or class is common. However, migration and relocation of people across the country have led to exogamous marriages, as individuals conveniently choose and marry partners irrespective of group affiliation. It is uncommon, however, to find Muslims and Christians as well as persons of varying economic or class backgrounds intermarrying.

Some Nilotic communities, in which it is customary for a brother of a deceased groom to inherit or marry the deceased person’s widow, carry the close relationship between marriage and social cohesion further. Polygyny, marriage by a man to more than one wife, is common especially among Muslims whose religion permits a man to have up to four wives. Affluent non-Islamic Sudanese, including farmers and urban professionals may also marry several wives as a means of expanding and strengthening their families. Under such circumstances, first wives hold privileged positions as seniors and are accorded respect by their co-wives. The addition of another wife may free a first wife to pursue career development. Divorce is not encouraged but permitted when couples fail to meet mutual responsibilities, consent to it, and are supported by their families.

There are changes in gender relations especially among industrial workers and urban dwellers. Christian and Western European forms of marriage whereby couples wed in church or in court and register their marriages are becoming popular especially among persons with formal Western educational backgrounds, as government promotes such marriages as a means of protecting women against domestic abuse and other violations of their rights. Women are gaining much clout and there is continual breakdown of strict customary adherence to gender relations that place women at a disadvantage. Women in urban centers now work alongside men and live by themselves and share public space with men without fear of customary repercussions, although they abide by traditional Islamic ethics and gender rules, which prohibit, for example, public kissing and holding of hands with men. With advocacy, lobbying, and activism, Sudanese women have since the 1960s risen to high administrative and political positions but are yet to be fully emancipated with sharia law in place.

Cuisine

Citizens of the Democratic Republic of Sudan prepare a variety of meals of mainly local organic food products and in relation to local culinary traditions, norms, and values. The meals are continually modified with recipes of foreign origin, as the Sudanese interact with peoples of different countries and cultural backgrounds. Porridge, locally called asida, and kisra or khubz, a flat bread prepared of wheat, sorghum, or millet flour, are staples but tea and coffee, served with beans, salad, and liver, are popular breakfast meals. Tea or coffee with sugar, ginger, or fruit flavors is also commonly served before or during meals. Appetizers that many citizens enjoy and are common to many communities include shorba, a mixture of pureed or ground lamb, peanut butter, salt, and spices or of beans, garlic, and cabbage that is fried, and soups of tomato sauce, spices, lentils, vegetables, and some proteins. Stews prepared with vegetables are enriched with garlic, red pepper, and mutton, fish, and beef meatballs may accompany cooked cassava, sweet potatoes, boiled rice, and pastries. Another popular dish is ful, a broad bean meal that is cooked in oil, while marara, a spicy dish of sheep intestines, lungs, and liver that is prepared with chili pepper, is a common delicacy. On special occasions, desserts may be made of pink sugar dolls, sticky sweets of nuts and sesame seeds.

Apart from nourishing the body, dishes and drinks of the diverse groups of people also serve as identity markers that are associated with the various regions of the county. Particular meals are, however, in the northern and western regions of the country, staple foods made of wheat, such as gourrassa, and various kinds of camel dairy products as well as camel meat, mutton, and beef, which is often marinated. Another local meal of eastern Sudanese origin is moukhbaza; apart from local dishes, Mediterranean, Western European, Chinese, and other Far Eastern dishes are becoming popular in urban and industrial areas and at tour centers. These, notwithstanding, it is believed that condiments and other ingredients of Nubian origin are of special value.

Dress

Dressing the part among Sudanese relates to the religious and ethnic affiliation of citizens and to prevailing popular culture. Public appearance is important and the manner in which one dresses often follows religious specifications. Many men, especially Muslims in cities, commonly wear costume items that may be described as Islamic or national; a usually white loose-fitting, long-sleeved collarless robe, jallabiyah, gowns, turbans, and smallish caps. It is customary for Muslim women to cover their bodies and ankles in clothes on top of which they may wear tobe, a full-length semitransparent fabric. Women often tattoo their lower lips and cover their heads with veils. Some indigenous peoples may dress up in clothes that cover their private parts and adorn parts of their bodies and faces with scars. Scarification, which probably began with the need for the different groups of people to define and assert their identities in the midst of enslavement and trade in human beings, especially under Egyptian and Turkish rule, may serve aesthetic purposes but are also symbols of identity markers and bravery.

A line of bumps on the forehead, for example, distinguishes a Shilluk from other peoples. The men commonly wear shorts and wrap loose white cloth around their shoulders for ceremonial purposes. The wearing of accessories such as beads, ivory, animal skin, and other objects as necklaces and bracelets and around the waist and ankles is common to the Dinka whose men may dress in clothes that expose their arms, legs, and buttocks. It is improper for a Dinka woman to expose her private parts, including breasts, and to appear topless in public. They may cut their skirts and smear ash on their bodies when they mourn a deceased person.

Non-Muslims in particular and some Muslims in urban areas conveniently wear slacks, shirts, suits, skirts, T-shirts, and blouses. Some men may combine such costume items with “Islamic” ones.

Sports and Games

Football (soccer) is one of the most popular indigenous sporting activities in Sudan. Most Sudanese have access to some sort of a football thus making it the most common game and entertainment. In fact, it is not uncommon to find boys and girls kicking a football in almost every open space in and around their homes. The Sudanese Football Association (SFA), the country’s football governing body, which oversees the sport, was founded in 1936. In 1948, the association became affiliated to the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) and has since been part of the world governing body of football. Sudan is one of the founding member countries of the Confederation of African Football (CAF), and the SFA has been a member of the continent’s federation since 1957. Since joining CAF, Sudan has in many ways contributed to the development of the game in Africa. In addition to organizing the various football clubs, it also promotes the game at different levels across the country. The association coordinates a national football league in which various clubs, including Al-Hilal, Al-Merreikh Omdurman, Hay Al-Arab, Burri Khartoum, At-Nidal El-Nahud, El-Neel, and Amal At-bara compete for title positions and bragging rights. The Sudanese national team, Sokoor Al-Jediane (Desert Hawks), often depends on clubs of the local league for players. The Desert Hawks won the African Cap of Nations (AFCON), the continent’s championship title in 1970, when it hosted the tournament. They have also won the Council of East and Central Africa Football Championship on a number of occasions. The team has also participated in other international competitions such as the (summer) Olympic Games, but they are yet to qualify for the FIFA World Cup championships. At the club level, supporters of each of the football clubs team up during league matches not only to cheer on their teams but also to entertain themselves. Finally, football is also organized in various educational institutions where school teams compete with each other.

Horse racing is another important sporting activity in Sudan. Though not as popular as football, races attract huge crowds who rally in support of their favorite and respective horses and jockeys. The Sudanese Equestrian Federation organizes the races (e.g., Sudanese derby or Derby Sudani) and the associated entertainment events (e.g., musical performances). The British introduced the sport in Sudan in the late 1920s. Since then, horse racing has attracted many distinguished guests, including Queen Elizabeth II and late Sudanese president Jaafar Nimeiri, an ardent patron of the sport in the 1970s. Today, races continue to draw many Sudanese political elite, including President Omar al-Bashir, who owns a racing horse, Ababil. Often the races are accompanied by cheering crowds, live musical performances, and dancing. However, gambling or betting, a key feature of the sport is strictly proscribed. The prohibition follows late President Nimeiri’s introduction of sharia (Islamic law) in the 1983s. To ensure compliance of the ban, many undercover policemen are deployed on race day to be on the lookout for anyone making a bet. It is worth noting that though horse racing was only recently introduced to Sudan, the history of horses in Sudanese society dates back to 4,000 years ago, when Nubians introduced the animal to the Sudan region. Moreover, horses run deep in the history of Islam and Arabic traditions and cultures. Darfur is home to most of the racehorses and their jockeys. Sometimes, less fortunate jockeys travel close to a thousand-mile journey from their camps and stables in Darfur to Khartoum, accompanying herds of cattle. Special care is taken to dress the horses—some of them wear braided hair and little plaits.

Track and field (athletics) is another major sporting activity in Sudan. Like football, track-and-field events are organized at both junior and senior levels (schools). Founded in 1959, the Sudan Athletic Association organizes all athletic events in the country, and is responsible for the development of the game. Sudan is a member of IAAF and other regional athletic associations, including the Arab Athletic Association. They have competed in various international events, including the All-Africa Games, Olympic Games, and Arab Athletic Championships, and Pan Arab Games and have achieved some significant victories in various track-and-field events at both the youth and senior levels. Abubaker Kaki, a double 800 gold medalist at the 2007 All Africa Games is a shinning example (IAAF Athletics, “Abubaker Kaki Biography”).

Festivals and Holidays

Public holidays and festivals are linked to national and religious celebrations. The first day of January, each year is a holiday on which all citizens celebrate the nation’s political independence amid national and regional parades of contingents of the military, school pupils, and organized labor groups. African Union Day is also celebrated nationwide. Apart from these holidays, Christian celebrations of Christmas and Easter and the Islamic festivals of Eid al-Fitr, Eid al-Adha, Eid al-Kabir, Moulid al-Nabi, and the Sufi festival of Holiya during which saints and other prominent religious leaders are remembered and honored are observed by a cross section of Sudanese citizens. The celebrations and festivals, particularly the Islamic Sabbath, are characterized by dancing and worship Allah amid camel sacrifice, meat and food sharing, and the burning of frankincense. While some people use the holidays to rest, many visit with family and friends and go on vacation to conveniently relax and recreate. Others patronize locations where music, good food, and sporting activities are offered.

Festivals of different indigenous groups, such as the Sibir and the Fire Sibir of the Nuba, during which God, deities, and ancestral spirits are honored for ensuring rain, good crop harvest, and to appreciate the role of livestock in the lives of people, are also important occasions for reuniting families and communities and for promoting indigenous values and customary behavior. Festivals the Dinka and Shilluk organize also have religious connotations. The Dinka use such occasions to thank and honor God, various deities, and ancestral spirits for the people’s success in fishing, farming, livestock keeping, and general well-being. The Shilluk organize a rain dance festival in celebration of rain-fed agricultural successes. Just as in the case of other celebrations and religious festivals, there is feasting, good music and dance performances, and merry making.

Music, Dance, and Visual Art

Music and dance are popular for recreation, spiritual engagement, and assertions of ethnic identity among Sudanese. Arabic and other Middle Eastern music genres heavily influence rhythm and melody of many locally written songs, whose lyrics often incorporate Koranic verses. Musical fusions of European military-style rhythms and indigenous rhythms of the Shilluk, for example, are also performed especially during national public ceremonies. Lyrics of some songs express gender differences, pride, integrity, and bravado. Complex drum rhythm-based music of southern Sudanese traditions are however popular among the youth in particular. Zar, a sacred form of drum and rattle music women perform during ceremonies that are supposed to exorcise women who are though to be possessed by spirits, is common especially in rural and suburban communities.
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Al-Sadiq Al Mahdi, former prime minister and leader of the Umma Party, rides through throngs of supporters en route to prayers celebrating Eid al-Adha. In predominantly Muslim Sudan, festivals like Eid al-Adha are cause for national celebration. (Mohamed Nureldin Abdallah/Reuters/Corbis)

Visual expression in Sudan derives from local craft traditions as well as influences from Western Europe and the Near East. There are several artists and artisans who undergo apprenticeship under renowned producers or are self-taught. However, the College of Fine and Applied Arts, Institute of Fine Arts and Technology, and Khartoum Polytechnic are some educational institutions that train many contemporary artists. Works of art include visual and decorative arts that are produced of silver, ivory, and leather in the northern regions of the country. Artisans of southern Sudanese origin engage in woodcarving, while those from the eastern and western desert regions make well-decorated swords, spears, and other weapons. Elaborate decoration of doorways of buildings is another form of artistic expression north of the country. Print art, calligraphy, and photography are fast becoming popular modes of artistic presentations. Sudanawiyya is a term that refers to a distinct genre of art that has recently defined Sudanese art. This has been informed in part the concept of a “ragged garment,” which symbolizes a rejection of worldly things and values, a derivative of a practice of the Sufi Islamic initiates that began in 19th century. Among the leaders of this art form is Richid Koraichi whose work is informed by numerology, sign and ethos of Sufi mysticism.

Many artists and artisans use their works to communicate a broad range of issues, such as identity, gender, religion, political and livelihood situations, and often target the tourist market with innovative art forms. Although some works of art depict women as weak and subordinate to men and portray them with exposed bodies and in sad states, there are many that express women’s resilience and beauty. The engagement of women in art has helped in promoting a positive image of Sudanese women. The Sudanese Women Artists Association has been instrumental in fostering the works of female artists across the county. Religious art often projects prominent religious personalities such as Jesus Christ, Muhammad, and the Virgin Mary. Art is also expressed in the form of body decorations that distinguish ethnicity and religious commitment. Facial marks of the Dinka, for example, reflect the people’s desire to assert their close relationship with their forebears and ancestors. Other forms of art that project ethnicity while generating income are in the form of craftworks such as leather bags, floor carpets, cane baskets, wooden bowls and plates and combs, as well as weapons like swords, arrows, and knives of the Zande.

Many artists operate from their private workshops but art galleries and temporary exhibitions are major forums where contemporary artists promote their products and themselves. Mohammad Omer Khali, Ahmad Mohammad Shibrain, Amir I. M. Nour, Musa Khalifa, Mohammed Ahmed Abdalla, Salih Abdou Mashamoun, Ibrahim El Salahi (b. 1939), Rashid Diab (b. 1957), and Zaki Al-MAboren (b. 1959) are among artists who have in recent times distinguished themselves.

Architecture and Housing

Architectural designs and housing plans are in gradual transition across the country from what may be described as “traditional” to “modern” styles as local and foreign, Western European, and Middle Eastern, design elements are fused. The designs and plans incorporate attributes that reflect the daily lives of the people, including their relationship with nature, subsistence activities, gender relations, and social and cognitive structures. Bedrooms, kitchen, toilet, bathroom, and storage are standard features of all residential accommodation. The structuring of rooms such that female dwelling places are located in the interior sections of buildings and compounds reflects the norm that men are heads of households and the perception that females require protection by males, even in domestic affairs.

Vernacular architecture varies in relation to environmental conditions and values pertinent to different geographical areas. Buildings of daub, clay mixed with other tempering materials, with relatively thick, rectangular walls, narrow windows, and flat roofs of mud, which are usually arranged to enclose spacious courtyards, are common in rural and suburban communities. As average daily temperatures are relatively high, the thick daub walls and roofs are believed to absorb heat and as a result cool the space they enclose. The walls also offer protection against wildfire. Apart from enhancing ventilation, the courtyards also provide space for family and other forms of socialization. The external surfaces of walls and doors are often decorated with Islamic and other symbols of value to homeowners. Due in part to the durability of building materials, and for purposes of accommodating relatively large family numbers and providing households with security, buildings in rural communities are often one-story units. Added to human dwelling spaces are relatively fortified enclosures in which cattle and other livestock are kept, and space for storing food and water. While food and water may be stored in space enclosed on platforms on top of buildings, livestock and some food barns may be kept in designated space within courtyards. Wells and toilets may also be positioned on the immediate periphery of walls that enclose compounds.

Some buildings south of the country are circular in shape with conical straw roofs, as straw is available and the available mud is too moist, inelastic, and unsuitable for much building construction. Mud buildings in the area are also susceptible to erosion by runoff. The use of lightweight materials to construct tents as dwelling facilities is common among the Beja and other nomadic and pastoral peoples of the country.
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A man atop a donkey carries maize stalks in a village at the foot of Jebel Barkal. The buildings, made of clay, daub, and other tempering materials and featuring rectangular structures and relatively small windows, are typical of traditional architecture in the region. (Nigel Pavitt/Getty Images)

Modernization of building design is, however, more prevalent in urban centers where many citizens earn more income and are able to afford new buildings that professional architects and experienced masons design and construct. In these centers, the walls of many “modern” buildings are of concrete blocks that are fitted with glass windows and air-conditioning systems. The buildings enclose courtyards that are in many cases well designed with flowers and fruit trees for aesthetic purposes. For the sake of additional security and privacy, the homes of affluent people are usually walled and fitted with security gates.

While privately constructed homes are common in rural areas, only persons who can afford the relatively high cost of land and building are able to do so in the urban centers. It is thus usual for salaried workers to rent rooms, one to three bedrooms, some of which contain toilet and kitchen facilities. Many other people rent plots of land on compound and construct wooden structures that serve as family dwelling spaces. In the suburbs of the major cities, settlements are thus congested with dense populations of people. Familiarity and the need for assistance from acquaintances and peoples of the same language background has influenced a settlement pattern in the urban centers in which communities with mostly people of the same or related ethnic background are springing up. The influx of persons seeking refuge from warfare, drought, and famine has increased the population of the major cities and fostered the development of slum and slum architecture of simple, makeshift wooden and cloth buildings that are vulnerable to the elements.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Sudanese literature is both oral and written. Much of the written literature is in Arabic and thus comprises Arab and Islamic themes and cognitive structures. Some of it is, however, translated into English and other languages. This literature covers a broad range of themes that include religious, political, custom, gender, and identity-related issues. Many writers have in recent timed focused on the impact civil war and political oppression and attendant waywardness has had on various communities of people. The works are studied in schools and are the basis for some popular theater. Oral tradition and history are fundamental elements of literature in the Sudanese republic. Stories that are several generations old provide reference for contemporary social and political action and inspire particular literary writing, including poems, folktales, novels, and fiction. Oral and written literature in the republic entertains, reinforces important values, such as respect for elders, decency, and submission, and enhances socialization and social formation processes; bringing peoples of different backgrounds together to interact and network. It is one of the important channels through which Sudanese ventilate and express affection and disaffection, protest, and remind society of past waywardness, such as the enslavement and sale of people, and propagate the resilience of heroes. Identity, status, class differences, and religious and political ideology and commitment are among issues some of the literature reflects. Others emphasize history and gender relations. Among the prominent contemporary writers whose works have impacted a cross section of the nation’s citizens and beyond are Al-Ustaz Mahmoud Mogammed Taha (1909–1985), Elhadi Adam Elhadi (1927–2006), fatima Ahmed Ibrahim (b. 1933), Francis Mading Deng (b. 1938), Kola Boof (b. 1969), and Mohammed Abed Elhai (1944–1989).

Proverbs are part of oral literature that is commonly used to transmit messages across different ethnic and religious groups. Many are humorous, profane, and entertaining but are loaded with information that educates and warns of the effects of social injustice, and individual waywardness. “A snake cannot do anything with a stone except lick it,” “A dog cannot carry its puppies on its back,” “If you cannot afford to have an old person live with you, you should buy one,” and “Girls fill the stable, whereas boys empty it” are examples of popular proverbs that respectively inform about the limits of power, the wisdom and importance of elderly persons in society, and perceived strength and superiority of boys over girls. In some cases, as among the Nuri people who are nomadic Arabs, proverbs are used to reinforce class differences that have been constructed over several generations. References are, for example, made to the subordinate position of people through proverbs like “The slave’s price is a bag of rice” and “He is a slave through and through.”

In addition to proverbs, folklore is another medium of reinforcing normative behavior and social values. They are based on stories that are several generations old but that are regularly modified in relation to changing contexts. The Nuba struggle for justice is often expressed in folklore as exemplified by the poem “Kamal El Nur Dawud,” which bears a mixed message of frustration and hope. Some tales of the Dinka, for example, educate about the importance of family and lineage, rites of passage, the origin and composition of formal and informal social groups, and caution about intruders. Others express the importance of livestock and how to safeguard them.

Media

The Democratic Republic of Sudan has a vibrant print and electronic media. The print media, comprising various newspapers and magazines, has since the period of British-Egyptian colonial administration dominated the media landscape until recent times when the electronic media, radio, television, mobile telephony, Internet services and videos became popular means of entertainment, communication, and information dissemination. The media landscape is coordinated by the Sudan News Agency, the African News Agency, and the Sudanese Press Agency. The majority of the newspapers, magazines, and newsletters found in the country present information in Arabic but there are several others, such as As-Sibyan and Kush that present news in other local languages.

The Sudan Times (El Sudan), the Dungola Times, The Sudan Herald (Ra’id El Sudan), and the Sudan Government Gazette are among the first print media of news dissemination and information exchange. Although the print media was established during the colonial era to serve mainly the interests of British colonial administrators, it has since its genesis in the early 20th century been effective in advancing aspects of Sudanese culture and values through feature stories and poems, for example, in addition to promoting the political agenda of ruling governments and their opposition groups. Some newspapers like Hadarat El Sudan El Nahda, Miraat El Sudan, and El Fajr have provided Sudanese citizens the opportunity to express their concerns and opinions on a broad range of national issues, to protest political maladministration, and to promote peaceful coexistence among the nation’s citizenry. While some newspapers, including National Salvation, Sudanow, Al Sahafa and Al Ayam have been perceived as mouthpieces that mainly propagate government agenda, others like Al-Ummah, Al-Alam, and At-Taliah are considerably partisan and seek the interests of relevant political interest groups.

Today, radio and television have become popular channels of entertainment and education, and of community, national and international news dissemination across the country, serving farmers, nomads, and other peoples in remote regions. Public radio and television services are provided by the Sudan National Broadcasting Corporation, which together with the Sudan News Agency, regulates and monitors the activities and performance of the several private radio and television stations Sudanese nationals have established across the country. In addition to the several local broadcasting stations, which broadcast in Arabic as well as English, and various other Sudanese languages, Sudanese citizens are also able to access BBC World Service, Al Jazeera, the Voice of America, and other international broadcasting services for education, entertainment, and other media services. Debuting in the 1960s, television broadcasting has made major strides in the nation’s communication sector. Sudan Television, Blue Nile Television, and Al Jazeera, which are the national television stations, are across the country. They present local and international news, and offer movies and documentary films of Western European and North American, Indian, Chinese, and Middle Eastern origin.

Apart from radio and television, there are movie theaters in urban areas that show a variety of films. Attempts are also being made by local entrepreneurs and filmmakers to produce local films and videos.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Mbabane (Royal Capital: Lobamba)

Major Cities: Manzini, Big Bend, Mhlume

Population: 1,419,623 (July 2014 est.)

Languages: SiSwati (official), English (official), Zulu, Tsonga, Afrikaans

Government Type: Monarchy

Ethnic Groups: Swazi (82.3 percent); Zulu (9.6 percent); Tsonga (2.3 percent); White (1.4 percent); Mixed (white-black) (1 percent); other (3.4 percent)

Religions: Christianity (87 percent: African Zionism 43 percent, Protestantism 18 percent, Roman Catholicism 5 percent); African Traditional Religions (11 percent); Islam (1 percent); nonreligious (1 percent)



Introduction

Geography

Swaziland is a landlocked and relatively small kingdom located in southeastern Africa. It is almost completely surrounded within the borders of the country of South Africa (see map), and shares a short border with Mozambique. The country has a total area of 6704.2 square miles (slightly larger than the state of Connecticut). Swaziland is slightly mountainous, with a tropical to temperate climate.

People and Ethnicity

The majority of the people in Swaziland are known as Swazi-people, and they are Bantu speakers. “Bantu” is a linguistic classification for African people south of the Sahara whose languages have a common origin, even though most of those languages are not mutually intelligible. Following the historical trajectories of the expansion of Bantu peoples across sub-Saharan Africa, the Swazi, along with other Bantus, arrived in Southern Africa between 200 BCE to 300 CE. But, it was Bantus who spoke languages known as Nguni dialects who crafted the Swazi nation. Historically, like other Southern African nations, the first Swazi nation was built around the royal power of important chiefs who wielded kingly authority. The original royal family of the Swazi can be traced to a royal clan known as the Dlamini clan. Historians regard King Ngwane III (d. 1780) as the founder of the Swazi nation, having established the state during the 1750s CE. Historical evidence suggests that it was King Ngwane III who led his followers in Southeastern Africa to settle permanently in present-day Swaziland. Today, those Swazi who trace their lineage back to the original settlers in this country call themselves bakaNgwane, meaning “the people of Ngwane,” and often refer to their nation as KaNgwane, meaning “the country of Ngwane.” The name “Swazi,” however, originates from King Mswati (d. 1865), who firmly established the Swazi nation during the 1830s–1840s, a time of political turmoil in Southern Africa that saw the rise and fall of other neighboring kingdoms.

In the early 1800s, due to forced migrations as a result of the political expansion of other states in Southern Africa like the Zulu nation in present-day South Africa, some other ethnicities sough refuge among the Swazi, hence the minority ethnicities like the Zulu and Sotho in Swaziland today. In the mid to late 1800s, Swaziland went through various waves of European colonial domination, resulting in the settlement of Europeans of mostly British and Dutch origin. As a former British protectorate, Swaziland still has a small population of white people, and the name “Swaziland” is associated with these colonial roots as well.

Languages

The predominant language of Swaziland is SiSwati, which is also an official language. That language belongs to a group of languages in Southern Africa known as Nguni languages, which are part of the larger parent group of Bantu languages spoken in large parts of sub-Saharan Africa. Specifically, Nguni languages include isiXhosa, isiZulu, SiSwazi, Hlubi, Phuthi, and Ndebele. The term Nguni is derived from the Nguni cattle type because, historically speaking, cattle were at the center of all Nguni-speaking peoples’ economies. The Nguni languages are closely related, and in many instances different languages are mutually intelligible. This way, Nguni languages might better be construed as a dialect continuum rather than as a cluster of separate languages.

In scholarly literature on Southern African languages, the linguistic classificatory category “Nguni” is traditionally considered to subsume two subgroups: Zunda Nguni and Tekela Nguni. This division is based principally on the salient phonological distinction between corresponding coronal consonants: Zunda /z/ and Tekela /t/ (thus the native form of the name Swati and the better-known Zulu form Swazi). But, there are a host of additional linguistic variables that enable a relatively straightforward division into these two substreams of Nguni. However, speakers of SiSwati in Swaziland can easily understand other speakers of related Nguni languages, both in Swaziland and in neighboring South Africa. In fact, within Swaziland, about 76,000 people speak isiZulu, an Nguni language that is mutually intelligible with siSwati.

Swaziland became a British territory following the South African Anglo-Boer War in 1903 and obtained independence from Britain on September 6, 1968. Consequently, even though the overwhelming majority of the population speaks SiSwati, English is also an official language. English is recognized as the medium of communication in schools and in conducting business, including mass media.

As in other former British colonies in Africa, English has been significant side by side with the indigenous languages of Swaziland since its introduction during the 19th and 20th centuries. It is mainly used as the language of government and administration, education, diplomacy, and international business transactions. The indigenous languages, on the other hand, chiefly serve for daily communication, including in the great majority of lower-income occupations, and as vehicles for transmission of indigenous tradition and culture from generation to generation. In Swaziland, SiSwazi and other indigenous languages are so widespread that there is no need for English beyond the confines of the classroom and higher-level formal functions.

Following British occupation of Swaziland, white people of Dutch ancestry from the then British-controlled colony of South Africa also settled in Swaziland and brought along with them a language called Afrikaans. In South Africa, Afrikaans developed among Europeans of Dutch descent after the 18th century based on several dialects of Dutch, and included mixtures of local African languages and other European languages such as English and Portuguese. Afrikaans developed into a unique language of whites in South Africa who later identified themselves as “Afrikaners,” to distinguish themselves from other Europeans, mainly the British. In the late 19th century, most Afrikaners in South Africa and beyond were farmers, and those who settled in British Swaziland were mostly settler-farmers, as well. Up to this day, the majority of the whites in Swaziland are Afrikaners who speak Afrikaans. Few Africans speak this language, as it is not widely spoken in official circles.

Religion

Like the traditional faiths of other Bantus, the Traditional Religion of the Swazi revolves around the veneration of ancestral spirits. The spirits of a lineage’s ancestors assist the living in coping with the hazards of life—illness, crop failure, and so on. As an earlier historian of the Swazi asserted, “The ancestors sanction the desires of their descendants” (Kuper 1947: 149). Among the Swazi, the power of the ancestors is believed to be extensive. They do not cause death, but in extreme cases (murder of a kinsman, for instance) they can bar the guilty from access to the spirit world. Ordinarily, according to historian Alan Booth, their influence on the living involves lesser afflictions: bad dreams, sickness, and deprivation. There is a hierarchy of spirits, an extension of the rank and prestige of the lineages of the living, hence the ancestors of the king are regarded as the most powerful of all spirits. So, too, is the sex differentiation among the living carried to the spirit world. Male ancestors stress legal and moral obligations of the living. Female spirits guard against harm befalling their kin.

In Swazi Traditional Religion, there is no class of priests ordained to deal with ancestral spirits; that duty normally rests with the head of the family. Spirits are appealed to at each significant domestic event—births, marriages, deaths, or the moving of homesteads. The king appeals to his ancestors on behalf of his people, again at specified national events, particularly at the Incwala (see under “Festivals and Holidays”), but also during the planting and harvesting of the first main fields, for the purposes of rainmaking, and for other reasons. Propitiating of ancestors is usually accompanied by an offering of beer and meat—and on especially significant occasions, the slaughtering of an ox. According to historian Hilda Kuper, ancestors are not worshipped: “Swazi address them in much the same way as they speak to the living. Their prayers are spontaneous and conversational; they frequently contain rebukes” (Kuper 1952: 43).

Within Swazi Traditional Religion are specialist ritualists who perform widely recognized spiritual activities, such as healing and divination. Medicine men and women, known as Tinyanga, are often greatly respected as true professionals, the most successful of them enjoying the highest prestige. Their careers are determined from birth and are believed to be sanctioned by powerful ancestral spirits. Knowledge of rituals and specific medicines is their most highly prized and jealously guarded secret, to be passed on to specifically chosen heirs. Tinyanga can be general practitioners of traditional medicine, although others specialize in specific illnesses or misfortunes. Their emphasis is on the homeopathic qualities of their proprietary medicines, as distinct from their ritual application, and there is considerable evidence that many of them are very effective. Tinyanga are generally (though not exclusively) herbalists, drawing their medicines from trees, roots, and various other natural resources.

In addition to Tinyanga, diviners known as Tangoma in Swazi religion are the more powerful and respected of the specialists. They are, in fact, regarded with some awe, since they are considered to have been selected by ancestral spirits for their work. Once a person is possessed by an ancestral spirit, he or she undergoes long and arduous training by a recognized diviner. In Swaziland, Tangoma are consulted by individuals with especially troubling and mystifying afflictions or unaccountable misfortunes. Each diviner has her or his own methods to aid in the diagnosis (bones, rattles, wands) and to indicate the cure. These sometimes involve sacrifices to ancestors or treatment by Tinyanga.

Although the Swazi do not worship nature gods, there is a definite ritual association between monarchy and certain natural phenomena. The king is identified with the sun, and his male kinship line is referred to as the mlangeni (people of the sun). Above all, rain is believed to be controlled by medicines in the exclusive domain of the king Ngwenyama) and the queen (Ndlovukazi). Throughout Swazi history, several royal kings have enjoyed legendary fame as rainmakers. The special medicines for this religious ritual of rainmaking are, of course, closely guarded secrets, but they are said to include consecrated river water and portions of pregnant animals, together with the most precious element, the rain stone, which is kept secluded at the royal capital. Belief in the rainmaking powers of the rulers is among the firmest of popular religious convictions in Swaziland. In fact, historical evidence suggests that in times of prolonged drought, even European farmers have joined in requests to the king to bring rain.

From the outset of the 20th century to the present, however, Traditional Religious belief has been subjected to challenge by foreign religions, especially Christianity. European missionaries arrived very early in the 19th century in Southern Africa, well before formal European colonization. Among the Swazi, for example, the Wesleyans established their first mission in southern Swaziland in the 1840s, followed by the Anglicans in the 1870s, the German Lutherans in the 1880s, and the South Africa (Dutch Reformed) and Scandinavian Alliance missions in the 1890s. The Roman Catholics arrived in 1914, and during the 1920s, the American Nazarene Mission established a major presence in Swaziland, creating churches, schools, and health facilities, most notably the Fitkin hospital in Manzini. The challenge to Traditional Religion can be seen historically in the rise in the numbers of Swazi adherents to Christianity during the course of the 20th and early 21st centuries. In 1921, 4 percent of the Swazi population was listed as Christian. By 1946 the figure had risen to 35 percent, and by 1956 to 60 percent. At present, close to 80 percent of the Swazi profess Christianity as their religion. But, this often masks the syncretic nature of Swazi belief: many Christians mix their religious beliefs with their traditional Swazi beliefs. In addition, many Christians in Swaziland belong to independent African churches known as Zionist denominations, churches that were historically formed as a way of resisting total European domination during colonial rule and to preserve some aspects of Swazi traditional belief. Thus, in Zionist churches, congregations are led by exclusively black pastorates, and worship services, to a greater or lesser extent, combine Christian dogma and liturgy with traditional custom.

Social Customs

Social customs among the Swazi revolve around family and family values. Blood, and blood relationships, are very important in Swazi society. Blood relationships extend far beyond the biological family (established by marriage) that is at the heart of each homestead. The blood group embraces the classificatory kinship system, coursing through maternal and paternal groups, the largest extension of which is the patrilineal clan. Each clan is commonly named after its original founder (for example Mamba or Fakudze) or given a praise name. A child inherits the clan name. “No Swazi can throw away his blood,” the Swazi say; no man “refuses his blood”—abandons a kinsman in trouble—without expecting serious consequences (Booth 1983: 39). A kinsman is said to sense danger or mishap to another kinsman, even far away, in the blood. Within clans are smaller groups tracing patrilineal lineages back to common ancestors, sometimes for more than 10 generations. Clans and lineages are exogamous, except for the ruling family.

As clan and lineage are vital distinguishing characteristics of the Swazi, so too is age. The basis of Swazi social etiquette is defined by “the authority of age,” which characterizes all Swazi behavior (Kuper 1978: 287–89). Age delineation is both individual, by stages throughout one’s entire life, and social, by regimentation into cohorts (or age groups), particularly in the case of men. The Swazi have great respect for age. Children are taught to honor their elders, for the aged are the repositories of experience and wisdom. It is the old women and men to whom people turn for advice and guidance in times of doubt and difficulty.

In addition, age cohorts constitute an important means of differentiation, among males in particular, and fulfill other important social functions. Cutting across clan lines, they join young men nationwide, at roughly the age of puberty, into a single regiment. Formed every five to seven years by the king, regiments in the past functioned primarily as elements of the national army. At present, age cohorts take on important roles in national ritual, serve as labor battalions for the king and nobility throughout the country, and are a principal vehicle for the reproduction and imparting of traditional values. Each cohort has its own name, insignia, songs, officials, and recognized locality (originally military barracks). Impressive evidence of the reverence with which men hold to this system can be seen at any harvest season, when regiments, in traditional dress and repeating praise songs, wend their way—often on foot over great distances—to work the king’s fields.


Preserving the Monarchy

Swaziland has the only precolonial monarchy in sub-Saharan Africa that continues to exercise formal political authority over the state. Much credit for this state of affairs can be given to Sobuza II, who ascended the throne in 1921. He proved a strong advocate for Swazi nationalism and effective opponent of integration into South Africa. His popularity led to victories for the royalist Imbokodvo Party in the elections of 1964, 1967, and 1972. In 1973, encountering moderate opposition. Sobuza revoked the British-based constitution, declaring it “un-Swazi.” In its place, effective monarchical rule was implemented, even though a nonpartisan parliament was chosen.



Swazi women also form age classes, but on a distinctly less formal and regimented level. Associations are most often for specific purposes or tasks, such as tribute labor or ritual (particularly Umhlanga—or the Reed Dance ceremony, discussed under Festivals and Holidays).

Employment

Because most Swazi reside in the rural areas, in terms of employment, Swaziland remains largely agricultural. In fact, subsistence agriculture employs approximately 70 percent of the population. Mixed farming is predominant in the rural economy, the main subsistence crops being maize (corn or “mealies” in Swazi parlance) and millet. The most common stock are cattle, supplemented by goats and, to a lesser extent, sheep. Hunting and gathering are still pursued, although not as extensively as in former times.

As farming is the predominant occupation for most Swazis, life consequently follows the rhythm of the seasons. Spring plowing and sowing get under way with the arrival of the rains in September. If the summer rains fall as heavily as expected, successive plantings may be staggered all the way through January. Family and communal work parties, predominantly women and children, are commonly seen working and weeding the fields during summer. In autumn (February and March), women harvest the grain, and it is carried home for processing. In winter, from April to July, the maize is removed from the cobs, and the millet is threshed and winnowed. Crops are then consumed or reserved for storage. Millet is brewed into beer as a reward for communal work, and harvest time and early winter are consequently the times for social conviviality and family get-togethers. Fall and winter, being dry and lightning-free, are also the times for the building of huts and the repair of thatched roofs in the countryside. Stock herding, of course, goes on year-round.

[image: Falola]

Farmers work the fields in rural Swaziland. Much of the workforce in Swaziland engages in subsistence agriculture, and this type of cultivation is, more often than not, a family affair. (Graeme Williams/South Photos/Newscom)

Agricultural employment in Swaziland is highly gendered and generational. Division of agricultural labor depends on sex, age, and, to some extent, rank. Men plow, build, and tend cattle. Women attend to domestic chores—cooking, grinding, and fetching wood and water. They also maintain the house, once built, repairing thatch and smearing floors with cow dung. For some women, another normal duty, weaving mats and baskets, has turned into a lucrative form of self-employment in a cash-generating cottage industry for the tourist trade. Women are also responsible for cultivation, weeding and, along with the entire family, harvesting. Children, as they grow older are expected to participate in family tasks, particularly agricultural fieldwork. Girls take over certain domestic responsibilities, and the boys tend and herd the stock.

Agricultural employment, however, is increasingly under pressure from low commodity prices due to the vagaries of international capitalism and climate change. In the past decades, the frequency of droughts has increased, putting pressure on the agricultural livelihoods of the Swazi. Over the years, therefore, a pattern of seeking alternative employment has seen the flow of educated and semieducated job seekers to the urban areas of Swaziland. This is particularly so because of the common trope in Swaziland that “advancement” means jobs in the city. This rural–urban migration defines much of the employment trend in Swaziland, with urban workers mainly occupying manufacturing jobs. Most uneducated Swazi men, in particular, are employed in the commercial cane fields, canneries, and sawmills of Swaziland. Wages earned from these jobs mainly make up for losses in the rural economies or can be used to replenish stock, such as cattle.

But, just as in colonial times, the biggest employment lure for many Swazi men remains the gold, diamond, and platinum mines of South Africa. For reasons of labor control, the mining capitalists in colonial South Africa had always preferred long-distance migrant laborers from places like Swaziland, Lesotho, Namibia, Mozambique, and other countries in Southern Africa. Over the years, in fact, most Swazi men treaded the paths to South African mines as both a rite of passage and as a means to make a livelihood. Today, although this trend has stabilized and perhaps slowed, mine wages in South Africa still remain many times higher than what a man can earn cutting sugarcane in Swaziland’s estates in Mhlume or Big Bend. With a 40 percent unemployment rate in Swaziland as well, many Swazi men still occupy jobs in South Africa’s mining industry.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Gender roles and statuses in Swaziland are in constant flux. However, Swaziland as a nation has a long tradition of patriarchal dominance and control. According to Swazi tradition, men are household heads and they control not just homestead wealth, but all women and junior men in a household. In keeping with the traditions of most Bantu societies, for example, men control the most important symbol of wealth in Swazi rural homesteads, which is cattle. And, it is men who preside over traditional Swazi marriage, which is marked by an exchange of a designated number of cattle from the groom’s family for a wife from the bride’s family. This pinnacle of Swazi gender relations is called lobola (or bride-wealth). Unlike stereotypical ideas that equated lobola with the buying and selling of women traditionally, lobola is a symbol of a woman’s worth or status that is paid to the bride’s family to compensate her family for the loss of a valuable member of their kin group. Nowadays, because of urbanization and urban employment, the currency of exchange for lobola is no longer cattle but cash, signifying some changes in Swazi marriage culture.

As a traditionally patriarchal society, Swaziland has been plagued by gender inequity over time and in different circumstances. While in the precolonial period Swazi women could have access to certain forms of power and wealth through their agricultural or other skilled work, during the colonial period the statuses of women suffered greatly due to the patriarchal nature of European colonialism itself. British colonial rule in Swaziland depended on placating male elders and political authorities in exchange for peace and colonial law and order. As a result, British colonial authorities backed Swazi chiefs, who were mostly men, and other elders to come up with colonially approved laws that governed Africans for much of the 20th century, regulations that were known as “customary laws.” Within this African form of jurisprudence, male contributors to these “customary laws” reified laws that gave too much power to men and male household heads, which in reality significantly ignored the previous statuses of women as important members of their households and communities.

Effectively, therefore, during the colonial period women became second-class citizens and legal minors in the eyes of colonial law, a phenomenon that has continued to the present. As one gender analysis in postcolonial Swaziland concluded, “Women remain legally minors in the view of Swazi law and custom as well as statutory law” (Times of Swaziland 1999: 17). For example, obtaining a passport, opening a personal or business banking account, moving from one region to another, purchasing a car, and buying land or a home all require a woman to secure the approval of a male sponsor—usually a husband, father, brother, or chief. Such a legal-minor status places significantly greater hardships on women than men.

Additionally, in adherence to the formal legal systems initially instituted during colonial times, women’s inheritance rights are practically nonexistent in Swazi society. For example, women’s children can be taken away by the deceased husband’s family, which assumes control over the estate. Women also face inequality based on Swazi mourning customs, which restrict women to seclusion for a couple of years after the death of a spouse. But, it is situations such as these that are responsible for the constant changes in Swazi gender relations. Among more educated women in Swazi society, for instance, such inequalities are leading increasing numbers of women to take a more vocal stance on their right to equal consideration in Swazi culture.

In Swaziland, gender inequality is common in Swazi marriages, especially those performed through local customs and laws, as opposed to civil law marriages. In Swaziland, traditional unions account for 80 percent of all marriages. As one analyst noted, traditional customs and practices within these marriages grant women (and in some instances also their grooms) little control over the selection of an intended spouse. Research in the recent past has shown that traditional laws continue to allow marriages where bridal consent and wishes have been ignored (Daly, 2001, 50). But again, these are issues that are subject to change as gender advocates in Swaziland seek to eradicate these vestiges of patriarchal domination.

As more and more Swazi become educated, gender issues continue to be pried open. Swaziland prides itself on educating its citizenry, and as more women attain higher-level education, there is greater pressure for equality in Swazi society.

Cuisine

The seasons and the geographical region largely determine the cuisine of Swaziland. Staple foods in Swaziland include sorghum and maize, often served with goat meat, a very popular livestock. The farming industry mainly depends on sugar cane, tobacco, rice, corn, peanuts, and the exportation of goat meat and beef. Many Swazis are subsistence farmers who supplement their diet with food bought from markets. Freshwater produce and imports from coastal nations are also part of the cuisine of Swaziland. Some local urban markets have food stalls with traditional Swazi meat stew, maize meal, and seasonal roasted corn on the cob.


Selecting Royal Brides

One aspect of the Swazi monarchy that often draws considerable attention is the practice of polygamy. Traditionally, kings took advantage of the Umhlanga Reed Ceremony, during which young women are paraded before the royal family, to select a new bride. While the king is no longer expected to select a bride each year, the maintenance of multiple royal wives continues. However, there are signs that times may be changing. In 2002, a girl was removed from her school to be considered as a candidate for the 11th bride of King Mswati III. The girl’s mother responded by accusing two of the king’s close associates with kidnapping.



Traditionally, Swazi cuisine can be categorized as consisting of staple cereals, vegetables, legumes, fruits, meat and meat products, insects, fish, and dairy products. The Swazi’s most important staple cereals are sorghum, millet, and maize. These cereals are usually ground into flour and used to prepare the staple sishwala, a thick porridge normally served with meat or vegetables.

Green leafy vegetables are also an essential part of the Swazi diet and are especially valued when other supplements like meat or milk are exhausted. These vegetables include cultivated indigenous crops and uncultivated plants that grow in the veld. The Swazis cultivate such green vegetables as pumpkin leaves and cowpeas, and in some areas consume green leaves of amadume (Colocasia antiquorum) and sweet potatoes. In addition to the leafy vegetables, Swazi people also cultivate a variety of cucurbits, such as pumpkins, melons, and gourds. These are usually planted in maize fields. Due to European contact, the Swazi have also added such vegetables as onions, cabbage, and tomatoes to their cuisine. Other households even cultivate vegetables such as carrots, spinach, beetroot, peppers, chillies, okra, and potatoes.

Swazis also cultivate and consume a variety of legumes such as mung beans, jugo beans, cowpeas, and especially peanuts. Rural Swazi households also have a special affinity for gathering fruit, both domestic and wild. Fruit collected from mostly indigenous trees and plants is used to supplement the cultivated crops. Wild fruit, for example, is mainly eaten as a snack. Planted fruit trees, yielding paw-paws, mangoes, peaches, citrus, and bananas, supplement the fruit basis of Swazi cuisine. Popular wild fruits include amakwakwa (wild orange), umfofo (quinine berry), and mganu (merula fruit).

By far, the most important part of Swazi cuisine is beef. Cattle were traditionally a symbol of wealth and were not kept for everyday food purposes. Cattle were only slaughtered on religious and ceremonial occasions. But in seasons of abundance, when livestock reproduce exponentially, Swazi cuisine consists of beef, which is consumed with the staple sishwala (thickened porridge from maize or other cereals). Beef is usually prepared as a stew, with the addition of other condiments such as salt, peppers, and soup additives. A proper Swazi dish is sishwala with a side of beef stew and vegetables. Other sources of everyday meat are goats, sheep, and chickens. In certain parts of Swaziland rich in wild game, local young men hunt, providing another important source of meat.

Apart from meat products, other food products from livestock, such as milk, also supplement Swazi cuisine. In most rural households, cows are milked twice per day, and this milk is mostly used to prepare a thickened form of sour milk called emasi. Emasi is served as a side dish with sishwala. Both fresh and soured milk are regarded as essential components of the Swazi diet.

Other aspects of Swazi cuisine include such foods as insects. Caterpillars, termites, and locusts are important seasonal delicacies and crucial sources of protein. These insects are usually collected by women and fried and eaten as supplements to sishwala. In the past, other foods were restricted to certain members of the society through the social rituals of taboos. For example, in the past only men ate hen’s eggs. The belief was that women who ate eggs would lust after men, and girls were forbidden to eat eggs after puberty. However, at present such taboos have fallen away and many food taboos are no longer strictly imposed. Fish, for example, was once not considered a food source, as the Swazi believed that fish are closely related to snakes. But this taboo has now also fallen away and canned fish, such as pilchards and sardines, are regularly consumed. In urban Swaziland, the popular fast food is fish and chips.

Dress

Today, in urban and even rural Swaziland, one might not find anything remarkable about Swazi dress or costume, as most people wear Western clothing, such as pants and shirts for men and dresses for women. But historically, and in some areas today, dress still captures some elements of Swazi cultural history and customs. For the Swazi, styles of clothing are cultural correlates of social differentiation and social stratification. Differentiation, a universal phenomenon rooted in biological traits of sex and age, wealth and power, define the ways in which the Swazi clothe themselves.

In precolonial Swaziland, and in some areas at present, the materials from which clothing were made were indications of the level of technology and available material. The men, hunters and herders, provided animal skins and feathers and processed them, while women, cultivators and collectors, contributed grasses and seeds, and also tailored their own leather garments. The making of clothing based on animal skins, for instance, required curing and tailoring leather and demanded skill and patience. People who showed special competence were, in fact, commissioned by others in return for food and other goods to make clothing out of these materials.

Beginning at least in the 16th century, African clans in the kingdom of Swaziland, especially those settled on the east coast, came in contact with traders from India and Portugal, who exchanged manufactured cloth material, as well as porcelain beads, for Swazi ivory and animal skins. Adding cloth to their repertoire of dress was an important step in the evolution of Swazi dressing, although this did not supplant the traditional skins and loins that men and women used to cover their bodies. During the colonial period, Western clothing became ubiquitous and remains so today.

It is important to stress that whatever material the Swazi wear, dressing is governed by certain cultural rules of decency. The Swazi are unambiguous in their emphasis on sexual distinctiveness evidenced in the human body over time, and this orientation to the body directs the style of both traditional and modern clothes on all occasions. For the Swazi, an integral part of every person, the body evokes and responds to motions and emotions of others and must be dealt with “properly,” that is, in conformity with standards of social propriety and common decency.

In Swazi culture, external appearance, of which dress/clothing is one element, is a visible mode of social control outlining social and sexual morality. Children, until weaned (mostly in the third year), mostly have their bodies fully exposed. Recognized as sexually innocent, they have nothing to hide. Their nakedness reveals their purity. When slightly older (aged approximately three to six years), sexual differentiation is made culturally conspicuous. Little girls may continue to wear only a string of beads round their hips and little boys may be given a lijobo, a garment of two triangular flaps, one behind and one in front, cut from the pelt of an animal skin. When a child of either sex loses its milk teeth, it has a small slit made in the lobe of each ear to “open the ear” (that is, to “hear” in the social, rather than physical, sense). From puberty, the genitals are conspicuously hidden. The girl’s girdle is replaced by a longer skirt, reaching from the hips to the thighs, with the top of the body exposed; and the boy is given a larger and more functional lijobo. With puberty, a boy dons an umncadvo, a penis box made from a hollowed-out hard-shelled fruit.

The clothing of the sexually mature imposes and symbolizes additional restraints and responsibilities. This is particularly the case for women, whose distinctive garments are a heavy skirt of ox hide and a goatskin apron. The characteristic clothing of adult males is essentially an animal-skin loincloth and a penis covering, both less restrictive of movement. Culturally, hair is also an intrinsic part of the structure of dress for the Swazi, and it also announces changes in the developmental cycle.

Dress for routine occasions is simple and functional; only for the ritual and ceremony of kingship is the costume splendidly elaborate. At rituals, such as kingship ceremonies, different age-sets display their own distinctive decorations—beads of different shape, size, and color; feathers of special birds; and skins of selected animals. However, in modern-day Swaziland, most of these rituals of dressing have been compromised by Western clothing, and ceremonial dress is only worn to mark important Swazi cultural occasions, such as the Incwala or Umhlanga (Reed Dance).

Sports and Games

Before the advent of modern sports disciplines, which came with colonization, the Swazi people revered their own indigenous sports, most of which were woven into their cultural repertoires and gendered prescriptions of either male prowess or feminine beauty and virtue (Booth 1983: 43). These sports included target javelin (kugwaza inzema), archery (butjoki), and wrestling (kubambana ngemandla). During the colonial period, the white settlers engaged in Western sports and they formed their own social and sporting clubs, which discriminated against Africans. Though restricted from joining the European social clubs, the Western sports disciplines had mass appeal to the Swazis, who started forming their own clubs to play the very same sports. Of all these sports, interest in football or soccer was mostly dominant.

As a sovereign ruler under colonial rule, the Swazi royalty took interest in developing sports within the kingdom of Swaziland. In the 1950s, just before Swaziland’s independence from British colonial rule, His Majesty King Sobhuza II, appointed an official from his own trusted council, the Swazi National Council, to organize, coordinate, and oversee the development of sports and culture in the country. This appointee probably became the first equivalent of a minister of Sports and Culture in the country since he was a member of the highest institution in our traditional government, a system that was recognized and regarded by the general populace as the legitimate authority. The King’s appointee, Mr. Mfundza Sukati, later became the deputy prime minister when the country gained its independence, in 1968. As the overseer of sports and culture in the country Mr. Sukati formed the Swaziland African Sports Association, which, due to financial limitations, concentrated its activities mainly on soccer and tennis.

Mr. Sukati’s appointment was made soon after World War II and whatever developments, changes, and improvements he made should not be judged in isolation of the era in which he was operating. For example the country’s financial resources were in the hands of the colonial government, thus rendering him impotent in setting up major facilities. In the late 1950s and early 1960s the spirit of nationalism, which was sweeping across Africa caught up with Swaziland. Apart from the proliferation of political parties, particularly during the period 1960–1966, the sporting clubs that were formed organized themselves into national associations (technically referred to as national federations), which later sought affiliation to international federations.

After independence in 1968, a lot of structural changes and adjustments were considered in order to cope with the new demands and expectations of an independent and sovereign country. In August 1969, King Sobhuza II ordered that since Swaziland had taken its place in the community of independent nations, it should take part in international sporting activities, especially the Commonwealth Games that were scheduled for July 1970 in Edinburgh, Scotland. This was to become Swaziland’s first entry into international sporting activities as a newly independent nation under the formal Swaziland Commonwealth Association.

Since the 1970s, sporting culture in Swaziland has been regulated and overseen by a government ministry of Sports and Culture. Over the years, that ministry has worked to seek Swazi membership in international sports federations so that Swaziland can compete internationally. After independence, Swaziland applied to be a member of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and formally designated the Swaziland Commonwealth Games to be the body responsible for Olympics. In 1972 in Sapporo, Japan, Swaziland was formally accepted as a member of the Olympic Movement. Within Africa, Swaziland belongs to all formal sporting bodies both in Southern Africa and continental sporting associations.

Up until 1978, the government did no make any provision in the budget for financial assistance to local sports associations. Funds for sending sports people to participate in international competitions were secured through fundraising campaigns. However, at the beginning of the year 2000, for the first time in the history of sports in the country the government undertook to allocate a substantial budget to sports. In November 1999, Sports Council received its first government subvention, dramatically changing sports in the kingdom because meaningful sports development programs were now possible to implement. Sporting facilities within the kingdom could now be improved and others constructed using state funds. Undoubtedly, the newly renovated Somhlolo National Stadium in Swaziland’s capital of Mbambane is the nerve center of Swazi sporting culture. The stadium is used for most other sporting events, but mostly it is the battleground for Swaziland’s soccer teams. The Somhlolo stadium is also used by Swaziland as its home ground to host other international teams competing with Swaziland. In a small country like Swaziland, soccer is without parallel in terms of the most popular sporting activity.

Festivals and Holidays

The most important festival in the kingdom of Swaziland is the ritualization of the ngwenyama (king) through the annual Incwala ceremony. It is generally held on the fourth day after the full moon, nearest to the longest day, December 21. Its importance is both symbolic and practical. The king embodies the vitality of the nation. His medicines and powers protect his people from danger and provide for their well-being. His rainmaking powers bring them prosperity. The strength and virility of the king therefore command the constant attention of the nation, and annually it bends itself to their ceremonial renewal.
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King Mswati III attends the Icwala Festival in Ludzizini. The festival is a time of national celebration and serves to reinforce the absolute authority of the soveriegn, as dignitaries and commoners alike pledge loyalty to the monarch. (Lunga Masuku/AFP/Getty Images)

Of equal importance is the Incwala’s role in reinforcing the legitimacy of the monarchy. This most hallowed ritual, the richest in Swazi symbolism, is the king’s alone. He is central to its every facet; when there is no king, there is no Incwala. For anyone else to perform the Incwala is treason. On two occasions in Swazi history, when princes made such attempts, they paid with their lives. It is also a ceremony that sweeps up virtually every significant element in society into performing a specific role in the king’s ritualization. Queen mothers, queens, princes, councilors, blood brothers, age regiments, ritual specialists, and commoners all have specified duties in the Incwala and receive appropriate recognition.

The Incwala lasts for roughly three weeks each year, usually during late December or early January, depending on the phase of the moon. There is an element of “first fruit” ceremonial attached to its timing; people are not supposed to consume the new harvest of maize until after the ceremony. But nowadays, only the strictest traditionalists seem to adhere to that.

The ceremony itself is lengthy and complex in its symbolism. Several weeks before the ceremony, ritual specialists are sent out to the rivers and to the sea to gather sacred waters, plants, and other potent medicines with which to attend the king. An initial celebration, days before the major event, takes place in the open cattle byre of the capital, although the principal rites are held in the secrecy of the king’s sanctuary. The public participates by performing praise songs and dances commemorating the important events of kingship. The king spits powerful medicines to the east and west, symbolizing the renewal of the earth in preparation for the coming growing cycle.

The central ceremony itself lasts six days from the night of the full moon. The newest regiment of unmarried youths begins the ceremony by cutting branches from sacred trees and placing them around the king’s sanctuary in the royal cattle byre. It is behind this shield of greenery that the powers of the kings are symbolically renewed.

Midway in the ceremony comes the “Day of the Bull,” the symbol of potency, during which the king strikes a carefully selected all-black bull with a staff doctored for fertility. The bull is then ritually killed (pummeled to death, in fact, by youths), and its parts are used for medicine and ancestral offering.

The “Great Day” follows, the climax of the ceremony. In it, the king, dressed in his most imposing and symbolic finery, his body gleaming with ointments, consumes the doctored first fruits of the harvest. He is joined by the queen mother and others, after which there is much ritual singing and dancing with carefully specified groups. Finally, the king deftly tosses a green gourd onto the horizontal shield of an age-mate; and with the final cleansing of the royal bodies and burning of the ceremonial objects, the old year is over, the king has renewed his powers, and the nation is prepared for the future.

The queen mother, or ndlovukazi, has her own ceremony known as the Umhlanga. The Umhlanga (Reed Dance) ceremony, although not as ancient or consecrated as the Incwala, is nevertheless an important celebration by women in honor of the queen mother and of feminine beauty and virtue. Each July or August, unmarried girls nationwide gather to collect reeds to repair windbreaks around the queen mother’s residence. This task is followed by a mass dance in which the girls, dressed only in brief beaded aprons and adornments, show off their beauty and grace to the king and queen mother and to all who come to see. It is a ceremony that unites women, especially unmarried girls, into a nationwide mass celebration in reverence for the Ndlovukazi and, by extension, for the importance of women.

Other important secular holidays in Swaziland include the king’s birthday, which is celebrated on April 19, National Flag Day on April 25, and Independence Day (Somhlolo Day) on September 6.

Music and Dance

Indeed, songs are prevalent in most African traditional performances. Song and dance permeate the whole spectrum of Swazi traditional life. In siSwati social life, songs are found in many traditional practices. These include marriage rites and rituals, such as weddings, funerals, Umhlanga (the Reed Dance), ummiso (traditional female dance songs), lusekwane (male initiation and regiment ceremony), and Incwalabuganu (wine festival). Moments of leisure and informal celebrations are also great occasions for singing all types of songs. According to a Swazi authority on the dances and songs of Swazi people, this traditional, “music reveals the core of our society. It is part and parcel of the rhythm of our life as a Swazi nation. It gives expression to our life’s reality, carrying with it political and social dimensions consumed in cultural elements within a historical context” (Motsa-Dladla 1994: 100).

The music of Swaziland is composed of both ethnic Swazi music and varieties of folk music, as well as modern genres, such as rock, pop, and hip-hop. Hip-hop has been popular in Swaziland since the 1990s, headed by bands such as Vamoose. The popularity of hip-hop in South Africa, which shares a border with Swaziland, has also helped popularize it. Traditional instruments used include the kudu horn, calabash, rattles, makeyana, and reed flute.

Visual Art

Swaziland has a remarkably impressive range of traditional arts and crafts, with many of its products now found in art boutiques around world. Throughout the country men and women are at work creating the finest handicrafts that are so popular with visitors and tourists to Swaziland. The Swazi have a traditional artistic heritage of creative basket ware in vibrant traditional colors of red and yellow, wood and stone carvings, glassware, exquisite candles, batik items, and jewelry. Today, in many places that they are on sale, there is also chance to see Swazi craftspeople at work, displaying their intricate skills.

The arts and crafts industry in Swaziland is mainly regulated by socially responsible outlets, which provide both income and empowerment for their craftspeople from poor rural communities. The Cultural Village Road in the city of Mantenga hosts some of the most popular visual artistic outlets in Swaziland such as the Yebo group, which represents the best artists in Swaziland and organizes artistic exhibitions on a regular basis.
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A worker engaged in the delicate work of molding molten glass. Glasswork is one of many artistic genres in which the people of Swaziland excel. (Lindsay Hebberd/Corbis)

Architecture and Housing

The predominant home style in rural Swaziland is the Nguni “bee-hive” hut, in which a rounded frame made of poles is covered with thatch bound with plaited ropes. Sotho huts, which have pointed, detachable roofs on walls of mud and wattle, are found throughout the country. These huts have window frames and full doorways. Both types can be found within a single homestead, which may also include European architectural styles. Traditional homestead organization follows the “central cattle pattern.” In the center of the homestead is an unroofed, fenced cattle pen, the sibaya, from which women are barred. Residential huts are grouped around the western side. The “great hut,” indlunkulu, is used as the family shrine, dedicated to the senior patrilineal ancestors. In polygamous households, individual wives occupy other huts.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Until the colonial period, Swaziland was an oral society, as most people were nonliterate. This means that in the past, and even at present, much of Swazi cultural literature is preserved in oral form, although a lot of oral literature has been recorded through writing over the 20th and 21st centuries. Oral literature was and is sustained by the indigenous siSwati language. The oral literature takes the form of narratives like folktales, myths, legends, and epics celebrating the feats of the Swazi society and its heroes. Oral poetry takes the form of songs and praise for ceremonies and festivities, and incantations and recitations for rituals and other religious ceremonies. Each individual also develops songs and praise for himself. For instance, Swazis admired the long-known and favored song “Mswati Yinkhosi ka Hhohho” (Mswati Is King of Hhohho). This is a song that recounts Swazi history, how King Mswati established the Swazi nation. It also tells of the events that occurred between 1904 and 1907, when Swaziland was partitioned into European farms, Crown lands, and the Swazi national land.

Swazi history and culture was passed on by word of mouth to future generations through oral tradition. Veneration and remembrance of the spoken meant that the Swazi personality was therefore cultivated by bringing up men and women with a Swazi spirit who had respect for elders and traditional norms, as well as a deep knowledge of the lore of the land and a deep veneration of the king.

At present, perhaps the most pressing threat to oral literature in Swaziland is posed by globalization and the rapid Westernization of the population. For example, many Swazis are migrating from the rural areas, which are homogeneous and form natural settings for oral literature as communal art, to the urban areas, which are heterogeneous and offer other forms of entertainment, such as newspapers, journals, radio, television, Internet, and cinema. These not only compete with oral literature, but dominate it. Since some of the occasions for the performance of oral literature no longer manifest in the rural areas as they did in former times, it follows logically that oral literature as a popular form of entertainment is gradually falling into decline. As early as 1987, an accomplished oral historian of Swaziland, C. A. Hamilton, noted that “[a]t the present moment … Swazi oral traditions are dying out. In modern Swaziland literacy is on the increase and Swazi history, literature, and law are being written down. Oral traditions are therefore rapidly losing their reasons for existing and are being supplanted by the authority of the written word” (Hamilton 1987: 383).

Media

The media industry in Swaziland is small. There is one national television station, Swazi TV. It is a parastatal, subject to state control. The national radio station, Swaziland Broadcasting and Information Services (SBIS), functions as a government department, and all content is censored.

In terms of print media, there are two national daily newspapers. The Times of Swaziland, privately owned, and the Swazi Observer, controlled by a private company that controls businesses and investments on behalf of the king “in trust for the Swazi nation.” The Times of Swaziland prints the Swazi News on Saturdays and the Times of Swaziland Sunday on Sundays. The Observer has only one weekend newspaper—the Weekend Observer. The Observer is viewed as a state-controlled newspaper. And, while the Times is nominally independent, there is a growing perception that the ruling elite are increasingly taking over editorial control.

The Nation magazine is a private, monthly publication that has a reputation for reporting controversial stories and is overtly critical of the ruling elite. There are other weekly newspapers with very small print runs that are not widely available and sometimes publish sporadically.

In terms of electronic media, there is one privately owned radio station in Swaziland, Voice of the Church, which has limited reach and is only licensed to broadcast religious content and health information. A privately owned TV station, Channel Swazi, was established in 2001. It has not added any value in terms of media diversity or independence, and has only survived by outdoing the state-owned broadcasters in kowtowing to royalty and government. In late 2012, the founder and lead presenter of Channel Swazi, Qhawe Mamba, was found to have defrauded 17 million emalangeni (US$1.8 million) from unassuming supporters of his station, jeopardizing the long-term existence of television media in Swaziland (http://misaswaziland.com/swazi-newspapers/).
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Quick Facts

Capital: Dodoma

Major Cities: Dar es Salaam, Mwanza, Zanzibar, Arusha, Mbeya, Morogoro, Tanga, Dodoma, Kigoma, Moshi, Tabora, Songea

Population: 44,928,923 as of 2012 Census

Languages: Swahili (official), English (official), Kiunguja, Arabic, Hindi, numerous local languages

Government Type: Republic

Ethnic Groups: African (99 percent, approximately 120 ethnic groups); non-African (1 percent)

Religions: Catholicism, Protestantism, Sunni Islam, Shia Islam, Ahmadiyya Islam, Hinduism, Traditional Religions



Introduction

The United Republic of Tanzania is a relatively young state, having come into being following the 1964 Act of Union bringing together mainland Tanganyika and the archipelago of Zanzibar. However, the history of the territories and peoples it encompasses reaches back to the earliest hints of the Indian Ocean Trade. The coastal cities of the Swahili served as gateways for African goods from the inland cultures to spread out along the well-travelled monsoon winds to Arabia, India, China, and beyond. In return, the goods and peoples of these lands were drawn to the East African Coast, creating a rich and complex society along the coast and the Zanzibar Archipelago that then spread inland along the caravan routes. The Early Modern era saw these African societies struggle with the Ottomans, Portuguese, and Omanis for the riches of the coast, a struggle only ended by the imposition of colonial rule by the British on Zanzibar and the Germans in mainland Tanganyika.

Tanganyika emerged from colonialism under the guidance of Mwalimu Julius Nyerere, who led the nationalists to independence and then union. The pan-African and Afro-socialist ideologies of the 1960s saw Tanzania involved in the liberation struggles of Southern Africa and committed to the idea a unified and strong Tanzania. In the present day, Tanzania remains a poor country but one that is trying to rapidly develop following the end of the ideological struggle known as the Cold War. The population of Tanzania remains one of the most diverse on the continent, with over 120 different ethnic groups existing within the country. However, despite this cultural and ethnic diversity, the country remains united under a Tanzanian identity and is a stable and developing member of the African family of nations. While this entry cannot hope to fully reflect the amazing diversity within Tanzanian society, it will hopefully serve to illustrate the people of this wonderful country with broad strokes.

Early hominids emerged in what is now northern Tanzania about 3.6 million years ago. Homo Erectus developed in Tanzania about 1.9 million years ago and slowly migrated as far as the Caucasus and Sri Lanka. Around 1000 BCE, Cushitic peoples migrated southward into Tanzania, displacing the hunter-gatherer populations that lived there. At about the same time, Bantu peoples entered the region of present-day Tanzania, expanding and becoming the dominant culture over the next 1,000 years.

The trading town of Rhapta is mentioned in the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea from about 40 CE, marking the first surviving written source to confirm the rich exchange between Africans and other groups on the Indian Ocean. Around 700 CE, Arabian traders and missionaries introduced Islam to East Africa. A significant number of the coastal population converted and Islamic culture proliferated there as well as along the inland caravan routes. This period also marks the beginning of the large-scale East African slave trade, which soon begins to drive a significant portion of the East African trading economy. In 1330, the Moroccan scholar and traveler Ibn Battuta visited the Swahili city of Kilwa and remarked on the city itself and the character of the Sultan of Kilwa. In 1498, the Portuguese explorer Vasco de Gama rounded the Cape of Good Hope and traveled to Kilwa, finding it a large and well-governed city with stone houses and buildings. From this date on the Portuguese interfered in Swahili politics and seized control of several cities, using them as bases from which to raid and trade within the Indian Ocean. In 1698, Portuguese rule in East Africa, which was already weakened by warfare with the Ottoman Empire, was finally ended by Omani Arabs who then assumed a strong influence in the region.

In 1818, clove trees were introduced to the Zanzibar Archipelago. This spice quickly became the staple crop of the islands and its production increased both the wealth of the islands and the demand for slave labor. In 1840, Sultan Said Sayyid of Oman transferred his throne to Zanzibar and established significant trade with European powers and the more traditional Arab, Indian, and Persian partners. The development of the Stone Town on Zanzibar created a commercial and political capital for the new seat of the Omani Sultanate. Some sources place the selection of a new capital in 1832 but there remains some argument on the matter. In 1856, a succession struggle between the sons of Said Sayyid led to a split of the sultanate in 1861. Sayyid Thuwaini became sultan of Oman while his brother Sayyid Majid became sultan of Zanzibar. While there would remain some cultural ties, the political separation was permanent. Between 1857 and 1874, Western “explorers” Richard Burton, John Speke, David Livingstone, and Henry Morton Stanley traveled the interior of East Africa along the established caravan routes and reported on the cultures and geographies of the region to Europe and the Americas. In 1873 CE, Sultan Barghash of Zanzibar prohibited the exportation of slaves from his domains, being under considerable pressure to do so from the increasingly interventionist British Navy. However, slavery itself remained within his dominions.

In 1884, Germany claimed significant East African territory, a claim that was later confirmed by other European powers following the Conference of Berlin. In 1888, local notables of the East African coast revolted against the German administration. The revolt was led by Abushiri bin Salim, who pushed the Germans back to a few coastal cities before reinforcements led by German officer Hermann von Wissman arrived. These reinforcements, primarily Sudanese and Shangaan mercenaries trained in European drill, crushed the revolt within a year. In 1891, Sultan Mkwawa of the Hehe led his army in a crushing victory against the Germans at Lugalo, killing the German commander Emil von Zelewski and the majority of his forces. This battle initiated a lengthy war between the Germans and the Hehe. In 1897, slavery was finally abolished in Zanzibar following direct British intervention on the archipelago. The German-Hehe War ended the following year after the cornering and suicide of Sultan Mkwawa. This event marked the final imposition of German control over native kingdoms on the mainland.

In 1905, harsh labor policies and high taxation sparked a large revolt throughout the southern half of the German colony. Called the Maji-Maji Revolt from the Swahili for “Water Water” due to the magical water provided by the revolt’s religious leaders, the uprising drove the Germans back into their cities and fortified bomas. However, the failure of the magical potions and the savage counterattack of the German forces led to the demoralization of the rebels and by 1907 the revolt was crushed. The harsh German response saw tens of thousands of Africans die and the south of Tanganyika slashed and burned. In 1914, World War I began, pitting the German colonial forces in Tanganyika against the British, Portuguese, and Belgian forces in the neighboring colonies. German commander General Paul Emil von Lettow-Vorbeck and his predominantly African troops fought a lengthy war of maneuver across Tanganyika, Mozambique, and northern Rhodesia before finally surrendering on November 25, 1918.

In 1922, Tanganyika was given to the British as a League of Nations Mandate Territory, a move that began British rule over the territory. In 1929, the Tanganyikan African Association (TAA) was formed, creating the first major nationalist movement in Tanganyika. Although the TAA had significant support from the educated members of the African population, it struggled to find support in the less-developed regions of the country. In 1939, at the start of World War II, the British saw Italian East Africa as a threat to Britain’s East African possessions. The King’s African Rifles were therefore mobilized to help defeat the Italian forces in the Horn. These troops included the Sixth KAR, the Tanganyikan unit of the British East African forces. Tanganyikan soldiers served in the Horn of Africa, Madagascar, Sri Lanka, India, and Burma.

In 1946, Tanganyika became a United Nations Trust Territory overseen by Britain. In 1954, the Tanganyika African Association changed its name to the Tanganyikan African National Union (TANU). Under the leadership of Julius Nyerere, a British-educated school teacher, TANU agitated for independence. Nyerere himself testified to members of a United Nations Commission, thereby furthering the cause of independence. In 1960, following a series of electoral victories by TANU, the independence of Tanganyika was decided upon by a joint decision of the British authorities and the TANU ministers. In 1961, the Republic of Tanganyika was proclaimed as an independent state with Julius Nyerere as its first president. In 1963, Zanzibar is given its independence by Britain following Zanzibar’s surrender of the city of Mombasa to a decolonizing Kenya. In 1964, a bloody revolution erupted on Zanzibar ushering in a Marxist government and the subsequent massacring of much of the Arab population. In the same year, the military of Tanganyika, the Tanganyika Rifles, mutinied and seized control of Dar es Salaam before returning to its barracks. Nyerere’s government was nearly toppled but British intervention suppressed the revolt. The 1964 Act of Union united Revolutionary Zanzibar and the Republic of Tanganyika, forming the United Republic of Tanzania. Although recognized as a unified country, Zanzibar retained significant autonomy. In 1967, President Nyerere introduced the Arusha Declaration, promoting a political and economic program of Afro-socialism and pan-Africanism. The stated goal was self-reliance to avoid dependence on either the Western capitalist powers or the Soviet communist states of the Eastern Bloc. In 1972, President Nyerere introduced ujamaa socialism, a collective development project based on self-help and communal responsibility. This project accelerated with forced villagization in 1974–1975, in what would be called ujamaa villages, and with a further industrial program.

In 1978, Uganda’s dictator Idi Amin invaded northern Tanzania’s Kagera region, claiming the territory belonged to Uganda. Tanzania responded with a general mobilization of its military and repelled Amin’s forces. In 1979, Tanzanian forces entered Uganda and toppled Amin’s government with the support of Ugandan exiles. In 1985, with the failure of his ujamaa policies, President Nyerere resigned as president of Tanzania. He was succeeded by Ali Hassan Mwinyi, who began dismantling the socialist structures of the economy and introduced capitalistic reforms. Nyerere retained his chairmanship of the Chama Cha Mapinduzi (CCM), the successor party to TANU. In 1995, Tanzania held its first multiparty elections, partially as a precondition for economic support from the International Monetary Fund (IMF). CCM remained the politically dominant party and Benjamin Mkapa was elected to succeed Ali Hassam Mwinyi as the next president of Tanzania. In 1999, Mwalimu Julius Nyerere died; he was remembered as the father of his country and a central leader in Pan-African thought. In 2005, Jakaya Kikwete succeeded Mkapa as president, winning election on the CCM ticket. In 2011, Tanzania celebrated 50 years of independence.

Geography

Tanzania lies just south of the equator and encompasses 342,010 miles of land and 22,793 miles of territorial waters. The country borders Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Zambia, Malawi, and Mozambique. Within its territory it not only claims the mainland region of Tanganyika but also the Indian Ocean islands of Pemba, Mafia, and Zanzibar. The general topography of the mainland exhibits a narrow coastal strip that stretches along its boundary with the Indian Ocean, which spans 883 miles. West of this strip, the country rises as part of an inland plateau, creating a cooler and drier environment for the majority of the state.

In terms of freshwater features, the western boundary of Tanzania is defined by the Great Rift Valley, creating a series of lakes that define the geography of the whole region. Furthest north is Lake Victoria, the largest lake of Africa by surface area. Tanzania claims the bulk of the lake’s waters, but shares the lake overall with Kenya and Uganda. To the southwest lies Lake Tanganyika, which is the continent’s deepest lake and largest by volume. Reaching depths of 4,820 feet, only Lake Baikal in Russia runs deeper and holds a larger volume of water. Finally, southwest of Lake Tanganyika lies the third and final of the great lakes in Tanganyika, Lake Malawi. Lake Malawi is the third largest lake in Africa behind only Victoria and Tanganyika and second deepest behind Tanganyika. Lake Malawi is touched on by Tanzania but the bulk of its waters are claimed by Malawi and Mozambique. Several rivers also make their way through the territory of Tanzania, including the Ruvuma, which forms part of the southern border; the Rufiji, which runs to the sea by Mafia Island; the Kagera River, which runs near multiple borders in the northwest; and the Great Ruaha River, which runs through the famous Selous Game Reserve.


Zanzibar

The isle of Zanzibar, off the coast just north of Bagamoyo, has played a role altogether out of proportion to its size in the history of Tanzania. In 1837, Said bin Sultan, the ruler of Oman, conquered Mombasa, solidifying his hold over the Swahili coast. To better exploit his new empire, Said moved his capital from Muscat to Zanzibar. There he encouraged clove production by inviting Indian merchants to his kingdom and escalating considerably the slave trade in East Africa. Upon Said’s death, the empire was divided between two of his sons, one ruling in Oman and the other in Zanzibar. Zanzibari sultans would be intimately involved in both the propagation and the abolition of the slave trade.



The country also features several other notable geographic features. There are two separate mountainous regions in Tanzania. Along the northeast border with Kenya there are the mountains near Arusha that feature the justly renowned Mount Kilimanjaro. Given to Tanganyika in the colonial era from Queen Victoria to her nephew Kaiser Wilhelm, Tanzania’s Kilimanjaro is the tallest mountain on the continent, rising 19,341 feet above sea level. To the south there is a second mountainous region featuring smaller heights around Iringa and Mbeya. Also of note is the Ngorogoro Crater region, which holds the world’s largest inactive and intact volcanic caldera. The fertile soil and climatic conditions lead the crater to have an extraordinary amount of biodiversity and it has been declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site. This site also includes the adjacent Olduvai Gorge, which is one of the cradles of early man.

People and Ethnicity

Existing at the crossroads of the expansion of African peoples and the Indian Ocean trade, it is no surprise the Tanzania is the most ethnically diverse of all of the states of Africa. While initially populated by hunter-gatherers from Nilotic groups, mainland Tanganyika saw incursions of Cushitic pastoralists in the first millennium BCE. These groups were joined in the first millennium CE by expanding Bantu groups using their advantages of metallurgy and agriculture to firmly settle in the region. Additional waves of Nilotes and Bantu groups continued to arrive until the 19th century and in conjunction with the rich Indian Ocean trade that had firmly integrated the East Africa coast as early as 500 CE, created an extremely complex region of human interaction.

The end result was a culturally rich region that was home to a hundreds of various racial and ethnic groups. Tanzania’s population is overwhelmingly African in descent, with 99 percent of the population of the country claiming African heritage. Tanzania is home to over 120 separate African ethnic groups, the majority of which come from Bantu groups that migrated into the region during Africa’s Iron Age. The largest of the Bantu groups are the Sukuma, Chagga, Nyamwezi, and Haya. Other smaller groups include the Hehe, Gogo, and Makonde. The Nilotic groups are mostly represented by Maasai and Luo while the Cushitic ethnicities include the Iraqw. The remaining 1 percent represents a rich mixture of immigrants from more recent times. These include the Indian and Arab populations that settled on the coast and expanded inland along the major trading routes and the few European settlers that set down roots during the colonial period and after in Tanzania.
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Mount Kilimanjaro rises in the distance, beyond sparsely wooded grasslands. Kilimanjaro is Africa’s tallest peak. It is also one of the only places on the African continent where one can find snow. (Volodymyr Byrdyak/Dreamstime.com)

Languages

Given the rich diversity of its population, it stands to reason that Tanzania would also host a plethora of languages within its borders. However, the currents of trade and the later attempts to create a state within Tanganyika and, later, Tanzania, drove two languages to the fore as the primary languages of the country: Kiswahili and English.

Kiswahili is the lingua franca of the country, a trade language that formed primarily through the interactions of the coastal Bantu with the Arab traders of the Indian Ocean. The language began spreading with increased Indian Ocean and inland trade in the seventh century CE, eventually finding its way as far north as Somalia and as far South as Mozambique, with its inland presence stretching all the way to the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Its popularity was spread significantly by its relation to other Bantu languages, making it an easy transition for the majority of the population groups within the country.

The institution of colonialism helped entrench the language as one of government business. The new German colonizers were in need of a language that could be used to conduct official governance in, and accepted Kiswahili as the colonial language of choice. Their loss of the colony in 1918 and its transference to Britain as a mandate territory in 1922 continued this trend, with Kiswahili being accepted as the language of business and low-level governance within the Tanganyika and Zanzibari territories. It was also during the British mandate period that Kiswahili became standardized, with a 1928 interterritorial conference in Mombasa agreeing that the Zanzibari dialect should be the basis for a standard Kiswahili language. This standardization and propagation completed the foundation of Kiswahili as the lingua franca of Tanganyika and Zanzibar.

Following independence, President Nyerere continued the official support of Kiswahili, seeing it as a tool to continue integrating the diverse population into a single national group. Nyerere himself translated several Shakespeare plays, such as Julius Caesar, into Kiswahili to help spread what he saw as necessary lessons for the populace of the new state. By 1974 even high level government documents were produced in Kiswahili, making it the dominant language in the country. In the present day it remains spoken throughout the country and is the most common shared language among the population.

The second most widespread language is English. Zanzibar had been a British protectorate since 1890 and mainland Tanganyika was apportioned to Britain as a League of Nations mandate following World War I. In both locations Britain preferred to establish a more indirect rule and as such fostered local authorities and methods of rule, which favored Kiswahili as the language of governance at the lower levels. However, with British trade and educational systems set up, English rapidly spread as a language of commerce, administration, and academics. Most higher-level governance took place in English and most schools held English as a central part of their curriculum. The universality of English followed Tanzania into independence. English is still taught in most modern primary schools alongside Kiswahili and the vast majority of the country speaks English as a secondary if not primary language.

Many of the languages of the local African ethnic groups remain in use within their region of residence. Groups such as the Gogo and Chagga can still communicate with their local language, but due to their shared Bantu roots these languages are often subsumed within the more universal Kiswahili. Meanwhile the Nilotic and Cushitic languages of the groups like the Maasai and the Iraqw remain distinct but are often only the primary language within extremely circumscribed regions of the country.

Finally, there are the languages of the Indian Ocean world, which remain in use within the Zanzibar Archipelago and some regions of the coast. While Kiunguja, the Zanzibari dialect of Kiswahili, remains dominant, Arabic is still commonly spoken. Arabic was first introduced in the region during the long-distance trade across the Indian Ocean during the sixth century CE and was popularized following the spread of Islam to the region. Arabic became increasingly significant following the establishment of the Omani Arab Busiad Dynasty on the Zanzibar Archipelago and their imposition of authority over much of the Swahili Coast. Finally, the Indian Ocean trade brought significant numbers of South Asian immigrants to the urban centers along the coast. These groups, along with the Arabs, expanded along the trade routes into the interior, spreading their languages and culture. While now mostly confined to specific quarters of urban centers, these small but influential South Asian populations still keep Hindi alive in Tanzania.

Religion

Given the ethnic and linguistic diversity of Tanzania, it is not surprising that the country exhibits a significant religious diversity as well. While there remains a significant influence from traditional African beliefs, Tanzania’s placement on the Indian Ocean placed it squarely within the Islamic world, with Islam being brought on the monsoon winds that drove trade since antiquity. These same trading riches brought the earliest Christian powers to the area in the 15th century during the Portuguese explorations past the cape. While these explorations would not have an especially lasting effect, the mid-19th century would see a new wave of missionaries that, in conjunction with colonial control, would establish Christianity in its myriad forms as a prominent religion within the country. In the present day, Islam and Christianity each have significant representation, although both have experienced significant syncretism with traditional beliefs.

Although there is no longer an official inquiry into confessional matters in Tanzania, other surveys have allowed for a rough estimate to be taken of the demographic representation within Tanzania. The Pew Forum places those numbers at approximately 61.4 percent Christian, 35.2 percent Muslim, 1.8 percent Traditional Religions, and approximately 1.4 percent Unaffiliated with a particular religion. The remaining groups are the extremely small Hindu, Buddhist, and Jewish populations.

The Christian population is not a monolithic construct. Over 50 percent of the Christians of Tanzania are Catholic, with significant minorities of Lutherans, Pentecostals, and Anglicans forming the bulk of the remaining population. Catholicism has deep roots in Tanzania, having been first introduced with the advent of the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean. Vasco de Gama brought Augustinian missionaries with him when he arrived at Zanzibar in 1499 and their proselytizing mission continued despite significant resistance from the local Muslim authorities. However, these efforts were not robust enough to survive the overthrow of Portuguese power on the Swahili Coast in 1698.

Catholicism returned to East Africa in the wave of missionary zeal that marked the 19th century in Africa. Beginning in 1863 Catholic orders began to expand inland, establishing freed slave villages and converting their charges. These charges in turn were effective agents for the continued spread of Catholicism in Africa. By the end of the 19th century Catholicism was entrenched and only continued to expand through the formal colonial period. In the present day there are 29 distinct dioceses in Tanzania, all overseen by African priests.

The Protestant religions did not see the same concerted efforts as the Catholics. The German colonial period (1889–1918) saw some promotion of Moravianism and Lutheranism, including the building of several mission stations. The Moravians even still maintain a seminary in the region. The placement of Tanganyika as a British Mandate of the League of Nations from 1922–1961 created a period where Anglican missionaries were attracted in significant numbers. Of course, with these (as well as the Catholic Church) as colonial constructs, there remained some resistance to them, leading to the creation and rise of African Independent churches in Tanganyika. While still a small minority, these technically protestant churches use the Bible as inspiration and foundation but often incorporate significant local beliefs and cultural attitudes, allowing for a syncretic Christian faith that has significant attraction for many.

Much like the Christians, the Muslims of Tanzania are not a monolithic group. Reflecting their general majority, Sunni Muslims are also the single largest group in Tanzania, comprising of approximately 41 percent of the total Muslim populace. Following them up is the other major denomination, the Shia, who are an additional 20 percent of the Islamic population. An interesting subsection of the Islamic community, and one reflecting the local adaptation of Islamic beliefs and effacement of doctrinal differences, are the 20 percent that claim no official affiliation to an Islamic sect, but instead claim themselves as “just a Muslim.” Finally, the aggressively proselytizing Ahmaddiya, a more recent sect, has managed to gain approximately 15 percent of the Islamic population of Tanzania.

Islam was the first non-native religion to come to Tanzania. As noted, it traveled the long-established routes of trading with Arabia and South Asia that had been in use for centuries. By 800 CE there is significant archaeological evidence that the coastal populations and people of the Zanzibar Archipelago had converted in large numbers. By 1000 CE it was the dominant religion of these regions and had even begun to expand far inland along the caravan routes to the interior. Those groups that had the most commercial exposure to the Swahili were those most likely to covert, creating even more local impetus for the expansion of Islam. While the dominance of Islam on the coast was disrupted by the noted Portuguese incursion, Islam was resurgent following the establishment of the Omani Arab Sultanate on Zanzibar in 1698. This dominance was unchallenged until the European colonization, when the power of the Zanzibaris and coastal notables was broken in wars with the British and Germans. While initially the educated Muslims were integrated into the colonial structure, with the rise of Christian schools and classes of educated Christian Africans, these were increasingly marginalized.
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A man reads the Koran in a mosque in Stone Town. Islam has a strong presence in Tanzania, particularly along the coast where Muslim Swahili city-states engaged in the Indian Ocean trade for centuries. (Bojan Brecelj/Corbis)

The relations between the religions underwent significant revision following independence, with Julius Nyerere’s government placing great emphasis on equality within the state. It was with the imposition of Nyerere’s ujamaa socialism that the Christian Mission schools were nationalized and opened to the Islamic students. In addition, the gathering of confessional information was forbidden and religious or ethnic political parties were forbidden. This helped close the gap between the Muslims, who had lagged behind since colonialism, and the Christians; but some distance remained between the two. With Nyerere’s resignation and the accession of Ali Hassan Mwinyi, a new neoliberal multiparty system opened the possibility of political and economic rivalries again, which radicalized some segments of the population. This reached its culmination with the 1998 embassy bombing in Dar es Salaam, which was perpetrated by extremist elements of the Islamic community. However, Tanzania remains relatively pacific in terms of its religious denominations and has remained so through the presidency of Jakaya Kikwete, who succeeded Mwinyi.

Social Customs

Given the stratification of Tanzanian society along age and gender, these two axes tend to exhibit the most influence on social customs within the state. However, in general Tanzanian society tends toward the courteous and polite, with numerous niceties exchanged within each interaction and exhibiting the structures of respect and hierarchy within them. As such, a difference in age or status will see a different greeting given and conversational pattern than one between peers or equals. This universality of hierarchy also means that honorifics and titles are used universally, as these are seen as a defining characteristic of the individuals involved. Finally, this stratification also affects family, friendships, and romantic relationships. The family is seen as an extended hierarchical structure with the elders wielding the most influence and being greeted formally. Friendships tend to occur primarily between peers in terms of age to avoid the issues of hierarchy, although cross-gender friendships are generally accepted with little comment. Finally romantic relationships tend to again be between individuals of approximately the same age to avoid the issues of age hierarchy. Within these relationships overt displays or discussions of physical attraction are generally frowned upon and once one is married they are expected to stop entirely.

Tanzanian social life is also generally marked by ceremonies throughout the life of the person. Given the extreme diversity of ethnicities and cultures within Tanzania these ceremonies tend to vary widely although the occasions they mark are generally accepted throughout the country. Traditional child-naming ceremonies were close to universal across the populations of Tanzania before colonialism and the imposition of the state. While the practices were all different, the necessity of record keeping in the modern era has transformed them in general to adjuncts to the registration of children with the government. On the other end of the spectrum are the funeral ceremonies of the country. Although certain traditional practices are still followed by portions of the population, much of the funerary rites are now defined by the religion of the deceased and the community. The Christian citizens of Tanzania generally follow the standard pattern of Christian burial, with the casket and plot defined by the economic means of the family of the deceased. The Muslim members of the country follow much the same pattern although their faith often means forgoing an autopsy to determine cause of death. The small Hindu community tends to follow the practice of cremation as opposed to burial in accordance with their own beliefs. However, much like all other cultural practices, these ceremonies will often still carry aspects of the traditional culture of the peoples, such as the practices of the Maasai and the Sukuma, who still incorporate many of their own enduring rituals into the more contemporary funeral rites. Finally, many Tanzanian cultures had traditional coming-of-age ceremonies, often marked by ritual circumcision. Due to the increasing international and local pressure on the cessation of female circumcision, this has largely died out in Tanzania. Conversely, the increasing threat of HIV and AIDS and the purported preventative nature of male circumcision has increased the popularity of these rites among the diverse populations that practice them.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Tanzania remains a divided country, even in terms of lifestyle. The vast area of the state, the uneven development, and the rapid changes brought about by colonialism, independence, and urbanization have created two major divisions of lifestyle, with a vast continuum between them. The first is the traditional lifestyle of the people of Tanzania that had existed inland long before colonialism. It is largely rural with citizens living primarily as agriculturalists although there are still some extant groups of pastoralists. These citizens live through subsistence means, constructing their living places themselves or with the help of their neighbors. They live primarily on smallhold farms and produce the vast majority of what they need themselves or locally through established methods. Those near bodies of water will supplement their crops with fish while those near game will hunt. These communities will be anchored around a central village that provides most of the infrastructure needed for the sustaining the populace. This will most often consist of a school, a clinic, and perhaps a church with the dwellings of the inhabitants surrounding them.

The leisure activities of these regions reflect the slight isolation and traditional views within the regions. Games such as chess, mancala, bao (a local complex variant of mancala, although bao means board and as such can indicate other games), and cards are traditionally played as a social activity. Sports such as wrestling and football are common, as they require little infrastructure and are popular among all age groups. Finally, festivals help cement the local society and bring members of the village together to celebrate their community. As electrification and solar panels become more common, communities are often getting televisions, cellular phones, and basic computers, connecting them more firmly to the rest of the country.

The other pole of lifestyle is that of the urban classes. Following the rapid population growth during the colonial period and the need for labor in the urban centers, large numbers of Tanzanians relocated to the cities. This caused a rapid alteration in lifestyle as the agrarian structures of life were untenable in Dar es Salaam, Arusha, and Mwanza. Instead, the urban Tanzanians follow the pattern of wage labor, finding employment in a variety of sectors (which will be elaborated upon in the next section). These wages are used to purchase the vast majority of their needs, with clothes, shelter, and sustenance all available for purchase in the urban center. While some urban agriculture is practiced, it is not nearly enough to sustain the population of the cities themselves. Education and health care are readily available, although the cost is often a barrier to the large swaths of the populace that remain in urban poverty. This is even more apparent with the secondary education and specialized health care that are often available in the cities. The economic activity of the cities has produced a burgeoning middle class and small upper class that have adopted a more modern and globalized social outlook. This has been aided by the mixing of dozens of Tanzania’s various identity groups within the cities, which has necessarily overcome the parochialism that is often associated with the rural classes.

Leisure activities for the city dwellers are more varied due to opportunities. Libraries, museums, and music venues allow for an engagement with the humanities and culture that is often denied the rural regions. Sports stadiums and public grounds mean that sports such as football, cricket, golf, and basketball are not only watched as spectator sports by many members of the urban classes but are also played by local club teams, often against rivals from adjacent blocks. Beyond this, the infrastructure of the cities allows for many more entertainment options. Televisions are common and satellite packages offer a large variety of channels to urban customers. Beyond this, the proliferation of computers and Internet cafes has created a growing Internet presence among young Tanzanians, who are engaging the rest of the world digitally. Finally, the growing Tanzanian film industry along with the proliferation of Hollywood and Bollywood movies has made the cinema an enjoyable leisure activity for many of the urban Tanzanians.

Between the extremes of the rural countryside and the developed cities, there is a large swath of Tanzanian citizens that live in between. Since independence, efforts have been made to offer electrification, clean water, and roads to the countryside to more effectively integrate the region into the state. These efforts have only increased since the 1990s and the end of the Cold War. This has led to an increasing population in the middle that remains agrarian but is more linked to global culture due to radio, television, the Internet, and increased educational opportunities. As Tanzania continues to develop, this group will only grow, creating a challenge to the traditional cultures that are represented almost entirely within the countryside.

Employment

Tanzania remains an economically poor country despite its abundance of natural resources, ranking 84th in the world in economic size. While the country’s economy is growing at a fairly rapid rate, with an average of 7 percent growth a year for the past decade, this still leaves Tanzania as a generally poor country overall. Its exchange rate to the U.S. dollar remains around 1,500 TZS to $1, with inflation generally remaining between 5–7 percent a year. Approximately 36 percent of the country lives beneath its official poverty line and while the economy is slowly developing and diversifying, there remains a significant gap in income that has been endemic although somewhat reduced since the initial economics liberalizations of the 1980s and 1990s.

The Tanzanian economy and employment is generally dominated by three fields: agriculture, industry, and services. The largest of these is agriculture, which in its various forms employs approximately 78 percent of the population. Farming produced a significant amount of the foreign trade that Tanzania engages in, particularly with cash crops. The production of the agrarian sector includes coffee, cotton, sisal, tobacco, cloves, and various fruits and vegetables. While many of these are grown on larger plantations, the majority of this cash crop and food agriculture is still carried out in smallhold farms by individual or family production. This fragmented production, combined with the often traditional methods of agriculture, has limited the growth of the sector and sometimes exhausted the land itself. Beyond the nurturing of crops, this sector also produced a significant amount of livestock, with beef, chickens, and dairy products representing the majority of the production.

Industry represents a much smaller number of workers, only about 140,000 within the country itself. However, despite the smaller numbers of workers overall, industry produces an extremely wide range of goods for both domestic and foreign consumption. Tanzanian industry creates products for the individual markets such food products, beverages, apparel, cloth, and furniture. In addition, local industry also manufactures products for the support of larger-scale organizations, such as cement, plastics, rubber, steel, and even electrical control equipment. However, Tanzanian industry has had a difficult history. Under Nyerere’s ujamaa-socialism, industry was not emphasized, with agrarian production seen as the foundation for the Tanzanian economy. The beginning of economic reforms in the 1980s saw an emphasis on state-led industrial development, with the goal being import substitution. However, these domestically supported industries were unable to compete with international industry and the moribund companies were generally seen as failures. With the continued reforms of the 1990s, the industrial base of Tanzania has managed to recover thanks to outside investment. This has led to industry slowly becoming the country’s greatest source of foreign exchange and technological advancement, although there are still challenges due to poor infrastructure and expensive power production.

The service sector remains a central part of the economy, representing over 50 percent of the economic activity in the country. This sector represents those Tanzanians occupied in providing services as public, consumer, and business services. These jobs range from finance positions to health care to education to even civil service jobs within the economy. The provision of services can be traced to the expansive public sector involved in Nyerere’s Afro-socialist state following independence. While the liberalization of the economy in the 1980s can be credited with having streamlined the processes of government services, it also began the process of creating a larger private service sector. By the 1990s, while there had been much reduction in the public sphere of the service sector, the newer emphasis on globalized investment in the country and growth of industry had helped transfer much of the service sector to private or semiprivate positions.

Finally, other major sectors of the economy and employment are within the realm of natural resources and the environment. The fisheries, forests, and mineral deposits of Tanzania all play a significant role in economic activity. While Tanzanian industry has been fostered to try and reduce the country’s reliance on extractive activity such as mining and forestry, they remain important, and mining especially has recently been boosted by recent reforms to the mining codes such as the 1998 Mining Act. The mining of gold, diamonds, and tanzanite (named for the country) has been booming the imposition of an almost laissez-faire structure around this extractive sector. Finally, tourism has been central to the Tanzanian economy since the 1930s. Sites such as the Olduvai Gorge, the Selous Game Park, Stone Town in Zanzibar, and Mount Kilimanjaro have attracted over half a million tourists a year for the past decade. This in turn employs over 30,000 Tanzanians and brings in a significant amount of foreign exchange.


An Island of Tranquility

Since independence, most African nations have faced episodes of political turmoil and economic catastrophe. In this regard, Tanzania has proven to be somewhat of an exception. Julius Nyerere, the country’s first ruler, voluntarily stepped down from power in 1985—a rare move in the politics of any nation. During his tenure and after, the country has enjoyed relative peace and stability. The government’s management of the economy has also garnered some praise, as in 2006 when the African Development Bank forgave $640 million of Tanzania’s debt as a reward for the country’s strong economic record and reputation for accountability in public finance. Progress has been promising, but many Tanzanians continue to grapple with poverty.
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A shopkeeper looks over his inventory in Kigoma. Small businesses are an important part of the Tanzanian economy. (Guenter Guni/iStockPhoto.com)

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

The family serves a central function in Tanzanian society, with one’s immediate family and larger lineage forming a critical part of a citizen’s social, economic, and cultural context within the country. The immediate family is where the vast majority of the acculturation of the individual is done, reproducing the society in which the individual was born. Traditional culture often ties the individual well beyond the immediate family, with connections to grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins binding the individual into a larger support network that has its own social demands and rewards. Most of the placement within these networks is determined by one’s lineage. The majority of cultures in Tanzania practice patrilineal descent, with the family of the father being the dominant group within the lives of the youth. This descent also places one within the social order of the entire lineage, meaning that one’s adherence to or transgression of the local norms will reflect upon the whole of the lineage. As such, the entire lineage group then serves as a corrective system to any social ills as well as a primary transmitter of familial history. However, with the increasing urbanization and mobility within the country, these larger and more traditional family structures are increasingly strained and are often breaking down. The more modern familial structure is more concentrated on the immediate family and the connection between neighbors and coworkers.

The gender roles of most of the peoples of Tanzania tend toward a very traditional patriarchal structure. Men tend to hold far more social, economic, and political influence due to a confluence of social and cultural constructs that creates a context that is unequal for women. The social context commonly places men as the dominant partners within a relationship, with them owning the property rights to any land or resources that are brought into a marriage or inherited through familial lines. This in turn has strong effects on the gendered dynamic of economic activity. Since most of the population of Tanzania pursues agriculture as their primary source of sustenance or income, the ownership of land is central to the economic pursuits. Even though there is a gendered division of labor in the fields, with men clearing the land and women planting and harvesting, the men own the produce and thus maintain economic control. Finally, the economic and social dominance of men tends to lead them into a more aggressive and outspoken political life. To the present day the prime minister and president of Tanzania have consistently been men since independence. However, women are active politically, with a significant number of women being represented in the upper ranks of the National Assembly and the political parties. This has been partially the result of early pushes to integrate women into the political life of Tanzania by Julius Nyerere and his administration.

Many of the gender roles are defined by the state of matrimony. Young unmarried women are often still under the protection of their parents’ household until such time as they find a husband. The marriage itself serves several purposes: the unification of property and family lines, the fostering of the next generation, and an eventual social safety net and structure in old age. Due to the centrality of children in marriage, the default in Tanzania is heterosexual marriage, with homosexual marriage still not recognized for cultural and legal reasons. This centrality has also led to the continuing support of polygynous marriages, featuring a single husband with many wives. This is ostensibly to allow for the most chances to have progeny especially in the case of infertility, but also allows for a division of labor and the ability to centralize more material wealth. These marriages are primarily found in rural areas, as the more socially progressive urban areas have tended to shy away from these more traditional arrangements.

Actual marriage ceremonies take a variety of forms. The main determinant of the form is the confessional status of the couple. Those Tanzanians that are Christian tend to be married within the church by their priest or pastor, although these ceremonies need to include a state-issued marriage license to be officially recognized. Following the Christian teachings, these must be monogamous marriages. Islamic citizens of Tanzania follow their own traditions. Parental involvement in matches is very common although final decisions lie with the prospective couple. The traditional practice of bride-wealth is respected, with the wealth then being irrevocably the wife’s following the marriage. The ceremony is performed by an imam followed by feasting to celebrate the marriage. Unlike the Christian tradition, these marriages can be polygamous. Given the wide variety of other traditional faiths in Tanzania, there are also a number of traditional marriage rites that reflect the older cultural influences within the country. Even within the confessional rites, there is often still a strong strain of syncretism between the Abrahamic faiths and the earlier traditions of the culture.

Beyond the faith-based rites, there is currently a growing strain of secularization within Tanzanian society, specifically within the more cosmopolitan urban areas. This has seen a concurrent rise in simply civil ceremonies. While other marriages require official license to be recognized within Tanzania, the civil ceremonies essentially do away with most of the actual ceremonies involved. Instead one must simply find a civil official that has the authority to perform the marriage and inform him of one’s intent to marry. The official will then certify that the couple are of marriageable age (18 for males, 15 for females) and post a notice about the upcoming union. Following a waiting period to allow for any additional input, the marriage license will be signed and the couple will be considered wed. Even beyond these civil ceremonies, there is currently a rising number of Tanzanians that simply cohabitate, or live together in informal partnerships. Much like the civil ceremonies, these are primarily found among the urban populations. According to the Marriage Act of 1971, the country now presumes a state of marriage following a couple’s living together for over two years within a sexual relationship.

Cuisine

The cuisine of Tanzania is, like much of the country, a rich mixture of multiple global influences. The preferred foods of the population have been shaped by the geography of the land, the networks of trade that have share culture across the oceans, the religious beliefs of the local populaces, and even the racial heritages of the people. While the baseline of most of the cuisine is shared with much of the Bantu peoples, the position of Tanzania on the Indian Ocean has introduced Arabic and South Asian influences while the colonial heritage of the country brought in the culinary heritages of Germany and England. Finally, with the closer ties that Tanzania has forged with China since the 1960s, there has been significant popularity in some regions for Chinese dishes and flavors.

The vast majority of the foods consumed within Tanzania are fruits, vegetables, and grains, with most of the staples grown within the country. While the country does not possess as much arable land as might be assumed from its size, it still produces a significant amount of agricultural products, including large amounts of maize, cassava, rice, beans, and bananas. Smaller amounts of other produce are grown as well, but these products form the staples of the Tanzanian diet, with these products as the central starch component to most cooking.

While meat is not eaten regularly by the whole of the population, the more urban and affluent regions have significantly increased their consumption of it with each meal. The majority of meat and eggs comes from chickens, which are the primary source of meat and eggs in the country. However, with rising demands, the country is now a net importer of chicken meat and eggs. For those populations near the Indian Ocean or Lake Victoria, fish and other seafood are a significant source of meat within meals. Those by the Indian Ocean have a wide variety of oceanic fish that are caught and prepared, including sailfish, kingfish, marlin, rock cod, and prawns. Given their relation with the Indian Ocean world, the preparation of these will often contain significant South and Southeast Asian influences to the local dishes. The populations by Lake Victoria or the various rivers in Tanzania will have a different variety of fish within their diets. These will include Nile perch, catfish, and tilapia. The Nile perch is not initially native to Lake Victoria and its introduction and export remain controversial. The vast majority of local fishing communities will consume far more catfish and tilapia, with the Nile perch mostly being marked for export.

Livestock provides a significant amount of the remaining protein consumption in the country. Cows, goats, sheep, and pigs are reared throughout the country. However, most of these animals are part of subsistence farming sectors and as such there is not an incredibly widespread distribution of these meats. Pigs specifically are problematic, due to diseases that are associated with the species, and are only bred in specific regions of the country. Finally, ‘bush meat’ or wild game is used by certain sectors of the populace in more rural areas as a part of their diet. This consists primarily of buffalo, zebras, ostriches, and waterbucks. Bushmeat is often also served as an exotic meal to tourists and travelers.

Most of the Tanzanian diet is based around starches, with meat and vegetables as a supplement for the more abundant maize, cassava, or rice. While there is no national staple, perhaps the closest that Tanzania has is ugali, a maize porridge or soft bread, that is made by boiling water and adding maize flour until it has reached the desired consistency. The ugali is then served with the meat and vegetables and is often used to handle the other food as well. Alternatives to ugali depend on region, with rice, pilau, chapattis (Indian flatbreads), bananas or plantains, or a mixture of corn and beans (makande) being most common.

The starches are supplemented with either meat or vegetable dishes. Vegetable dishes like collard greens, spinach, or bean stews are available throughout the country. Roasted meats, curries, and stews will also fill out the general diet. There is variance between meals, though, with breakfast often consisting simply of ugali or porridge washed down with coffee, lunch featuring ugali with the more standard vegetable and meat fare, and dinner being the most elaborate and least missed of the meals. Snacks will often be puffy donuts (mandazi), kababs, samosas, fried rice cakes, peanuts, cashews, or groundnut rolls.

Beverages are also varied throughout Tanzania. Nonalcoholic beverages are the most common and accepted throughout the country, with fruit juices, milk, tea, and coffee being widespread throughout the country. While Tanzania has a large coffee-growing industry, much of that consumed in the country is of the instant variety, with much of the higher quality beans produced being exported. Beyond the more traditional nonalcoholic beverages, soft drinks are commonly available through the multinational conglomerates of PepsiCo and Coca-Cola. The most common varieties are Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Mirinda, and Fanta, with most of the soft drinks served locally having been imported through the Middle East.

Alcoholic beverages, while often proscribed due to religion or age appropriateness, are ubiquitous and almost every ethnicity has their own traditional alcoholic beverage. Local brews are made from bananas, maize, coconuts, honey, and millet, among other substances. While these recipes are often region specific and have a long pedigree, there have been recent introductions of chemicals to enhance their intoxication that have made the informal brewing more dangerous to its customers. Tanzania also has two major commercial breweries, Tanzania Breweries and Serengeti Breweries. These two produce a number of local beers and lagers, spirits, and wines under the regulation of the government. The more popular beers of the country, Kilimanjaro, Safari, and Serengeti, are produced by these companies.

Cuisine is of course varied throughout the entirety of the country. More rural areas are often more constrained in their diets due to lack of access to a variety of foodstuffs. With the increasing infrastructure of the country, this is rapidly changing, but the urban areas still have the predominance of food choice due to economic and geographic factors. Dar es Salaam in particular, as the main metropolis and port of the nation, has the largest variety of foods, with traditional cuisine served side by side with Lebanese, Indian, Chinese, Italian, and Ethiopian foods. Conversely, Tanzanian cuisine has not spread as far internationally, although some aspects are now found further afield in neighboring African countries, especially the more distinct cuisines of the coast and Zanzibar.

Dress

Dress in Tanzania has changed significantly over time, although some more traditional societies have maintained their original methods of dress and adornment to the present day. These groups, perhaps most prominently some Maasai populations, retain their traditional modes of dress that are often enhanced by jewelry, skin coloration, and other specific modes of personal expression. However, these are increasingly marginalized groups, given the changes Tanzania has undergone through its contact with the wider world.

The initial changes to traditional clothing were effected through the cultural and economic exchanges of the Indian Ocean. Arab dress in particular caused significant alteration in modes of dress. The coastal regions and those areas along trade routes became increasingly Arab-influenced and often took on their modes of dress. The increasingly Islamized populations brought in clothing items like kufis (flat topped round brimless caps), robes, keffiyehs (printed scarves often wrapped around the head), agals (wound cords intended to hold the keffiyeh), and the like. The thawb or thobe was adopted as a widespread item of clothing, even earning the name kanzu or kandu in Swahili among the populations that adopted it. The kanzu consists of an ankle-length, open legged, long sleeved, and often collared garment made of silk, cotton, or linen, although more recent variations will often include mixed fibers. It remains a significant item of clothing among Tanzanians, where it is sometimes seen as part of the national costume among Swahili men. It is now traditionally worn with a kufi and sportcoat for more formal dress, although for black tie events it will be worn with a black bisht (traditional Arab cloak) and for white tie events it will be worn with a white bisht.

With the imposition of German and later English colonialism, norms of dress altered again, taking on a significant Western influence. While the coastal Islamic populations often retained their Arabic elements, the increasing colonial control of the interior and creation of an African educated class created a demand for Western clothing. Button-down shirts, trousers, dress shoes, suit coats, ties, and the like became standard for men while women took on more Westernized dress as well.

The 1960s saw urban areas taking on a significantly more fashion-forward take on Western fashions, which saw the adoption of fashions like miniskirts and more open shirts. The TANU government at the time was perturbed by this departure from traditional norms that it considered essentially Tanzanian and attempted to suppress these new fashions. The Youth League of TANU introduced an initiative named Operation Vijana intended to deal with the new styles of clothing that were seen as a threat to Tanzanian values and the traditional identity of the state. These included shirts that exposed the chest or arms, skirts that revealed leg above the knee, tight pants and dresses, and even products like skin-lightening cream and wigs. The initiative proved to be a failure, although miniskirts and other such fashions are still not widespread within Tanzania.

In the present day, there remains some traditional dress, but there is far more prevalence of the Indian Ocean and Western influences. Juvenile and casual dress often consists of T-shirts, pants or blue jeans, and tennis shoes or sandals. Within the cities, which generally have a significantly more diverse basis of clothing, business wear for men is often somewhat formal, with button-down shirts, slacks, suit coats, and ties being the norm. Women in business echo this Western style, with dress shirts, skirts, and modest shoes being the norm. In more rural areas men will wear shorter sleeve shirts and long trousers and women will wear long shirts and full skirts. Almost all forms of dress emphasize modesty, with men and women wearing long sleeves and women’s skirts being below the knee.

Finally, no discussion of Tanzanian dress would be complete without discussing the kanga, a length of cotton cloth with bright colors, bold designs, and a decorated border. These will come in a variety of designs, often with printed proverbs, traditional sayings, or even political messages printed parallel with the border. Specific kangas will be printed to commemorate events, such as the visit or election of a prominent international figure (specific kangas for George W. Bush’s visit and Barack Obama’s election may still be found) or even the anniversary of a national event (such as the founding of the University of Dar es Salaam). The kanga itself is an extremely utilitarian item, with women commonly wearing them as wrap skirts, shawls, dresses, aprons for cooking, or slings for children. The cloth itself will also sometimes cut up and tailored into shirts for men, retaining the bright pattern. Kangas remain one of the most recognizable items of clothing throughout the country.

Sports and Games

Tanzania, as a cosmopolitan country, maintains a wide variety of competitive pursuits among the population. The broad cultural base was reinforced by President Nyerere and the TANU party during the early years of independence, as a sporting culture was seen as a way to bring together the nation behind the national and international competitions of the country’s athletes. As such, competitive organizations for sports such as boxing, cricket, basketball, golf, rugby, judo, and a variety of other athletic contests exist within the country. Many of these are fostered in primary and secondary education under the auspices of Tanzania Primary School Games Union and the Inter-Secondary School Games organizations. This led to significant popularity of school games such as football/soccer, basketball, volleyball, and handball.

Of all of the sports of Tanzania, by far the most popular is football. The sport is governed locally by the Tanzania Football Federation (TFF), which was created during the colonial years of Tanganyika and transformed into a national institution following the 1961 independence. In 1964 the TFF was granted affiliate status with the Fédération Internationale de Football Association, joining the worldwide organization and fostering increased international play. To aid in this, the TFF has organized the national team, the Taifa Stars and the national junior team, the Ngorongoro Heroes, to represent Tanzanian on the international stage. Accordingly, the Taifa Stars are made up of the best players in the Tanzanian Football Federation and the Ngorongoro Heroes are a team of the best players under 23 years of age in the country.

Despite the national focus on football, the Taifa Stars have not traditionally done well in international competition. While Tanzania has placed well in the very limited Council of East and Central African Football Associations (CECAFA) Cup, it must be noted that due to an anomaly, Tanzania has sometimes been allowed two teams within that tournament. Beyond this, the construction of CECAFA often shelters the team against more difficult competition within Africa. This is more apparent with Taifa Stars’ inability to place in larger international competitions, where they have failed to qualify for the World Cup and have only qualified for the African Cup of Nations once. This qualification, in the 1980s tournament, saw Tanzania bounced in the first round with losses to Nigeria and Egypt and a tie with Cote D’Ivoire. Recently, this lack of success has caused the government to devote more resources to the TFF in an attempt to foster a more effective international team. The first major initiative of this new focus has been the founding of the Tanzania Soccer Academy in 2008.

Despite their moribund international showings, Tanzanian domestic matches are extremely popular and the TFF Premier League remains the most popular league watched within the country. The league was founded in 1965 and currently maintains a roster of 14 teams from across the country. The historically dominant teams are Simba SC and the Young Africans, both of whom are based in Dar es Salaam. The Simba Sports Club has won the national title 18 times throughout the league’s history, second only to the Young Africans FC, who have been champions an astonishing 24 times! Despite this dominance, occasionally other teams within the league have ascended to the championship, with the most recent being Mtibwa Sugar in 2000.

While the domestic teams have a significant following, satellite television has caused the Tanzanian fandom for the elite European teams to explode. Fans of the British Premier League teams, Liverpool, Chelsea, Arsenal, and Manchester United, are evident throughout the country, with jerseys and other regalia showing off their owners’ affiliation. The Deutches Bundesliga has also gained significant fandom, with Bayern Munchen and Borussia Dortmund having noticeable fan bases. This has been reinforced by the proliferation of pay-per-view locales where young men will congregate to both watch games and play the imported video-game simulations of their preferred leagues.

Beyond football, Tanzania has produced some athletes of international note in other sports. Runner Filbert Bayi set a world record at the 1974 Commonwealth games and a silver medal at the 1980 Moscow Olympics in the 1,500-meter race. His colleague Suleiman Nyambuli won a bronze in the same event. Marathoner Juma Ikangaa became a sentimental favorite in Boston after finishing second in the Boston Marathon in both 1989 and 1990. Boxer Francis Cheka is currently the WBF Super-Middleweight Champion and IBF Africa Continental Super-Middleweight Champion, having taken the vacants title in August and May of 2013, respectively. Finally Hasheem Thabeet, a standout center for the University of Connecticut’s basketball team, was drafted second overall by the Memphis Grizzlies of the National Basketball Association in 2009 and is currently a member of the Oklahoma City Thunder.

Festivals and Holidays

Tanzania recognizes a significant cross section of religious and secular holidays and festivals. Most of the secular holidays, beyond those generally popular across the world, have to do with the foundation of the state itself, its independence from Britain, the ruling party and political figures, and specific groups within the state that the state wished to recognize during the early independence period. Among the more general holidays within Tanzania are New Year’s Day (January 1) and Labor Day (May 1), with Labor Day also being referred to as International Workers’ Day.

Beyond these, Tanzania has several secular holidays associated with the history of the United Republic. January 12 is Zanzibar Revolution Day, celebrating the 1964 Revolution that overthrew what was seen as an exploitative and unfair government in a bloody Marxist revolution. April 7 is Sheikh Abeid Amani Karume Day, in honor of the first president of Zanzibar following the 1964 Revolution until his assassination in 1972. Karume passed on April 7, leading to the celebration of his life on this day. April 26 is Union Day, celebrating the Uniting of Tanganyika and Zanzaibar into the United Republic of Tanzania. On April 26, 1964, the two were formally united into the current political structure.

Next on the calendar is Maonyesho ya Saba Saba, which commemorates the formation of the Tanganyikan African National Union (TANU), the political party that pushed for independence and dominated Tanzanian politics in various forms until the present day. Saba Saba means seven-seven, representing the day of July 7, 1954, when the party itself was founded. Wakulima was Nane Nane is celebrated August 8, repeating the pattern of eight-eight in Swahili. It marks a celebration of Peasants’ Day, in honor of the peasant production that the TANU government saw as the foundation of the development of Tanzania. October 14 is celebrated by Tanzania as Mwalimu Julius Nyerere Day. Nyerere had been the formative figure of Tanzanian nationalism and politics, leading TANU and helping formulate the ideology of ujamaa-socialism that defined the country. His death on October 14, 1999, led to the declaration of a national holiday in his honor.

The final secular national holiday on the calendar is December 9, Independence Day. This is an especially important holiday for Tanzanians, marking the day that their country became independent from the British Empire in 1961. It was due to pressure from TANU on the British colonial government that at first limited governance was passed to Nyerere and his party, with finally full independence following a ceremony passing over symbolic government control. While Zanzibar would not become independent until 1963 and the Union of the two would not occur until 1964, this holiday is still considered that marking the independence of the country. Large-scale celebrations are held, including patriotic speeches, parades, visits from dignitaries, and even performances by bands and dance troupes.

Given the religious diversity in Tanzania, it is not surprising that many religious holidays are recognized by the government. While there is a Christian majority in the country, the strong Muslim minority (which also represents the majority of the population of Zanzibar) ensures that both are included within the celebrations of holy days in the country. For Christians, the major days involved are Good Friday, Easter, and Christmas, representing the birth, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Good Friday is the religious holiday representing the crucifixion of Jesus Christ on Golgotha, leading to his death after his betrayal by the apostle Judas. Easter is celebrated the following Sunday, when Jesus was reportedly resurrected. These days, celebrated by the lunar calendar, represent the less-commercial holidays of Tanzanian Christians.

Christmas, December 25, represents the birth of Jesus to Tanzanian Christians. Heavily celebrated on the mainland, Christmas is marked by large church services, feasts, reunions of family and friends, and gift exchanges. It is seen as a very social holiday, where one visits with neighbors and family and shares the joys of the year. This often includes heavy eating and drinking, often well beyond other holidays. In recent years, the traditions of the holiday have altered slightly. Many of the more affluent members of Tanzanian society are seeing the Christmas holidays as an opportunity to travel abroad. In addition, the gift-giving tradition has ushered in an increasing commercialization of the holiday as in much of the rest of the world.

The Islamic Holidays that are celebrated widely are Eid al-Moulid, Eid al-Fitr, and Eid al-Hajj. Since the Islamic calendar is a lunar calendar, these have no set dates in the Gregorian calendar, with Eid al-Moulid occurring in January–February, Eid al-Fitr occurring in July–August, and Eid al-Hajj in October–November. Eid al-Moulid celebrates the birth of the Prophet Muhammad, whose revelations and teachings are the foundation of Islam. This day is intended for members of the faith to think of Muhammad’s life and what Islam means to them. Eid al-Fitr marks the end of the month long fast of Ramadan. Ramadan demands that Muslims not eat from sunup to sundown and its cessation sees a four-day festival occur, including feasting, gift-giving, and performances of singing and dancing. Finally, Eid al-Hajj celebrates the faith of the patriarch Ibrahim (Abraham in the Judeo-Christian faiths) when tested by Allah. It is marked by a three-day festival following the ending of the period of the hajj, the ritual pilgrimage to Mecca, the holy city of Islam. It is celebrated by the slaughtering of livestock and the sharing of its meat with the needy and family and friends. Those that undertook the hajj are particularly honored during this festival.

Finally, there are a variety of festivals supported by the country or by regional groups. While these do not fit themselves into holidays, they help celebrate specific aspects of Tanzanian life and culture. These feature several on Zanzibar, including the Zanzibar International Film Festival, the Zanzibar Cultural Festival, National Book Week, and the Karibu Travel and Trade Fair. These are often promoted by regionally interested groups that wish to promote travel, tourism, or cultural awareness among the population of Tanzania and also draw in foreign travelers.

Music and Dance

Music and dance are central elements to the cultural and social life of Tanzanians. Both practices are integral parts of the ceremonies that mark the important dates in the lives of the citizens. Due to the essential universality of the practices, music and dance have also become the most widespread and well known of the arts of Tanzania. Again, given the extremely heterogeneous nature of the country, there is considerable variance within the arts, with each ethnicity and even confessional group having its own form of song and dance to help express its experiences and values. Also, like many of the cultural practices of Tanzania, these arts can be divided into “traditional” and “modern” expressions of music and dancing, although these are not completely separate categories, as many of the modern forms of music will feature strong influences from the cultural traditions of the country.

The traditional forms of music in Tanzania take many forms, but most have been well preserved to the present day for a variety of reasons. Most Tanzanian cultures were nonliterate in the precolonial era. As such, cultural forms such as poetry and especially music were a way to preserve and disseminate the history and cultural values of a society. As such, although there is often some variance of a song within a community, it will have survived for an extremely long period of time. This preservation was also aided by the policies of the government in the immediate postcolonial era. Nyerere’s administration wished to both preserve the precolonial heritage of the peoples of Tanzania and create a cultural connection between the traditional lives of the people of Tanzania and the postcolonial era. As such, funding was allocated to preserve and popularize the traditional arts of Tanzania, including the songs of the various peoples of the country. While this program was eventually discontinued in the late 1980s following Nyerere’s resignation, the preserved arts still exist and remain a cornerstone for much of the current artistic work in the country.

There are several prominent genres of traditional music that have retained prominence in modern Tanzania. Ngoma is perhaps one of the most archetypal, featuring drumming, singing, and dancing. The rhythmic drumming, often altered or extemporaneous lyrics, dancing, and audience participation of the ngoma performance has lent itself to many of the local cultures. Even the name is taken from the Swahili word for drum, allowing it a definite name while also allowing for significant flexibility as to its actual performance. Another of the more preserved traditional forms of musical performance is that of taarab. Taarab originated with Kiswahili poetry along the coast, which was eventually transformed into music. The taarab performer sings poetry while being accompanied by musicians. Like its locale of origin, taarab mixes Arabic and African influences to create a unique art form of the coast.

Traditional music is most often accompanied by traditional forms of dancing. This is immediately evident as the work for dance is the same as that for drum, eliding the difference in methods of the performance of the music. The dancing itself varies both by the group performing and the occasion that is being celebrated. Although all groups have their own traditions, notable groups include the major groups of the Makonde and the Sukuma, whose performances are well documented. Dances are used primarily as celebrations, often accompanying rites of passage, births, or even local festivals. On specific occasions, such as these rites of passage or even exorcisms, traditional dances are an integral and perhaps even central part of the performance.

There has been some concern in recent years that these traditional forms of music and dance are being slowly overshadowed and displaced by more modern forms of music. While there have always been significant cross-pollinations in cultural expressions, exemplified by the taarab form mentioned above, the accepted dividing line between traditional and modern culture was the disruptive imposition of colonialism. With the coming of the German and later British authorities, significant European influences arrived along with continued influences from other British imperial territories. These influences were brought to the fore in the era of colonial cultural dominance, which in turn dominated the commercial market for music and other cultural expressions. When Tanzania finally emerged from colonialism and onto a global market, it had absorbed significant cultural influences and had taken on new forms that still dominate the domestic and regional markets for music.

These genres are themselves a reflection of the globalized culture that postcolonial Tanzania has integrated into. Some of the most popular music in Tanzania is hip-hop, a style of music that originated in the poor urban regions of the United States, explicitly among African Americans. Featuring rhythmic beats and complex lyrics, hip-hop music spanned subjects as diverse as material wealth and urban decay. The Tanzanian embrace of hip-hop began in the 1990s in many of the same cultural contexts as its American forebear. Tanzanian rap and hip-hop covers many of the same themes, although it has ranged further afield in its background beats, often coopting traditional music or other African styles of music to provide the rhythmic accompaniment to the lyrical stylings of the singer. Other popular modern styles are reggae, taken from Jamaica and embraced for its melodies and lyrics, and gospel music, which was integrated from the earliest efforts of Christian missionaries and remains popular within Christian communities. Some of the particularly notable blends of local and global also include dansi (dance) music, a style that features varying instrumentation and was imported from the Democratic Republic of the Congo in the 1940s, and bongo flava, a newer urban style of music that mixes influences from hip-hop, rythym and blues, reggae, and local styles and addresses the difficulties of modern urban life.

Modern music has also brought with it more modern forms of dance, although the syncretism between the traditional and modern remains here as well. The earlier forms of dance music, such as dansi, brought with it influence on dance as well, with the rumba rhythms of the Congolese bands lending themselves to the rumba style of dance as well. However, the efforts of the Tanzanian government to protect the traditional also often led to efforts to suppress these more modern influences, and during the 1960s and 1970s the more explicit and sometimes sexualized forms of dancing were frowned upon. This suppression ended in the 1980s and the introduction of global influences again caused a renewed interest in modern dance forms. Now Tanzanian dance is influenced by forms such as Western break-dancing and the stylized forms of dance used with Western hip-hop, creating new and creative connections between Tanzanian and international cultures.

Visual Art

Tanzania has a significant artistic tradition that embraces the plethora of influences that have come together within the country. While there are significant forms of art that remain central to the identities of specific populations, many of the current works being carried out reflect the long process of cultural mixture with the Arabian, South Asian, and European influences that have shaped all facets of the country. Like most artistic traditions, much of Tanzanian visual art represents aspects of common humanity and the environment within which man lives, allowing for a window into the cultural understandings of life and the world around the various peoples of Tanzania. While the colonial era saw many of the more traditional forms of art dismissed as lesser forms of expression or simple crafting, the policies of Julius Nyerere’s administration encouraged the appreciation and expansion of all modes of expression in Tanzania. However, the limitation of funds has meant that the expansion of the visual arts, as opposed to the auditory ones, has been stunted and does not have a great deal of either political support or public support.

This does not mean that there are not multitudes of artistic expression, but instead that much of it is determined by local craftsmen responding to market forces. Given that much of the purchasing power for art in Tanzania remains foreign, this means that much of the art produced is for sale to buyers who are looking for “Traditional” or “Primitive” Tanzanian art. This is not to say that high-quality artistic projects are not produced, but instead that even the most skilled artists often must keep their work within certain boundaries that have been delimited by foreign conceptions of what Tanzanian art is supposed to be. The most popular forms of these arts at present are represented in the fields of painting and sculpture, although there is a rising market in ceramics as well.

In terms of painting, there is a tradition that extends back well before the colonial era. Much of the painting itself was done on various housing surfaces and there are still remnants of ancient rock paintings that draw in significant tourist attention. With the advent of the colonial occupation, painting became a more commercial venture, and canvas as an artistic surface gained popularity. This directed the newer artists using these materials to take on more European-influenced styles but often with significant local interpretation. The best known of these fusion styles is the indigenous tingatinga style, named after Edward Said Tinga Tinga. The tingatinga style rose to prominence following its founding in 1968 and was quickly adopted as one of the central styles of Tanzania, with it being passed on to his students following his death in 1972.Tingatinga painting most commonly features African animals, birds, landscapes, and people. The painting style will be somewhat surreal and feature bright and bold colors, often bringing a feeling of wonder and whimsy to the subjects. While originally painted by Edward Said Tinga Tinga on found or inexpensive slabs of masonite to form panels, nowadays it is far more common for this style to be painted on a standard canvas. Lower quality copies are now often mass produced for sale to tourists, making it also perhaps the most widespread form of Tanzanian visual art.

The other prominent competition for recognizable Tanzanian art is the work of numerous sculptors who work in wood as a medium. The most prominent and known style is that of the Makonde people, who come from southern Tanzanian and northern Mozambique. Makonde sculpting is distinctive in that it is formed entirely from a single piece of wood, no matter the intricacy of the figure modeled. The work is almost exclusively done with the wood of the African blackwood tree, lending a rich, dark luster to the sculptures produced by them. The figures produced fit within eight major styles of sculpting: binadamu, dimoongo, shetani, mawingu, giligia, kimbulumbulu, mandandosa, and tumbatumba. Each comes from a different source of inspiration and depicts very different subjects. The binadamu is naturalistic and based on the conception of everyday human life. The shetani style, whose name is derived from “the Devil,” creates often surreal or grotesque figures, which have became popular among tourists. The tumbatumba style is one of the more recent styles, having been created to depict Makonde tattooing and body art. While Makonde carving has become the most dominant style of sculpture in Tanzania, partially due to the promotion of the style by Mozambique following its independence, they are certainly not the only population that produces sculpture. There is significant representation of the styles of Zaramo, Nyamwezi, and Sukuma carvers within the country as well.

Ceramics have been a form of visual art and items of utility in Tanzania as long as there has been human habitation. Shards of early pottery have been found in numerous early archaeological sites and the products of early potters and artisans served a critical purpose in storing food and water for the agrarian and pastoral peoples of East Africa. Even now many rural communities practice the art of pottery and produce works for utility, aesthetic, and ritual purposes. The most noted pottery styles within Tanzania can be found among the Pare and Kisi. The artist Namsifueli Nyeki is from the Pare and has gained significant renown for her work, which has found success on the local and international markets. Nyeki’s style, which combines the traditional aesthetics of the Pare style with more contemporary ideas and imagery, was honored with a placement as the artist-in-residence at the Nyerere Cultural Center House of Arts (Nyumba ya Sanaa) during 2002.
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Scuplture of the Makonde people. When Europeans first made contact with the Makonde of southeast Tanzania and northern Mozambique, they took an immediate interest in Makonde art. Responding to this new demand, the Makonde began to work in more durable materials and incorporate themes and styles to appeal to this new market. Today, the Makonde continue to produce stunning works for both local and international markets. (Moiz Husein/Dreamstime.com)

The most recently blooming of all the visual arts in Tanzania is film. Due to the cost-intensive process of producing films, it has taken quite some time for Tanzania to truly begin producing films. In the colonial era, many films of the “safari” genre and educational films were produced by British and South African firms in the country, but these were not especially critical or financial successes for Tanzania. Nor did these works stimulate a film industry within the country. Following independence, the TANU government established the Tanzanian Film Corporation (TFC) in an attempt to stimulate local arts and preferably replace the foreign influence in the cinemas of Tanzania. However, the TFC was costly and produced few films of note, leading to its eventual failure. The liberalization of the economy has fostered a significant interest in film, specifically the rise of the Zanzibar International Film Festival (ZIFF). This film festival, one of the most prestigious in Africa, has helped bring up interest in the continuance of the Tanzanian cinema. Recent acclaimed films such as Maangamizi (The Ancient One, 2001) and Fimbo ya Baba (A Father’s Rod, 2006) have indicated that the production of feature films in Tanzania might shortly be matching its burgeoning video-filming sector, which now ranks second only to Nollywood on the continent.

Architecture and Housing

The architecture of Tanzania, as befits a geographically and environmentally distinct country, has extreme variance depending on the region and environment within which the structures are built. With the geography ranging from low tropical coastal plains to a high, cool inland plateau on the mainland and the islands of Zanzibar and Pemba off the coast, there is a wide range of materials, influences, and architectural traditions across Tanzania. With the vast majority of the population living in rural regions far inland, the main form of architecture and housing can be traced back to the earliest and simplest traditions that came through with the Bantu agriculturalists and Nilotic pastoralists that settled most of the country. These generally take the form of simple huts made with local materials. These will most commonly be made of wooden and cane frameworks filled in with wattle-and-daub to form the walls with grass thatched roofs. Due to the simplicity of the structures, they will rarely move beyond a few small interior rooms and almost never have permanent flooring. With the increasing rarity of effective thatch, many rural structures have moved on to having corrugated metal roofing. However, despite their simplicity, these homes fulfill the needs of the rural populace, providing a safe, clean, and dry space at a negligible cost. With the availability of better materials, such as cinder blocks, local bricks, or metal sheeting, these homes can be quickly and cheaply upgraded.

Urban spaces have brought on more durable, modern, and expensive housing. With the provision of more stable and comprehensive infrastructure, the central regions of cities such as Dar es Salaam display a wide variance of architectural styles. European-style skyscrapers and elevated office buildings with glass facades are increasingly found throughout the center of the more prosperous cities, with more being built as Tanzania continues its drive for modernization. These are often contrasted with surrounding buildings, which will reflect the earlier European and even colonial architecture styles of when they were built. Distinct neighborhoods will often take on specific characters based on their foundings, with noticeably South Asian–inspired construction existing within the Hindi quarter of Dar es Salaam and more German-colonial architecture dominating regions by the main bay. Beyond this many of the inhabitants of the central city areas live in apartment buildings built from independence onward, with a variety of architectural styles represented throughout the space. A notable adaptation, given the tropical environs, is that earlier buildings will display latticed concrete panels for ventilation. These allowed air circulation throughout the more communal areas of the buildings even in the warmest months, at little to no cost. Newer buildings will rely more on air-conditioning units to control their climates, with a subsequent strain on the power grid.

However, the rapid urbanization of much of the city has led to large unplanned or semiplanned districts becoming attached to the formal city centers. These will have less infrastructure, fewer services, and less dedicated architectural expertise. As such, contrasted with the concrete foundations, tiled or carpeted floors, and well-plastered walls of the city-center buildings and domiciles, these buildings will often be extemporized, falling somewhere between the urban ideal and the more rural housing. Often walls will be made with cinder blocks, roofs will be made with sheet metal, and the floors will be rough wood or the bare ground. While still functional and often more durable than the rural housing due to the higher prevalence of modern materials, these unplanned dwellings are still built with more necessity than urban planning in mind.

Finally, the islands of Zanzibar warrant particular mention. While there are significant Arabic influences in the coastal urban regions, Zanzibar and Pemba retain the strongest influence from the Omani sultanate that settled on the islands in the 19th century. As such, Stone Town in Zanzibar remains a significant cross current of the Omani Arabs, Swahili, and British colonials, featuring joined and fitted stonework buildings around cobblestoned roads. These will often have parapets, multiple floors, and verandas peering over the city or the narrow roadways that lead through the town itself. The more traditional and preserved buildings will often feature elaborately carved woodwork, such as the doors and windows. These buildings are now clashing with both the less affluent housing outside the tourist-rich stone town and the more modern buildings being constructed to serve the needs of the tourist populations, but they remain a firm reminder of the influences brought to Tanzania through the Indian Ocean trade. Stone Town itself was named a World Heritage Cultural Site in 2000.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Tanzania’s oral and literature traditions are a vibrant part of Tanzanian culture whose roots are set in antiquity. Due to the predominantly extraliterate past of the mainland, much of the early Tanzanian stories, riddles, and poems were spread and preserved orally among the peoples that had created them. While some effort has been made to codify these traditions in the modern day, this has run into many difficulties over the past four decades, meaning much of it is still uncaptured. However, beyond these oral traditions, there is a significant written tradition that was fostered in the coastal region and that has since, along with the colonization of Tanganyika and Zanzibar, helped shape the written works of modern Tanzania.

Much of the oral traditions of Tanzania fit within the traditional societies from which they emerged. Folktales, songs, poems, riddles, and proverbs all fit within the oral traditions that are still vital in the present day. Folktales often serve as educational tools for younger audiences, much as they do in the rest of the world. Individual folktales featuring local animal characters that serve as stand-ins for individuals or groups are used to help impart lessons about the culture and their neighbors to the children in an allegorical fashion. For example, in The Hare and the Lion, the characters of the hare, the rat, the tortoise, and the lion all represent various people and teach lessons of caution and trickery to those children who listen. Additional lessons are intended to be taught by the proverbs passed along through the people. Simple sayings, such as “Mtoto wa nyoka ni nyoka,” or “The child of a snake is a snake,” are intended to pass along simple wisdom and common sense to the listener. In this case the listener is intended to be wary of the offspring of wicked people, much like the English idiom “The apple does not fall far from the tree.”

Finally, songs and poems have played a significant role in passing along the local history and wisdom of the peoples of Tanzania. Local song and poetry traditions, like the engaga tradition of Kiziba, pass along the important events and memories of great people that have existed in the past. These are often accompanied by musical instruments and have been a part of the local performances for centuries. However, the social, political, and educational transformations of the postcolonial era have endangered these arts in particular. Whereas the oral epic traditions had been the preserve of specialist performers, these individuals had needed a patron for their skills, usually finding one among the local elite. With the phasing out of local elites, the eliding of local ethnicities, and the drive to learn Swahili as a universal language, these individuals and their traditions are disappearing rapidly.

While the oral poetry and aspects of oral storytelling are admittedly declining, Tanzania retains a vibrant and growing body of written works. While there remain issues with dissemination and education within the country as well as investment in publishing, there are stories in both Kiswahili and English that are recognized internationally and are well known throughout the country. The earliest written traditions are those passed down through Swahili written with the Arabic alphabet (Kiarabu). These, as can be likely guessed, were spread primarily along the coast and the trading paths into the interior. Some the earliest surviving examples of these are utenzi, a form of Swahili poetry that often describes episodes from the life and struggles of the Prophet Muhammad. Examples include “Utenzi wa Herakali,” which is about Muhammed’s struggles with the Byzantine emperor Herakleios, and the “Utenzi wa Hadija,” which details the marriage of Muhammad to his wife Hadija. This form has remained popular and has taken on contemporary topics throughout the centuries, with utenzi celebrating the struggle for independence in the 1960s and the Kagera War against Idi Amin’s Uganda in the 1970s.

Much of Kiswahili literature was fragmented until the 1930s due to the differing dialects of the language. With the choice by the British colonial authorities to settle on Kiunguja, the dialect of Zanzibar, it created a unified language that became much more accessible to the people. This also helped mark the transition to modern Swahili literature, which moved beyond historic remembrances and the concerns of the Muslim community to embrace more universal themes within the literature. This also caused a flowering in genres, as the standardization and spread of education helped foster drama, prose, and fictional works.

This early period helped foster the most well known of the Swahili language authors and artists. Authors like Muhammed Saleh Farsy, Adam Shafi Adam, and Muhammed Said Abdulla all emerged in the 1940s to the 1960s. However, the best-known Swahili author remains Shabaan Robert, who was considered the father of modern Swahili literature. Shabaan Robert wrote in many genres, including poems (“Utenzi wa Vita vya Uhuru”), fiction (Adili na Nduguze) and even biography (Maisha Yangu), creating over 20 major and minor published works. Robert’s works brought international attention and acclaim to Swahili language literature. Since then there remains a significant interest and investment in Swahili cultural writings, which remain a popular form of expression in Tanzania whether poetry, fiction, biography, prose, or even drama.

Although it has been somewhat eclipsed by the emphasized Swahili literature, Tanzania has also produced notable authors in its other official language of English. Although this has been complicated by the pan-African ideal of rejecting the colonial language and the ideas it carries, there is still significant celebration of its authors from the colonial and postcolonial period that have written in English. Authors such as Martin Kayamba, Barnabas Katigula, William E. Mkufya, and Abdulrazak Gurnah have carried the Tanzanian Anglophone literature from its colonial roots to the present. Given the universality of English at the present time, it is safe to assume that English-language literature will remain in Tanzania as well.

Media

Tanzania, as befits a country as large and diverse as it is, has a wide variety of media outlets for its citizens. While many of the print, radio, and television outlets are concentrated in the urban regions, they can often reach out across the country to deliver their messages. These outlets, however, are not uniform, being subject to varying regulations due to the federal nature of Tanzania. As such, Zanzibari outlets and those mainland outlets that wish to be represented in Zanzibar must meet their more stringent code of content. The mainland media outlets are governed by a series of regulations that are currently enforced by the Tanzania Communications Regulatory Authority (TCRA). While these regulations have been stringent in the past, the liberalization of the media in the past decade has fostered more freedom of the press, although it has also led into a question of overcommercialization.

The premiere paper of the country is the Daily News, printed in English and published in Dar es Salaam. It is the oldest and most circulated of the country’s papers, having been founded in the colonial period. It has been in print since the 1930s and has been continuously in circulation since. Other major daily newspapers include The African, The Democrat, and The Guardian. Each in turn has coverage of local news, national news, international events, business and finance, sports, analysis, and opinions. Each also includes a weekend edition that often expands upon the previously listed sections.

These larger papers are all published in English, but due to the language divides within the country, there is a proliferation of smaller Swahili-language papers. These will often be daily or weekly papers but have less reach than the major dailies. However, each of the major papers will put out Swahili-language editions. There are also a significant number of weekly publications intended to either disseminate governmental information or reach a niche or regional community.

With literacy still being an issue for many Tanzanians, radio remains a central clearinghouse of information for many citizens. Whereas even the Daily News has a circulation of approximately 50,000, there are an estimated 8.8 million radio receivers in Tanzania. Before the liberalization of the economy in the 1990s the domestic radio stations were under the control of the government. The main public radio station, Radio Tanzania Dar es Salaam, is the successor to the original Sauti ya Dar es Salaam and later Sauti ya Tanganyika formed by the British colonial government. Following the independence of Tanganyika and the federation with Zanzibar in 1964, the Tanganyika Broadcasting Service, the newer name for the Sauti ya Tanganyika, was transformed into a central public station for the new government. While broadcasts from the BBC and other large-scale international stations could be accessed, the dominant voice in Tanzanian radio was that of the state.

Following the 1994 liberalization of the state and economy, privately owned stations began to arise. As of the present day, the majority of the stations in Tanzania are now private. This plethora of stations serves a variety of purposes, ranging from entertainment to religious, political to education. Parties as far afield as the political organizations like the Chama Cha Mapinduzi to universities’ own radio stations. This has led to a wide variance of available material for Tanzanian listeners and radio remains perhaps the most important of media outlets for the average citizen of the country.

Television has grown slowly in Tanzania, with most of the Tanzanian television stations following the pattern of the radio expansion and not blossoming until after the 1994 liberalization. However, whereas there had been public radio stations before 1994, there had been no public domestic television station. In fact, even following the liberalization of the media laws within Tanzania, by 2000 there were still only seven national television stations. These were joined by the Televishini ya Taifa (TVT), the first public television station of the country. While the private channels generally maintained a mixture of local and international stories, TVT managed to maintain an almost entirely locally sourced schedule.

At the present, there are over 30 television stations in Tanzania, the vast majority of which are private and are based in the urban centers of Arusha and Dar es Salaam. The programming on these stations ranges from international films, local sporting events, some international sports, local news, political coverage, religious programming, and educational programs. The more prominent of these stations include Independent Television (ITV), Dar es Salaam Television (DTV), and Television Zanzibar. Although the number of households with televisions remains small, broadcasting has been gaining ground as the most influential media source throughout Tanzania.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Lomé

Major Cities: Kara

Population: 7,154,237 (July 2013 est.)

Languages: French (official, the language of commerce), Ewe and Mina (the two major African languages in the south), Kabye (sometimes spelled Kabiye) and Dagomba (the two major African languages in the north)

Government Type: Republic under transition to Multiparty Democratic

Ethnic Groups: African (37 ethnic groups; the largest and most important are Ewe, Mina, and Kabye) (99 percent); European and Syrian-Lebanese (less than 1 percent)

Religions: Christianity (29 percent); Islam (20 percent); African Traditional Religions (51 percent)



Introduction

Geography

The West African country of Togo is located between Benin and Ghana, and borders the Bight of Benin. It has an approximate area of 56,785 square kilometers, of which 54,386 square kilometers is the total land area and 2,400 square kilometers is the total water area. It has a total land boundary length of 1,647 kilometers, sharing an eastern boundary of 644 kilometers with Benin, a northern boundary of 126 kilometers with Burkina Faso, a western boundary of 877 kilometers with Ghana, and a southern boundary with the Gulf of Guinea. Togo also has a 56-kilometer coastline. Along the coast of Togo is a low coastal plain with extensive marshes and lagoons. The northern terrain is composed of gently rolling savanna while the central is composed of a hilly terrain, and the south is a plateau. The elevation of Togo ranges from sea level to 968 meters at the top of Mount Agou. Togo’s length enables it to stretch through six distinct geographic areas. The northern climate is semiarid and the southern climate is tropical, mainly hot and humid. The southern portion of Togo has two rainy seasons, which last from March to early July and from September to October. Meanwhile north of the Togo Mountains, there is one rainy season, which lasts from April to August. Although Togo’s rainfall average is about 100 centimeters (40 inches) per year, the coast only gets about 78 centimeters (31 inches) per year. Moreover, droughts occur intermittently with the northern region experiencing the harmattan, a hot, dry, dust-laden wind.

People and Ethnicity

The native African population makes up about 99 percent of Togo’s ethnic population while the remaining 1 percent is non-African, either European or Syrian-Lebanese. Togo has between 35 and 40 ethnic groups with various languages and cultures. The largest ethnic group is the Ewe although there are other groups like the Ouatchi, Fon, and Adja, who make up about 20 to 25 percent of the population. The Kabye, make up about 10 to 15 percent of the population. These ethnic groups are also distributed across the Togo-Ghana boundary and Benin. The other ethnic groups in Togo are the Mina, which make up about 5 percent of the population, and the Cotocoli and Moba, which both make up between 10–15 percent of the population. Also present are the Gourma, Akposso, Ana, Lamba, Ehoué, and Bassari. Although there are various ethnicities within Togo, there has been no severe ethnic conflict. However, there are some major distinctions between southern and northern ethnic groups, which have fostered a generalized tension between the north and south and hampered the emergence of a unified Togolese culture. Ethnic groups, such as the Kabyre in the northern region are predominantly Christian and have Sudanic origins. On the other hand, the southern region is primarily composed of the Ewe and Mina people, who are predominantly Muslim and have Bantu origins. Despite these obvious regional differences, Togolese people of varying ethnicities often intermarry and engage with each other, although recently ethnic identities have become more politicized as national politics are increasingly defined by one’s ethnic identity.
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An Ewe girl in Palime. The Ewe constitute the largest of Togo’s ethnic groups. (Paul Almasy/Corbis)

Languages

In the Togolese Republic, there are about 44 different languages and about 50 African dialects spoken. However, due to the colonial history of Togo, French is the official language that governs the land. After the French and British forces invaded German Togoland at the outset of World War I (1914), Togoland became a mandate territory of the League of Nations. It was not until after the war that it was eventually split between France and the United Kingdom. Togoland thus became Western Togo and Eastern Togo. The British administered Western Togo as part of the Gold Coast up until 1957 when western Togoland voted to become a part of newly independent Ghana. Eastern Togo, however, remained a French territory until 1960, when it gained independence as the modern-day Togolese Republic. Newspapers are, therefore, primarily printed in French. Commerce is primarily conducted in French, particularly in the cities of Anecho and Lome—although Pidgin English and German are also used.

The languages spoken in the north are primarily Sudanic languages, while the languages spoken in the south are Bantu languages. The main languages spoken are Ewe and Mina in the south, Kabiye, Dagomba, and Hausa in the north. The Ewe language, spoken by the Ewe people, is found in other sub-Saharan Africa countries, like Ghana and Benin. The language area starts in Ghana as Ewe and ends in Benin as Fon and Mina. It belongs to the Kwa language family of the larger Niger-Congo family found in most sub-Saharan African countries. Overall, the Ewe language is spoken by 862,000 people in southern Togo. It is also spoken by over 65 percent of the populace as a second language. This is primarily because speakers of Ewe were the first to come in contact with Europeans. Moreover, Lome, which is located in Eweland and is “the political, commercial, and educational centre, has always exerted substantial influence on other regions of the country” (Essizewa 2009: 54). In the north, Kabiye is linguistically related to the majority of Burkina Faso’s northern languages. It is also spoken in Benin and Ghana. In total, about 800,000 people in Togo speak the Kabiye language. Due to colonial land-reform policies, the majority of Kabiye people are settled in southern Togo, which is mainly an Ewe-speaking area. This has led to the adoption of Ewe as a second language by the Kabiye. Since the late 1960s, the government has adopted a policy of developing two indigenous Togolese languages as national languages. For this project, the languages of Ewe and Kabiye were chosen. Consequently in 1977, the government established a research institute called Direction de la Formation Permanente de l’Action et de la Recherche Pedagogique (DIFOP) to develop textbooks in Ewe and Kabiye. The institute was also responsible for overseeing the training and preparation of teachers for these languages. The government’s ultimate goal is to replace French as the national language with Ewe and Kabiye. This is evident in the increase in radio and television broadcasting in these languages, and their inclusion in daily newspapers. In addition, both languages, as well as English, are taught in the country’s public school system.

Religion

Although Togo has a wide variety of religions and protects religious freedom in its constitution, the main religions are Christianity, Islam, and indigenous beliefs. Generally, the Christians are found in the southern part of the country while the Muslims are primarily concentrated within central and northern Togo. About 47percent of the population identifies as Christian, with Catholicism accounting for 28 percent of Christians. Meanwhile, Sunni Muslims account for about 14 percent of the population. Practitioners of Vodun make up about 33 percent of the religious devotees in Togo. Vodun, in particular, is especially unique, because it is said to have its origins in modern-day Togo. Despite the existence of such different religious groups and ethnicities, Togo has a high level of tolerance, and ethnoreligious conflicts are rare. In fact, many marriages are intermixed between different religions. There was, however, an initial intolerance of indigenous religions, but the spread of African-based Christian churches has fostered more tolerance among the religious groups.

Upon its arrival in Togo during the 17th century, Islam was primarily concentrated in the north. At that time, the religion was primarily associated with the wealthy northern aristocracy. This, coupled with the fact that the religion was not widely evangelized by its adherents, limited the Muslim population in Togo. The 18th century, however, was a turnaround for the spread of Islam in Togo, as the faith began to spread throughout the northern territories. More recently, Islam can be found in major cities outside the north, such as Lome. The city environment has also fostered the development of a diverse Muslim community. To date, Islam is one of the fastest growing religions in Togo due to increased proselytization of the religion in major cities.

Christianity is the dominant religion of the majority of the Togolese population. Although there are few independent African churches, Catholicism comprises the majority of the Christian populace. The Catholic Church sent Portuguese Jesuit missionaries to southern Togo in the 15th century to convert the indigenous populations. Similarly, British and French missionaries attempted to do the same during the 16th century. However, their attempts were extremely contentious, as the indigenous populations were resistant to the missionaries. In 1847, German Lutheran missionaries established a mission in southeastern Togoland in order to spread the faith to the Ewe people. However in 1918, after Germany lost World War I, the missionaries were forced to leave Togoland. This resulted in the mission being split into two between the British and the French in 1922. The mission in French territory became known as the Evangelical Ewe Church. The Protestant missionaries were also replaced with French Catholic priests, which is the reason why a majority of Christians in Togo are Catholic. Although Catholicism is primarily concentrated in southern Togo, it has managed to spread to the northern region, as well. The Catholic Church was also responsible for the spread of the French language throughout Togo. Moreover, the priesthood, which was originally French, has been replaced by African clergymen in the Togolese Catholic Church. This has aided the evangelical efforts of the Catholic Church, because catechists (lay preachers) are able to teach Togolese villagers in their local language, making the Gospel more accessible to them. More than likely, these preachers are also married with children, which gives them more standing among the Togolese because celibate preachers are not seen as proper Africans. Marriage is a very contentious issue between the indigenous population and the Protestant and Catholic churches. The churches’ disavowal of polygamous marriage is problematic for the Togolese, who see polygamy as part of an African way of life. Therefore, it is not uncommon to see polygamous members of the Togolese Catholic Church. In response, the Church has had to adjust itself and take a practical stance. Despite this fact, the church remains a strong voice—socially, culturally, and politically—in Togo, because Christianity is the religion of the elite.


Vodun

Although Togo has a sizable number of Christian and Muslim practitioners, a majority of people practice indigenous beliefs such as Vodun. Vodun is believed to have its roots in modern-day Togo and Benin, which explains its strong presence in the area. Lome is famous for its extensive vodun market, featuring all kinds of magical charms and dead animals for practitioners’ use. Animals are used during vodun rituals to consecrate food for their gods. Vodun adherents regularly conduct rituals to appease the deities. These rituals are often held in shrines or temples, where Vodun gods and goddesses mount or possess their practitioners in order to give their followers instruction. Dancing is the primarily medium through which followers connect with the sprits.



Although Christianity is considered to be the most practiced religion of the Togolese, indigenous religions such as Vodun, a polytheistic, ecstatic, possession-based religion practiced by most people in southern Togo, remains extremely influential, as well. Vodun is related to other indigenous West African religions practiced by the Yoruba and Fon. The Vodun pantheon has a wide variety of deities, who are accountable for different aspects of nature and illness. To obtain the favor of these deities, Vodun adherents regularly conduct rituals, where sacrifices are offered to appease the deities. These rituals are often held in shrines or temples, where Vodun gods and goddesses “mount” (possess) their practitioners in order to give their followers instruction. At times, specific families and/or persons are responsible for the worship of certain Vodun deities, and the responsibility is passed down from generation to generation through the female line. Although these secret societies are primarily centered on the female, men are also allowed membership through their matrilineal lineage. Differing from other religions in Togo, such as Christianity and Islam, Vodun promotes equality between male and female because the two represent the balance of creation. Consequently, Vodun deities usually have both male and female forms in which they manifest. Even though the introduction of Christianity into Togo marginalized Vodun, there remains a general belief in Vodun among the Togolese. In Lomé, it is common to see effigies of Vodun gods in the streets, as well market traders performing rituals outside their shops to attract customers. The strong presence of Vodun among the Togolese is rooted in their colonial past. During the days of slavery and French colonial rule, the Togolese people used Vodun to resist the colonialists and slave masters. The spiritual possession of Vodun was a medium by which followers’ bodies could be divinely empowered, which encouraged them to lead insurrections. Ultimately, the mass exportation of slaves across the diaspora led to the spread of Vodun and it is now practiced in Haiti, Cuba, Brazil, and parts of the United States.
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Togolese Vodoun practitioners dance during religious observances. The system of religious beliefs encompassed by Vodoun has spread all over the world, with particularly strong communities to be found in the Caribbean and South America. (Siempreverde22/Dreamstime.com)

Social Customs

The Togolese observe many different social customs such as weddings, funerals, and traditional rites of passage. Some are based upon culture, while others stem from religious affiliation. In Traditional Religions certain cultural rites must be observed in order for individuals to become respected members of their religious or ethnic communities. These ceremonies are important because they symbolize the passage from childhood to adulthood. Aside from these rites of passage, there are more general customs that are widely practiced in the community. For instance, it is common to offer guests water when they first arrive and ask them about their family and health. Most people also eat with their right hand. In addition to this, public displays of affection are not common in Togo. However, practices such as holding hands are permitted, but only between men and boys. Boys and girls are not allowed to hold hands because courting is considered to be private. Lastly, it is important to respect the elderly in the community. These are just a few of the customs that are generally observed in Togo.

Other social customs are more rooted in ethnicity and religion. The Kabye ethnic group is well known for their initiation rituals, especially for males, which extend for over 10 years. The initiation process for Kabye girls tends to be short and simple, primarily serving to announce their eligibility to marry. The process consists of two stages and lasts about a year. During the first stage, the girl’s hand is asked in marriage by her fiancé or an interested male in the community. The man then awaits the girl’s response. If the proposal is accepted, older women in the community prepare the girl for married life. These preparations prepare the girl for the second and final stage of initiation, which takes place a year to a year and a half later, when the girl is captured and taken to her husband’s household. The kidnapping of the bride is symbolic.

Similar rituals are also performed in other ethnic groups. In the Ewe community, the axoafa ceremony is necessary for participation within the community and the Vodun religion. The ritual is usually done before a child is five years old and involves the entire family. During the ritual, a diviner consults an oracle to uncover the destiny of the child. After this, the child’s head is shaved and adorned with protective charms. This ceremony is commonly practiced within the Ewe community, and even Christians who do not practice Vodun participate. Another important ritual is the initiation of an individual into Vodun secret societies. Women make up the majority of the initiates. During the process, female initiates are closely instructed in the ways of the deities. Once the process is over, there is a coming-out ceremony, which announces the new status of the initiates.


Evala Rite of Passage

Evala is a male rite of passage practiced among the Kabye ethnic group. Around the age of 15, boys undergo an initial initiation ceremony called afalaa. This ceremony functions to isolate the boys from the female sphere by taking them away from their families. The ritual is then continued over the next 10 years through a series of other steps, which include long periods of exile from the community. The boys’ completed initiation is marked by a wrestling competition. After fighting in this competition, boys are regarded as men in society and are able to eat dog meat, which is a man’s cuisine among the Kabye.



Lifestyle and Leisure

The Togolese people are very easygoing and friendly. They make a considerable effort to greet everyone they meet, even strangers. Women generally bend their knees during greetings. They often make unexpected visits to friends and family for fun. These visits do not have to be for any particular reason. Moreover, guests who visit friends and family are expected to take a gift along with them. During these visits, the guests can usually stay as long as they want and do not leave until they have been given food and drink. However, these visits never take place during mealtimes. When Togolese people eat, they rarely eat with the opposite sex. Men eat with other men and women usually eat with other women or children. In fact, during some social gatherings, men and women are completely separated. Several Togolese meals are eaten with the hands, which requires hands to be washed at the beginning of every meal in a bowl of water. In addition to this, meals are eaten while sitting on a mat. Food is then served in a communal bowl. To express contentment with the meal, Togolese people usually break meat bones and suck out the marrow. Another common practice of Togolese people is to pour liquor out on the ground in homage to ancestors when drinking.

Greetings are an important aspect of Togolese culture especially within the Ewe ethnic group. For the Ewe people in southern Togo, “Good morning,” or Ndi, is only said before 10 o’clock. After 10 o’clock, people say “Good afternoon,” or Ndo, and after lunch, people say Wole, or “Good late afternoon.” After four in the evening, Efie is the new greeting, and means “Good evening.” Most greetings are situational. The process of greeting, however, usually follows a standard formula of an initial greeting and then a series of inquiries into the general well-being of the family. During these exchanges, it is important for one to use the correct nom de salutation. This contributes to the flow of the conversation. Despite these facts, greetings are complex due to the many different dialects of the Ewe ethnic group.

For the most part, Togolese people, like the majority of West Africans, are very outside oriented. This means that a lot of activities are done outdoors, including cooking and fetching water, bathing, and general socializing. That most people live in rural areas and lack electricity also contributes to this fact. The lack of electricity and running water means that a lot of activities must be done during the day. For instance, clothes are hand washed and need to be hung out in the sun to dry. It is important to note that there is a gender dimension to clothes washing, as well as other activities such as planting trees and sewing clothes. This means that only men can wash other men’s clothing and only women can wash other women’s clothing.

Life in the city centers differs greatly from life in the more rural areas. There is more access to electricity and running water, although these are not always in constant supply. All the same, city life is expensive and it is primarily reserved for the elite. The majority of the Togolese population lives in rural areas because Togo, as a country, is predominantly rural.

During weekdays, businesses open from 7:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. and again from 2:30 p.m. to 6 p.m. The time between 12:30 p.m. and 2:30 p.m. is when businesses close for the afternoon siesta, a common practice in a number of countries across the globe. Generally, men do most of the heavy manual labor, like farming and construction, while women primarily trade in the market. Labor in the informal economy is common, because only educated people have professional positions. Children go to school during the school year; nevertheless, they are expected to perform chores at home. Some children work to support their families, especially girls. If a family can afford it, they often send their children for schooling in larger cities. Togolese people also undertake several recreational activities during their leisure time. These activities include traditional wrestling, dancing, picnics, and taking walks. Traveling is not usually done for pleasure, but only as needed.

Employment

Considering the total value of its output, Togo has a small economy. This is due to the small population of almost 7.5 million. Also, the GDP per capita in 1999 was very low at US$1,700 a year (by way of comparison, the U.S. figure is US$33,900 per capita). Adding to the problems of generating higher incomes, the population is growing rapidly at 3.4 percent a year. 65 percent of the population depends on both commercial and subsistence agriculture for their livelihoods, mostly from small family farms. Cocoa, coffee, and cotton now generate about 40 percent of export earnings with cotton being the most important cash crop. In addition, Togo is one of the world’s largest producers of phosphate and seeks to better develop its carbonate phosphate reserves. Even so, in past years, the economy of Togo has not performed well. A vast majority of Togolese people are poor or unemployed. Output is increasing less rapidly than the fast-growing population, and average living standards have fallen. The agriculture sector was performing better than industry and services; however industry and services are now in the lead when it comes to GDP percentage.

Togo is still in much need of development. Low income levels mean that most income is devoted to subsistence, and more than 80 percent of GDP goes to private consumption. Savings (7 percent of GDP) and investment (13 percent of GDP) are both low. Underdevelopment is evident also in the areas of education and health, according to the Human Development Index created by the United Nations (UN). The problems in both these areas placed Togo at 145th out of the 174 countries listed by the Human Development Index in 1998.

In 1994, Togo came up with a strategy to achieve monetary and fiscal stabilization in consultation with the IMF (International Monetary Fund). This program was postponed because of political instability. There was also the government’s previous loss of momentum in tightening public finances, which caused the breaking of IMF guidelines with a budget deficit that was 3.7 percent over regulation. There was pressure to get the budget under control and to reduce public-sector wages, with spending redirected to relieving poverty and other high-priority issues. Eventually, many cutbacks were made in the 2000 budget. Health spending decreased by 16.3 percent, defense spending decreased by 17.7 percent, presidential office spending decreased by 32.7 percent, and expenditures by the prime minister’s office decreased by 51.1 percent. The government, though, was still dependent on foreign aid to help deal with the US$40 million deficit.

Steady economic growth in the 1970s (averaging about 4 percent) dropped to low growth in the 1980s, which directly lead to a reduction in GDP per capita. Political and social unrest in the early 1990s meant that GDP contracted at an increasing rate. Depressed world commodity markets and an economic crisis in the West African Franc Zone only further aggravated the situation.

After a return to relative domestic normality in 1994, the economy was on the road to recovery. Real GDP increased incrementally in the next couple years, but fell back to 4.3 percent in 1997 and even became negative in 1998 (-1.3 percent) due to the energy crisis. Because of a good harvest, GDP growth rallied to 3.5 percent in 1999. This improvement partly reflected higher phosphate production, but manufacturing, which is still state dominated, suffered due to weak demand and inefficiency.

On average, consumer inflation is normally around 5 percent or less. By 2000, however, inflation had settled to the targeted 3 percent and was expected to remain at this level. Recently though, Togo’s economy has been rated as repressed according to the Index of Economic Freedom. The maintenance of steady growth has been difficult due to a lack of economic dynamism. This lack comes from the inconsistent progress the Togo economy has made. The economy is very susceptible to external shocks, and inefficiencies in the economic environment restrict commercial operations and investment.

These days, urban areas provide most economic opportunity and thus attract many internal and external migrants. The people with access to higher education or key social connections hold most professional positions in the formal economy. Togo has a large informal economy based on kinship and other established social networks. Most villages and towns feature trading networks, shops, and open-air markets, including the Assigamé (Grand Marché) in the capital city of Lomé. The informal economy also supports widespread child- and forced-labor networks. The government owns and controls the primary radio and television stations. Telephones, cellular telephones, and computers are mostly available to wealthy urban elites. Although most of the Togolese population lacks Internet access, its per capita access rates are among the highest in West Africa.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

In Togo, the social practices of gender, marriage, and family are essential to the maintenance of traditional values and customs. Within this traditional conception, family is an all-encompassing and universal notion that extends beyond the nuclear household composition of husband, wife, and children. It also embraces the extended family of both husband and wife, as well as neighbors and close family friends. Tradition, therefore, structures a great number of social interactions. However, today, societal definitions of what is traditionally acceptable continue to evolve in response to changes in global society. Due to the Western influences of Christianity and education, societal notions of gender, marriage, and family are no longer solely dependent on former traditions.

Similar to many places across the globe, conceptualizations of gender in Togo are multiple and varied. Thus, gender roles are never fixed or static within a space. Instead, they are almost always subject to change. Within the context of the Togolese religion, Vodun, gender roles are relatively egalitarian, because male and female components are believed to exist in all aspects of nature. This concept is actively shown in the Vodun pantheon, because its deities are believed to manifest in both female and male forms. As a result, religious practitioners incorporate both male and female qualities in every shrine in order to reverence the deities. Furthermore, these concepts also manifest in the social realm of Vodun communities where specific tasks are assigned to men and women, but these tasks are not restricted to a specific gender and can be performed by anyone. In addition to this, all individuals in these communities are allowed to inherit wealth. Men inherit wealth through their father’s line and women inherit wealth through their mother’s.
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A family gathers under a palaver tree. In Togo, as in much of sub-Saharan Africa, family extends beyond the nuclear unit. Members of an extended family are expected to maintain regular contact and provide each other support and security. (Godong/Getty Images)

Notwithstanding, the Togolese do adhere to gendered norms and roles just like many other societies. The use of patriarchy as an organizing societal principle affords men more power and status within general society. Consequently, women tend to face marginalization within marriage as, “husbands are legally allowed to control their wives’ freedom to work and their earnings” (Moore, 2008, 778). In addition to this, women cannot legally obtain child support from their husbands. Neither are they allowed to inherit any of their husband’s properties when he dies. This, along with issues of domestic violence, makes marriage quite difficult for Togolese women. All the same, Togolese women have always contested and challenged the legitimacy of patriarchal power in several ways, which attests to their existence as active agents. In Togo, women are extremely hardworking, and they are primarily responsible for the bulk of the household chores and fieldwork. Some women enjoy independence due to their prowess in the market commerce. These women entrepreneurs have used their economic success to achieve societal status, which allows them to serve in political offices. Thus, women in Togo are not always disempowered or disadvantaged.

Despite these facts, marriage remains a prominent and well-respected traditional institution within society. It represents the coming together of two families, as well as the continuation of family lineages through reproduction. For this reason, older members of the family play an active role in the marriage process in order to make sure that traditional mores and customs are being followed. This process involves the negotiation of the bride-price and the close observation of prospective spouses to ensure a successful marital union. Moreover, the strict observation of the future spouses helps to prevent intermarriages within minimal lineages, which are thought to cause genetic disorders. However, marriage between cross-cousins and second cousins are allowed. After the initial mate selection process, the marriage ceremony usually follows. This ceremony is initiated by the payment of the bride-price to the bride’s family, which usually consists of clothing, jewelry, money, palm wine, and special foods. The bride is then given to the groom and his family. After this, the marriage is consummated in order to verify the bride’s virginity. If the bride’s virginity is not intact, then the initial bride-price is lowered.

The role of relatives does not end after the marriage ceremony, but continues throughout the duration of the marriage. Especially since divorce is highly discouraged, relatives continue to play an important role in the resolution of marital disputes. This proves to be an effective means of preventing divorce, although there are some exceptional cases, which result in either the return or loss of the bride-price. The ability to have children is often regarded as the most important aspect of marriage, as children are considered necessary to the continuation of the lineage. As a result, community members begin socializing boys and girls early in order to prepare them for their future roles in society. Having more than one wife, or polygamy, is also common in Togolese marriages, because men often use it to increase their social status. By having additional wives, a man can have more children, who contribute labor to his farm. Interestingly enough, the wife and children of a married man become members of his brother’s household upon his death and remain members of that lineage group.

In more recent times, marriage and family life has changed, especially in the urban cities. This has de-emphasized the traditionally important aspect of bridal virginity and influential senior family members. Instead, social status is now a major determining factor in the marriage process. Marriage primarily takes on three forms: the traditional marriage, the Christian marriage, and the court marriage. The high cost associated with getting married and having children has encouraged the increase of alternative lifestyles in the contemporary period. Moreover, the growing lack of employment has made it difficult for men to settle down and marry. This has led to husband and wife living separately in order to avoid high housing expenses. In addition to this, some couples are forgoing marriage altogether and are just having children. Nontraditional unions, which consist of a woman being the mistress of a married man in order to have children, are also increasingly common. Despite all these new changes to tradition, polygamy still remains in Togo, even in the urban centers.


Traditional Marriage

In Togo, marriage takes on three forms: the traditional marriage, the Christian marriage, and the court marriage. The court marriage takes places at the courthouse registry. While the Christian marriage is the typical church wedding that is performed in most Western cultures with an officiating pastor or priest, the traditional marriage is the wedding that is performed according to cultural customs. A central component of the traditional wedding is the bride-price (dowry). The bride-price is usually negotiated between both the families of the bride and groom. Food, palm wine, clothing, jewelry, and money are the most common forms of payment.



Cuisine

There are a variety of crops grown in Togo, as agriculture continues to be an important sector of the Togolese economy. Togo’s abundance of arable land makes it easy to grow different types of crops, such as grains and tubers. The main food crops are cassava, maize, yams, millet, and sorghum. Other crops grown are cotton, coffee, cocoa, and palm, which are primarily cash crops and are responsible for 40 percent of exports. The country’s close proximity to the ocean and rivers makes seafood dishes a regular part of the diet, although bush rat, chicken, and goat are commonly eaten. Togolese people eat two to three meals per day—breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Their diet mainly consists of starches like cassava, maize, rice, yams, and plantains, accompanied by various sauces and meats. Fruits and vegetables are also a regular part of the diet, but mainly the elite eat them. In addition to this, the elite usually serve three to four course meals at their events. Many Togolese people have dietary restrictions due to their involvement with religious cults. Although there is no ceremonial function for food, certain rituals require the sacrifice of an animal, which is then cooked and eaten.

Out of all the foods in Togo, maize is the most popular. It is usually made into a porridge dish called akume, or pates in French. Pates are eaten with the hands. The popularity of maize, however, does not readily extend itself to the dry climate of the north. Millet and sorghum are usually eaten there instead of maize. French dishes are also a regular part of Togolese cuisine and can be found in major cities. As mentioned before, Togolese people eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Theses meals mainly combine African and French culinary styles. Breakfast may be a salad, an omelette, or pates. At noon, lunch is taken, which is typically maize with sauce and fish or a baguette with butter or cheese sauce. Rice is common as well. Around four, a fufu dish or rice dish is served for dinner. This meal is usually accompanied by German beer or wine.

There are many different kinds of pates that can be made with maize, rice, palm nuts, and cassava. However, there are only two types of pate: regular and fermented. Fermented pate is commonly eaten in the Vogan region. Kokonte is a regular type of pates made with cassava. Initially, the cassava is washed and cut into small pieces. These pieces are eventually dried out and milled into flour. The drying out is an essential part of the process, because algae can start to form on the cassava if left unattended. For this reason, it is important for someone to keep turning the drying chips in order for the chips to retain their physical appearance. Afterward, the dried cassava is mashed in a mortar and pestle to turn it into a powder. This powder form is then mixed into hot water with a little salt. Next, the mixture must be stirred vigorously and thoroughly in order to prevent lumps. The mixture then turns a reddish or greenish brown color, and red oil is added to it. This stops the pate from hardening. After this, the dish is served with a particular type of sauce—either a type of vegetable stew made with okra or spinach or a meat stew made with fish, cow skin, or large bush rats.

Another popular food dish is fufu, which is the specialty of the Kpalime region. Fufu is made from yams and can be quite difficult to make. First, the yams are cut and peeled, then boiled until they are very soft. After, the softened yams are placed into a large mortar and pounded with a large stick. The entire process is extremely laborious, taking several hours of pounding before the yam becomes dough-like. Women primarily undertake this task. The sound of fufu pounding is a poignant characteristic of everyday life in Togo. Similar to pates, fufu is eaten with the hand and served with different sauces. Fufu is usually eaten for dinner with German beer, a popular drink in Togo.

The prevalence of German beer in Togo is due to its history as a former German colony. Nonetheless, there are many other popular drinks in Togo. Millet beer or tchoukoutou is another popular beer that is indigenous to Togo. It is originally from the Kara region. Sodabi, an alcoholic drink distilled from fermented palm tree sap, is popular in the southern region of the country. Local beers such as pilsner, lager, and awooyo are also common in Togo. Malta, which is extremely popular in Africa, is also widely consumed in Togo. Generally, water is treated for public use, but there are still areas of concern in northwest Lome. Although Cascade water from Kpalime tends to be really good, it is not easily accessible, so Voltic and Awa water from Ivory Coast has become the water of choice.

Overall, Togolese people do not really eat out. However, if they happen to eat out, they typically frequent cheap food sellers along the road for maize, peanuts, prawns, and brochettes. Within the city, tourists, businessmen, and government officials regularly frequent restaurants, cafes, and bars. Coco Beach is a relaxing beachside restaurant that has some of the best fish dishes in Lome. Similarly, Sika Sika is another restaurant located on the beach that serves traditional Togolese cuisine. On the other hand, the best French cuisine can be found at Belle Epoque in Lome. This restaurant is a peaceful environment, where one can enjoy a delicious meal and glass of wine.

Dress

In Togo, dress, like in many other parts of Africa, plays an important and unique role in the construction of identity. Given the pervasive legacy of colonialism in Africa, dress and fashion have become a necessary outlet for Africans to create self within a larger society of dominance. Consequently, Africans have intentionally used dress in some instances to challenge colonial norms, although this challenge has not always been a direct one. There are also some instances where dress has symbolized the acceptance of European ways. Both of these instances are not always mutually exclusive or contradictory but are sometimes negotiated within the same body. In this case, Togo is not exceptional, as definitions of dress often depend upon specific moments.


Pates

There are two types of pate: regular and fermented. Fermented pate is commonly eaten in the Vogan region. For example, kokonte is a regular type of pate made with cassava. This cassava is then used to make into a fufu-type dish. Fufu and pates are the same thing except that pates are made with cornmeal. The dish is usually served with a particular type of sauce—either a type of vegetable stew made with okra or spinach or a meat stew made with fish, cow skin, or large bush rats. This meal is usually eaten with the hands and can be eaten for either lunch or dinner.



In Togo, dress is used to perform social identity and status (Sylvanus, 2013, 31). Lome is the central market for textiles in West Africa. Women traders called “Nana-Benz” largely preside over the Togolese textile market. The Nana-Benzs were the sole retailers of colonial manufacturers and they distributed and sold products, including Dutch wax prints. The colonial period introduced Dutch and British wax-prints cloths that were specifically made for the native African population. The Dutch were looking for a location to establish their mechanical production of Javanese batik cloth in order to reach their East Indian markets. Thus, they relocated to the West African coast and eventually started to market their fabric to the local population. As a result, the prints became a fashion standard among the native population in the form of pagnes, which “are wrappers that are draped and tailored in a great variety of styles and used both as a basic wardrobe of the everyday and for special events” (Sylvanus 2013: 30). The prints came to be used as a marker of social status and wealth by the newly emerging elite during the colonial period. Moreover, they helped to reify preexisting class distinctions.

Men primarily adopted the European style of dress to display their educational, financial, and cosmopolitan background, and the ones who were exceptionally well dressed were called dandies. Women adopted European fashion, as well, creating their own form of hybridized dress. Togolese women, influenced by colonial and French fashion magazines, invented new African fashions that competed with colonial fashion practices. In addition to the hybridized dress, most women dress in the complet, which consists of a bodice, skirt, and wrapper. In order to denote age and marital status, the bodice is manipulated into two different styles: the maniere and taille basse. Elderly women usually wear the maniere to show maturity. Meanwhile, single women wear the taille basse. Thus, women used this invented dress to indicate class and matrimonial rank. Togolese women are renowned throughout West Africa for their superior style. These women are often inspected at public functions to determine both their class and sense of fashion. The wrapping of a woman’s wrapper is carefully examined to evaluate her ability to dress. Ultimately, dress in Togo, especially female dress, is used to display power, competence, and superior fashion sensibility.

However, since the economic downturn of the late 1980s and early 1990s, prices of Dutch wax print have increased and caused a decrease in middle-class access to clothing. Authentic Dutch fabrics, thus, have become almost entirely reserved for the elite. Since then, there has been an influx of fake Dutch fabrics into Togo’s clothing market from China. These fabrics are increasing popular among middle-class Togolese women.

Aside from general societal styles and usages of dress, individuals often wear certain types of dresses during special religious ceremonies. Catholics usually wear their Sunday best to Sunday mass with women wearing their most beautiful gowns. Normally, Christians do not like to wear traditional African clothing to these types of events. On the other hand, indigenous religious devotees of Vodun clothe themselves in pieces of red, black, and white cloth. These pieces only cover the midriff area of the body. The different colored fabrics are used to denote different ritual stages and the initiate’s status.

Sports and Games

Different sports are played throughout Togo. The major ones are traditional wrestling and football (soccer). Other sports, such as boxing and tennis, are also popular in Togo. All these are primarily male dominated, with men representing a large majority of the country’s sports internationally. To address the situation, a conference was held in 1998 to encourage women’s involvement in Togolese sports.

Traditional wrestling is a widely played sport in Togo. The sport itself is closely linked to a Togolese cultural festival—the wrestling festival. Consequently, it is celebrated annually as a national holiday. In the past, traditional society highly encouraged the sport of wrestling, because it was considered a medium through which men could practice and perfect their fighting skills. It is also extremely popular in the north as a favorite pastime. Boxing is another popular sport among the Togolese. During the late 1990s, a Togolese boxer, Zafrou Balloquo, ranked among the world’s top 10 fighters. Other Togolese boxers, such as Yacoubou Moutakilou and Abdoukerin Hamidou, have also been successful. Tennis is also another internationally competitive sport in Togo. The country rose to prominence in 1999 when two talented Togolese players, Komi and Gérard Loglo, represented the country at the Davis Cup. Togo won the Bronze medal at the 2008 Olympics in the Men’s K1 kayak slalom. This was the country’s first Olympic medal.

Despite its success in other sports, football continues to be the most popular sport in Togo, as in most African countries. The reason for football’s popularity in Africa primarily arises from its accessibility to the masses. To play the sport does not require a lot of money and resources. It only requires a field, four poles (goalposts), and a ball. Due to this, football can be played almost anywhere by anyone. Fifty years ago, many African cities saw the development of football clubs, which were sponsored by large companies, businesses, or government agencies. Successful players from these clubs were chosen to join the national football team. These same teams became extremely successful after the African independence movement, because sports played an important role in the construction of a common national identity. Therefore, football, especially in the wake of independence, became a central part of the newly independent African identity.

Football was introduced to Togo during the colonial era through Western missionaries, settlers, and military officers. At the time, the Togolese team was called French Togoland. The sport, however, was not popular until the Togolese achieved independence from France in 1960. Since then, the Togolese national team has been nicknamed Les Eperviers (The Sparrow Hawks). The team rose to fame globally in 2006 when it qualified for the Fédération Internationale de Football Association World Cup. At the World Cup, the team lost both their opening game and their final group game, which eliminated them.

Additionally, Togo’s team has been at the center of controversy since its World Cup debut. In 2007, the Togolese sports minister, Richard Attipoe, and 20 other sports officials were killed in a helicopter crash in Sierra Leone. Although this incident did not directly involve any member of the national team and none of them were injured, the deceased sports officials were in Sierra Leone for an African Cup of Nations qualifying game. Similarly, in 2010, gunmen attacked the football team’s bus while it was on its way to the 2010 Africa Cup of Nations competition. Angolan separatists of the Front for the Liberation of the Enclave of Cabinda (FLEC) were said to be responsible for the bus attack. The attack claimed three lives and wounded other individuals. As a result, the Togolese government requested that the football team withdraw from the competition. This withdrawal resulted in the Togolese team being suspended by the Confederation of African Football (CAF) from the next two African Cup of the Nations tournaments. They further received a $50,000 fine because the Togolese government’s interference with the sport directly contradicts CAF rules and regulations. Unsurprisingly, the suspension received a lot of backlash from the Togolese government, which threatened to sue the CAF for the deaths. Prominent soccer player Emmanuel Adebayor also announced his plans to retire due to the incident. Adebayor eventually came out of retirement in 2011 to prepare for the 2014 World Cup qualifying matches, although unfortunately the team did not qualify.

Festivals and Holidays

Holidays and festivals are defining elements in the Togo culture. Certain Muslim and Christian holidays are celebrated as national holidays. Togolese Christian holidays and festivals follow the Christian calendar. Some, such as Christmas and the New Year, count as official public holidays. As is custom, religious leaders of different denominations make a point of inviting each other to events, demonstrating Togo’s tolerance toward religious pluralism. The celebrated holidays include the following:

•New Year’s Day, January 1

•Liberation Day, January 13

•Mouloud (anniversary of the Prophet’s birthday), March 9

•Easter Monday, March 13

•Independence Day, April 27

•Labor Day, May 1

•Ascension, May 21

•Whit Monday, June 1

•Day of the Martyrs, June 21

•Assumption, August 15

•Eid al-Fitr (end of Ramadan), September 21

•Anniversary of the Failed Attack on Lomé, September 24

•All Saints’ Day, November 1

•Tabaski (Feast of the Sacrifice), November 28

•Christmas Day, December 25

Togo also celebrates many traditional festivals, such as the Wrestling Festival, Hunting Festival, Whipping Festival, Festival of Cassava, Millet Festival, Bean Festival, and Taking the Sacred Stone Festival. The various types of festivals reflect the diversity of the numerous African traditions in the country. There is a wide range of different purposes for the festivities, from celebrating agricultural values to worshipping ancestral deities. Most of the festivals originated from traditions and customs of a variety of Togolese ethnic groups. Out of all these festivals, the wrestling festival is the most popular and has a long history in Togo.

Evala, simply known as the Wrestling Festival, is a festival that takes place in the second week of July each year. Northern Togo is immersed in a festive atmosphere during the celebrated week, with people dressed in colorful, traditional costumes, coming from all over the country to the venue. Due to Evala’s countrywide significance, even top government officials, along with chiefs, celebrities, and foreign guests, attend the competition. The wrestlers who participate in the competition are carefully selected young men. Wrestling is a cultural norm among the Kabye people, who inhabit northern Togo. The young men competing practice wrestling from childhood, and taking part in the festival is a rite of passage into manhood. The wrestling festival is one of the last parts of the initiation into adulthood. Although wrestlers are initiated regardless of whether they win or not, losing is a shame upon the family. Wrestling matches pit brother against brother, neighbor against neighbor, village against village, districts against districts, and so on. Men must fight in the festival year after year for three years in order to complete the tradition and are not allowed to fight again after that. Though the festival is held in the same place annually, it is no longer the exclusive practice of the Kabye. Wrestlers from all over West Africa come to participate. Many of the contestants are members of the Togolese armed forces, where wrestling is part of the training program.
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Participants gather in Pya for the Evala Festival. The annual festival, observed by the Kabye people of northern Togo, features wrestling bouts between young Kabye men. These matches are meant to prepare the youths for adulthood. (Todd Reese/ZUMAPRESS.com/Newscom)

Another large festival in Togo is called Gbagba, which occurs in August in the Kpalimé region. There are three purposes behind the festival: to worship deities, to signal the end of the farming cycle, and to celebrate the beginning of the rest period. The celebration in the sacred forest is filled with performances of traditional song and dance, including African drumming. Several deities are worshipped, yet the Gbagba goddess remains the centerpiece. The same weight is placed on Apetofia (Tiger-man). He is said to go under the guise of a tiger to attend the ceremony.

Voodoo is another widely followed practice in Togo. Every year during September in the village of Glidji, about 30 miles from the capital city of Lomé, the Guen ethnic group gathers together for the Epe Ekpe (Voodoo) festival—a time of year which many families use to reunite. The event celebrates the indigenous beliefs of the people and the New Year. The highlight of the festival is the sacred stone, which is found by a priest in a sacred walled-in forest. The stone’s color predicts fortunes for the upcoming year. The blue stone announces a year of rain and abundant harvests, while red means it will be a year of war. The black stone foreshadows famine, disease, and devastating rain. Finally, the white stone indicates that the year will be blessed with luck and abundance.

Celebrated in Sokode, Gadao is a three-day festival that is held in March. Each day, different ceremonies take place: First, ancestors are thanked for the harvest. The second day is known as the Feast of Knives and dates back to the days of Semassi warriors. The final event is Kosso, which is when women come to celebrate the role of warriors. The name Gadao is a myth that is celebrated to thank the ancestors for the harvest. The knife clans Traoré, Touré, Mende, Cissé, and Fofana perform the dance. It takes place during the third month of the Islamic lunar year.

A festival that has become one of the biggest cultural events in Togo is called the Black Divinity. Celebrated in Togo-Aneho, December 2014 was the date of the eighth annual festival. The goal is to present artistic and cultural performances that are deeply rooted in West African cults and myths. It is an international festival with people from not only Togo, but also Africa and Latin America gathering to celebrate.

There are also harvest festivals that allow for rituals in order to exorcise the land. The people give thanks to the spirits of ancestors and Mother Earth for an abundant harvest in the year and pray blessings upon loved ones.

Music and Dance

Among the Togolese people, as in so many other countries around the world, it is almost impossible to separate music and dance because they usually go hand in hand. Togolese musicians create music for dancers. In turn, musicians are inspired by dancers’ moves. The interdependent nature of this relationship requires all parties to be open and receptive to the musical beat. This beat is often variable and undefined, given the improvisatory nature of West African music. Similarly, dance moves are often fluid, as the music merely uses the physical body as medium of expression. Despite the high levels of ambiguity illustrated here, there are some concrete aspects to Togolese music and dance, which can be found in the drum. Drumming is standard in Togo’s musical culture, and it is widely used by all ethnic and religious groups to celebrate major life events and festivals, such as the Expesoso or Yeke Yeke festival. Consequently, a large number of drums are used in Togo, which include agbadja, ageche, aziboloe, kple, amedjeame, akpesse, grekon, blekete, and adamdom. Notwithstanding, Togolese music is a mixture of many different musical forms that are representative of different locations.

In the southern region of Togo, fisherman sing traditional folk songs as they work. Due to the geographic location, the songs are usually sung in the Ewe language. Although these folk songs are also sung in other Togolese languages, like Mina or Kabye, the high population of the Ewe ethnic group in the region makes the usage of the Ewe language for songs more common. Oftentimes, percussive instruments in the form of bells called gankogui and frikiwa and gongs accompany these songs. However, it is the drum that is most important for the Ewe, in particular. Ewe sociocultural performances are highly drum-based and dependent. Like the Ewe people in the south, the Dagomba people, who live in the central hills area of Togo, create folk music through the use of various instruments, such as the kologo (xalam), the gonjey, the flute, and the human voice. These instruments are played in conjunction with a polyrhythmic beat that is either clapped out or played on a drum. Another common type of traditional music is played on the gyil xylophone with several players. The bow is also commonly used as a folk instrument. On the other hand, traditional music from the north is melismatic and predominantly uses a minor pentatonic scale. The melodic nature of this musical style is important in the north, given its historical tradition of griot praise-songs.

In addition to their traditional music, Togolese people also have a number of traditional dances. The hunting dance, adevu, is a celebratory dance that serves the dual purpose of making animal hunting easier and giving the dead animal a ceremonial funeral service in order to appease the animal’s spirit. Thus, the slain beast will not trouble the hunter. Another dance is the agbadza, a traditional war dance that is now performed for social functions. The agbadza began as a way for warriors to show the community their deeds in battle after the war was over. It was also used to get warriors ready for battle. The atsia dance is another traditional Togolese dance. Women dancers primarily perform this highly stylistic dance, and the movements are dependent on the beat of the lead drum. Gabada is another traditional dance, although it was not always a social dance. Instead, it was a part of juju (native magic) ritual that men used to seduce women. The dance was performed upon the successful execution of the ritual. Similar to the gabada dance, the gota dance was originally done for different purposes than its present-day social purpose. This is mainly because the dance uses a mythical calabash drum called the drum of the dead and was primarily played at funeral ceremonies.

Apart from its uses within sociocultural settings, music and dance are regularly used for different types of religious and ritual ceremonies in Togo. The nature of these ceremonies requires a more sacred style of music and dance called Yeve ritual music. This musical style features several types of ritual music and accompanying dance moves. Agovu is a slower music style that seeks to open the door of the ancestral spirit world. Additionally, sovu is another religious music style that prepares individuals for worship and possession by clearing away physical disturbances. Other Yeve religious music styles include adavu, sogba, husago, and fofui.


Togolese Hip-Hop

Since the late 1990s and early 2000s, hip-hop music has been on the rise in Togo, and its appeal is growing. Eric MC is one of the most prominent hip-hop artists in Togo. Inner-city youth find hip-hop to be inspiring and hopeful, because it helps them imagine new possibilities outside of their bleak reality. As a result, there are lot of upcoming underground teenage hip-hop artists. The Togolese youth see hip-hop artists in the West as individuals who struggled with the same inner-city ills of poverty and unemployment, and still managed to achieve despite these negative conditions.



These days, many rich traditional sounds can still be found throughout Togo, especially at funeral and ritual ceremonies. Moreover, these styles are increasingly being found in nontraditional settings like nightclubs due to their strong influence on modern music. The rise of popular musicians such as King Mensah, Nimon Toki Lala, Fifi Rafiatou, Afia Mala, and the notable Bella Bellow, who is often regarded as the best-known Togolese artist, has helped to blend indigenous Togolese music with the music of mainstream society. These musicians have helped to bring Togo to the world’s musical stage through their innovative music. Since the late 1990s and early 2000s, hip-hop music has been on the rise in Togo, and its appeal is growing. Inner-city youth find hip-hop to be inspiring and hopeful, because it helps them imagine new possibilities outside of their bleak reality. In addition to these new musical styles, new dances are also being developed. The butt dance or mapouka is a dance where both men and women bend over and shake their butt incredibly fast. The dance has its origins in traditional Ivorian music, but it is now widely performed throughout West Africa. Lastly, the Togolese national anthem, “Terre de nos aïeux” (Land of our Fathers) symbolizes national unity and pride.

Visual Art

The complexity of art in Togo does not come directly from the art itself, but it comes from the absence of art as a concept. In many African languages, there is no concrete word for art. Instead, there are words that describe the aesthetic experience of art. Among the Togolese, the concept is best articulated in their word adanu, which has several meanings that suggest artistic technique or ornamentation. Consequently, Togo’s visual arts are complex and vast, consisting of, but not limited to, painting, sculpture, and cinema. Considering the genealogies of ancient African civilization, art in Togo encompasses an historical wealth of knowledge. This knowledge is often passed down through family lineage groups. This artistic knowledge includes various kinds of textiles. Togo is well known for its textile art: batiks or wax print, kente cloth, indigo cloth, adinkra cloth, and exquisite lace. Although this textile art is produced in other parts of the country, the artisanal center of Kloto is known for its dyed fabric batiks. These batiks are usually woven with colorful scenes of ancient Togolese culture. Some Togolese artists are also skilled in the production of handcrafted marble ashtrays, handcrafted gold and silver jewelries, wood carvings, and traditional masks. These art practices often vary depending upon geographical location. For people in northeast Togo, there is limited access to raw materials, which has prompted the development of ironwork, pottery, and weaving. This is also true of inhabitants of northwest Togo, where woodwork and houses are decorated with elaborate, geometric patterns, through the use of wood burning. These same elaborate, traditional patterns are even done on the body through inks and scarification. Another form of artistic expression is in traditional Togolese hairstyles, which change depending on geographic location.

Sculpture is a popular artistic form among the Togolese that is strongly rooted in historical tradition. This artistic style consists of the creation of masks, wood carving, and the popular twin statue figures, Ere Ibeji. The chains of marriage, which are two characters joined by rings from a single piece of wood, are also popular wood carvings of the Kloto. Although masks are not as pervasive as wooden sculptures and statues in Togo, the art of mask making is extremely important in most West African cultures, because they are used for religious ceremonies. Normally, the masks are made from blocks of wood, bark, gold, bronze, copper, and other materials. They are then decorated with different colors, patterns, and textures. These masks are usually worn during ritual ceremonies and performances to represent the spirits and/or dead ancestors. The wooden sculptures of the Ere Ibeji are also widely sculpted in Togo, especially by the Ewe ethnic group. Historically, the Ewe ethnic group are linked to the Yoruba ethnic group in Nigeria. The Ewe are said to have migrated from parts of present day Yorubaland and settled throughout West Africa. This connection is shown through the Ere Ibeji, which is usually carved to commemorate the death of twins. The spirit of the dead twin is said to inhabit the sculpture. If one twin dies, then one sculpture is made and given to the surviving twin to care for. However, if both twins die, two sculptures are made and given to the mother to care for. On special occasions, the mother of the deceased twins must ceremonially honor them. In addition to this, the work of renowned Togolese sculptor, Paul Ahyi, looms large. He is internationally known for a specific type of pyro engraving called zota, and his work is featured throughout Togo, especially in its capital city of Lomé.

Painting is another visual art form in Togo. Famous Togolese painter, Sokey Erdoh, who was born in 1955 in Tsévié, Togo, uses his paintings to comment on African sociopolitical realities. Through the use of mixed media paintings composed of red clay and other materials, Erdoh seeks to portray the complexity of Africa. His work is internationally recognized and widely disseminated through art galleries in Africa and abroad. Joseph Amedokpo is another prominent Togolese painter, whose art was used by Dell for their computer covers. Apart from these notable artists, there are other locally known Togolese painters and sculptors.

Togolese cinema is another aspect of Togo’s visually expressive culture. Although relatively small and underdeveloped, Togo is making strides in its film industry. The work of Christelle Aquéréburu is helping to lay the foundation of Togolese cinema. By starting a school for audiovisual and cinematic studies, ECRAN, Aquéréburu hopes to develop the field of cinema in Togo and encourage young and talented individuals to pursue film. Presently, the school has taught over 100 students and produced over 20 films and documentaries. In 2013, Essi Névamé Akpandza, a student of ECRAN, was nominated at the Pan-African Film and Television Festival of Ouagadougou, or FESPACO, for the School Films Category for directing the film Sara. Aside from her work with ECRAN, Aquéréburu directs for the African Dream audiovisual production company. This company is responsible for procuring the internationally recognized reality show, Comme une Star (Like a Star).

Togolese cinema, like much of African cinema, struggles with the ideology of representation in the postcolonial era. In light of this, the construction of narrative often proves difficult because filmmakers must deal with the reality of colonial distortions and misinterpretation. According to prominent French film critic, Olivier Barlet, African films are poignant due to their keen ability to re-pose the question of the body in multiple ways. Furthermore, he posits that much of Western cinema has lost this edge because the body is often dematerialized in favor of narrative.

Architecture and Housing

There are many different types of architectural structures in Togo, ranging from modern to traditional. However, the specific style of architecture depends upon the geographical location of the edifice and its purpose. In more urban and coastal regions of Togo, structures are strongly influenced by Western architectural styles. These buildings have their stylistic origins in the colonial period. Due to Togo’s colonial history, there is a great deal of German and French influence throughout the country, although there is not any British influence. These influences are seen in the old colonial administrative buildings, cathedrals, churches, and houses. Since then, there have obviously been other architectural constructions, which mainly follow a more modern style. The Togolese government has undertaken an urban development program in the major Togolese cities of Lomé and Kara. As a result, huge skyscrapers are now a part of Lomé’s architecture. The most common type of housing in Lomé is the large housing unit, which is the government’s way of solving pressing societal problems of overpopulation and sanitation. Composed of a large compound, high walls, and an open courtyard with several groups of isolated rooms, these units are common in most major Togolese cities. These structures, however, are not common to everyone in Togo.

In fact, the majority of the population resides in the rural areas. Houses in these settings follow a more traditional design that tends to be more centralized and dispersed. Stilts are also another common feature of traditional homes. Most of the Togolese people live in houses called tatas. The tata houses have come to be regarded as a Togolese symbol. These houses are made out of straw, clay, and mud. Their popularity primarily arises from their ability to keep individuals cool in the hot and humid weather of tropical West Africa. The damp mud helps to achieve this cool environment. Aside from that, these houses are sustainably designed for everyday living in rural communities. They are usually well equipped with granaries, kitchens, several levels, and a place to house animals. Although they are seen throughout Togo, they are primarily concentrated in the north, where they are used to create small enclave communities. People within these communities are usually heavily dependent upon each other, like a family group.

Built by the Batammariba or Tamberma people, who live in northern Togo, the tata houses have become Togolese cultural artifacts. UNESCO has also recognized them as a World Heritage Site. This is due to their reflection of indigenous social and cultural ways of living. These houses express a connection with both nature and spirituality by “incorporating within its structure the body, soul, supporting ancestors, and sacred sponsors, which are seen to be a necessary part of each person’s self image” (Blier 1983: 382). Furthermore, Tamberma builders use their “bodies as a paradigm for comparable structural, mechanical, decorative and symbolic forms” (Blier 1983: 372). This allows their cultural worldviews to be easily translated to the physical structure of the house. Moreover, houses are compared to infants when they are first completed and are expected to last for about 56 years. When the house begins to age, it is said to become dry and brittle, similar to humans. In this sense, Tamberma builders use architecture not only to visualize multidimensional aspects of their humanity but also to define and redefine their conceptualization of self. The architecture is also considered to be therapeutic because of its role in traditional forms of restoring an individual’s loss of identity and balance.

Aside from the artistic tatas homes, there are soukalas, which are clusters of mossi homes (Curkeet 1993: 103). These homes have thatched, cone-shaped roofs and mud walls and floors. The mud floors are coated with red oil in order to make them smooth and water resistant. Egg-shaped ceramic pots are often placed at the top of some soukala rooftops. Soukalas are not durable homes since they can only withstand two rainy seasons before they are remade or abandoned.

Literature and Oral Traditions

The people who live in Africa tend to speak languages that do not correspond to political boundaries. This causes the forced coexistence of several literary terrains within individual African states, establishing various types of literary relationships among them. This perspective makes it possible to comprehend some literary works within the context of a single politically defined state.

Togo, though small, has been affected like any other African country by the failure of the colonial powers to take into consideration the history of the local inhabitants when subdividing Africa. The Germans, followed by the French and the English, established spheres of influence without giving a thought to the Ewé, Fon, and Mina populations that had occupied the territory for years. The colonizers exploited the local populations and pillaged the region’s resources. The literary history of the country began with this period of uncertainty and arbitrary geographical division, as witnessed by Félix Couchoro.

He was an excellent author from Dahomey-Togo-Benin and was among the very first African authors. He has published several novels since 1929. Apart from Félix Couchoro, the first literary texts from Togo date from the early 1950s. Le Fils du fétiche (The Son of the Fetish) by David Ananou, published in 1955, is one of Togo’s first novels. As Togolese literature flourished in the years following, several novelists and poets were key contributors: Victor Aladji, Gnoussira Analla, Julien Atsou Guenou, Koffi Mawuli Agokla, Towaly, and Tété Michel Kpomassié who tells of the time he spent with the Inuit in his autobiography L’Africain du Groenland. These Togolese intellectuals undertook to sincerely discuss the conditions of cultural production in their own country. The majority of these writers, though, avoided political commentary, and only a few were actually critical of the government.

Yves-Emmanuel Dogbé should also be noted as both an author and founder of the publishing house Akpagnon, which has promoted Togolese literature since the 1960s. In spite of its population, Togo does have a substantial number of publishing houses. In addition to Akpagnon, there are Haho and Nouvelles Editions Africaines, both of which have brought out literary texts. The Institut National de la Recherche Scientifique publishes scholarly work specifically.

Though only a small number of female Togolese writers have been published, their input is both diverse and fascinating. Pyabelo Kouly Chaold’s Memories of Twelve Years Spent in Germany, published in 1978, was followed in the mid-1980s by Gad Ami’s and Christiane Akoua Ekue’s novels. Building on this work are novels by Jeannette Ahonsou-Abots and Laklaba Talakaena, a collection of short stories by Emilie Anifrani Ehah, and the recent autobiography of Henriette Akofa. She, like other young African women, fell victim to a new kind of European slavery. Generally, young Togolese novelists have chosen to develop apolitical themes, such as love stories. Togolese poetry also partakes in the political conformity that characterizes much of the country’s novels.

During the Eyadema regime (1967–2005), Togolese writers portrayed three different attitudes toward political power, indifference to political problems being the most prevalent. In the context of literature, this indifference translates to a silence imposed from above and endured with resignation. Beginning in 1975, the country’s political life began to inspire writers. Their writings express a profound sense of social dissatisfaction, but they never directly attack the country’s leader, who seems only to be praised. Since 1985, a reaction against indifference, silence, and unquestioning acceptance has begun to take shape in the form of a new intellectual movement.

African nations aim to preserve their heritage through oral literature (folklore). UNESCO supported this ethical-political act in 2003, when it adopted the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. It called for the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage, a phrase replacing the disdained word “folklore.” This oral tradition is evident in the numerous familiar Togo proverbs that are passed down from generation to generation. Even radio was being used to revitalize the oral traditions by voicing traditional folktales and expressions of the countryside. Traditional rhythms could draw villagers’ attention to pressing present-day social problems. Another example is the music of Agbadza-Ageshe, an important genre of funeral music. The drum language patterns of the master drum refer to things or events from contemporary life.

Media

Radio, television, and print are the most common forms of media used in Togo. There are a lot of radio stations available to the public, and they operate in many different languages. Radio is extremely popular in Togo because it is easily accessible to a wide range of people. In addition to this, there is a state-published daily newspaper called Togo-Presse, which is the only daily newspaper in Togo, along with several weekly newspapers. Television, however, does not have the same range. This is primarily because the state owns a majority of the media and only allows privately owned companies to transmit specific types of information. Therefore, media institutions regularly censor themselves in order not to undermine the state. Slander against government officials and institutions are treated as criminal offenses that are punishable by fines and imprisonment. This directly contradicts with the constitutional provision for free speech.

The political environment of Togo has led to widespread instability in society. Although Togo is a presidential republic, an authoritarian party, Rally for Togolese People, dominates the government. Consequently, the government’s dominant role in almost all aspects of society has not allowed for the construction of stable and distinct public institutions. Thus, everything is ultimately connected to the state. This, in turn, makes civic participation difficult within society, which is reflected in the press. The sole daily newspaper in all of Togo, the Togo-Presse, is under direct government control. As a result, it is highly reflective of governmental policies and plans. For instance, the introduction of Ewe and Kabye portions in the predominantly French newspaper is a part of the government’s policy to promote indigenous Togolese languages. Moreover, the content of the newspaper primarily supports the government. Despite this fact, several privately owned newspapers exist in Togo that openly criticize the government. These papers are also frequently published in the country, although their presence may decline based upon governmental influences.

These governmental influences, however, do not readily translate to international media. In most cases, foreign publications are easily accessible to the general public and can be found in cultural centers, bookstores, and newsstands across the country. The reason for the government’s allowance of foreign publications is mainly that it realizes that only a small segment of society would truly read them. This segment consists of well-educated elites and expatriates.

Notwithstanding, radio broadcasting is the most important format for communication and information in Togo. During the late 1990s, there were 940,000 radios, according to the CIA. Because radio stations tend to offer less political commentary than print media, there is a relative abundance of privately owned radio stations. Radio reaches more diverse audiences than any other form of media, because it broadcasts in indigenous languages other than the government-sponsored Ewe and Kabiye.

On the other hand, televisions remain primarily government owned and controlled. The only major television station is owned by the government and it is primarily broadcast in French. News channels, however, are more linguistically diverse. The strong governmental influence on television may be responsible for the amount of TV sets owned by the general public. Estimates from the late 1990s show only 73,000 televisions in the entire country of Togo.

Recently with the increase of social media and Internet access, there are now alternative forms of media. The majority of the public has easy access to the Internet with the exception of those living in rural areas. To date, there are no government restrictions to the Internet. Moreover, the government does not monitor e-mails, Internet chat rooms, and the like. In this sense, individuals have some degree of freedom of speech and expression through the World Wide Web.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Tunis

Major Cities: Tunis, Sfax, Sousse, Kairouan, Ettadhamen, Gabès, Bizerte

Population: 10.89 million (2013)

Languages: Standard Arabic (official) Tunisian Arabic and French. Others are immigrant languages such as Ghadamès, Greek, Italian, Nafusi, Sened and Maltese

Government Type: Democracy

Ethnic Groups: Arab-Berber (98 percent); European (1 percent); Jewish and others (1 percent)

Religions: Islam (98 percent); Christianity (2 percent, including Roman Catholicism, Russian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox, French Reform, Anglican, and Jehovah’s Witnesses



Introduction

Geography

Tunisia is located in the Northern Africa. The country is very close to the Mediterranean Sea and has borders with Algeria and Libya. The country has a land area of 63,170 square miles (163,610 square kilometers), of which 8,250 square miles (21,367 square kilometers) are predominantly water. It also has a coastline of 713 miles (1,148 kilometers). The highest altitude of the country is found in Jebel ech Chambi, which reaches as high as 5,065 feet (1,544 meters), while the lowest altitude is found in Gharsah which is at -55 feet (-17 meters). The environmental diversity of Tunisia is manifested in the fact that the northern part of the country experiences a temperate climate with some rain during the winter period. The summer period is usually hot and dry.

Tunisia has a mountainous terrain in the north while the south is made up of a mixture of a hot dry central plain and a semiarid environment. In terms of maritime features, the country has a contiguous zone of 24 nautical miles (44 kilometers) and a territorial sea of 12 nautical miles (22 kilometers). The country also has salt lakes that are generally known as chottzz or shatts. These are found at the northern edge of the Sahara with links to the Gulf of Gabes into Algeria. According to the Institut Nationale de la Statistique, there are 10 major cities, with Tunis having the highest population of 993,000. The country has an arable land in the north and along the central coast. The country is also a member of the Arab League. Tunisia is endowed with natural resources such as petroleum, phosphates, iron ore, lead, zinc, and salt. The climate and weather conditions also predisposed it to have various agricultural products such as olives, olive oil, grain, dairy products, tomatoes, citrus fruit, beef, sugar, beets, dates, and almonds.

People and Ethnicity

Tunisians are predominantly Arabic-speaking Muslims. However, the country also contains a historic Jewish population that lives in the capital city of Tunis and on the island of Jerba off the southern coast. The composition of the people of Tunisia has been affected by many years of encounters with imperial forces of Rome, France, the Vandals, the Byzantines and lastly the Arabs. Hence in the 19th century, Tunisia was characterized by ethnic diversity such as the Moors, Turks, Jews, Berbers, Andalusians, Arabs, and Europeans. With the establishment of the French colonial administration in Tunis in 1881, many French and other Europeans, especially Italians were made to settle in Tunisia.

Blacks have also been part of the population of Tunisia for centuries due to the role that Tunisia played as a former hub for the trans-Saharan slave trade, through which black Africans were dispatched to the Middle East. Although Tunisia, under the Turkish Bey Ahmed 1 outlawed slave trade on January 23, 1846, the descendants of former slaves and black migrant workers from Libya constitute a sizeable part of the population today. As a testimony to the overwhelming influence of Arabs in shaping the Tunisia identity, the various ethnic groups highlighted above have been assimilated into an Arabic culture and religion of Islam. Contemporary ethnic composition of Tunisia is such that the Arabs and the Berbers make up 98 percent of the population, while the remaining 2 percent are shared between the Jewish population and other groups as well as the European population, which consists mostly of French and Italians.
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The oasis of Chebika in the foothills of the Djebel el Negueb, also known as the Qasr el-Shams (“Castle of the Sun”) due to its hot and sunny climate. The oasis has served as a stronghold for both Roman and Berber settlers. (Lukasz Janyst/Dreamstime.com)

Languages

The languages spoken in Tunisia are reflections of its sociopolitical configuration. The dominance of Arabic language in Tunisia is partly informed by the near homogenization of the country in terms of culture, religion, and ancestry. This has also been made possible by the deliberate policies of successive governments in the country to make Arab the official language of business and public administration in the country. According to linguo-ethnic experts, there are eight individual languages listed for Tunisia. Of these, six are still spoken, while two are extinct. Of the living languages, two are institutional, one is developing, one is vigorous, and two are in trouble.

Tunisia Arabic, which is also known as Darija, as well as literacy Arabic are the predominant languages in the country. A small minority of the population also speaks Shelha, which is a Berber language. The legacy of French colonial rule in the country has not been completely eroded as French remains a very important language that is used widely in conducting business, education, especially as a medium of instruction in the sciences in secondary school and also in the press. French is also the language of the academia, as this enables academics to communicate their research to a wider audience than the scope that Arabic language would have given them. According to the Organisation Internationale de la Francophone, over 6 million people (64 percent) of the population speaks French. Increasingly too, many Tunisians are learning to speak English, which is the global language of business.

Apart from French and English, German and Italian languages are also spoken in Tunisia, especially in the conduct of business, especially in tourism. A significant point in the evolution of the languages spoken in Tunisia is the influence of politics and deployment of political power. When the French were in control of the country, French was made compulsory both as a medium of communication and instruction. Although the end of colonial rule has not successfully ended the use of the French language, the Arabization policies of the successive postindependence governments in Tunisia has ensured that Arab is the official language spoken across the length and breadth of the country.

Religion

Islam is the dominant religion in Tunisia with 98 percent of the population being categorized as either practicing or nominal Muslims. Islam is the state religion. The Muslim population is also divided among the Sunni, the Sufi, the Maraboutic, and the Ibadhi Muslims. The Sunni Muslims constitute the majority of the Muslims in the country. To underscore the importance of Islam to the Tunisian people and government, the Muslim holidays of Eid al-Adha, Eid al-Fitr, and Mawlid are regarded as national holidays in the country. Notwithstanding, a small percentage of the population belong to the Christian faith with membership spread among the Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish religions. Apart from this broad categorization, the Christian community in Tunisia is also made up of indigenous residents of the country who have become converted to Christianity made up of the Russian Orthodox Church, the Reformed Church of Church of Christ of France, Anglican Church, Seventh-day Adventists, and Greek Orthodox Church. A small number of the citizens are practicing Jehovah’s Witnesses. While some native-born Tunisians are members of these churches, the majority of the membership are foreign nationals who work and reside in the country. Judaism is also practiced among the Jews in Tunisia. There are also people of the Baha’i faith in Tunisia.

Despite the official recognition of Islam as the state religion, Tunisia is one of the most liberal societies in the Muslim world. The Tunisian constitution that came into effect after the independence of the country ensured that the rights of all citizens are adequately protected. For instance, the constitution, among other provisions, outlawed polygamy. Also as against the common practice in many of the predominantly Muslim countries where women are required to wear the headscarf, the constitution made this a choice and in fact discourages women from putting on the hijab on the streets or in certain government gatherings. Men are also allowed to wear shorts. The country has also waged relentless wars against radical Islamist elements that are considered terrorist organizations. No political party is allowed to be formed along religious lines. The post–Arab Spring Tunisia has continued to launch a massive offensive against radical Islamic groups and organizations who are bent on fomenting trouble in the country.

Notwithstanding the seemingly liberal posture of the constitution, it is titled toward satisfying the Muslim community, while restricting the rights of the non-Muslim part of the population. For instance, the constitution explicitly states that the president of the country must be a Muslim and declares the intention of the government to follow Islamic teaching in its activities. The government also prohibits attempts by other religions to convert Muslims. Muslims who convert to other religions suffer intense discrimination and persecution such as denial of the right to vote, reobtain a passport, or to be a member of the national army. Such converts also face social discrimination from their Muslim neighbors as they are or more or less socially ostracized.

Despite the transformation that has taken place after the revolution, the new constitution falls short of giving complete equality to people of all religions. The new atmosphere of freedom has both positive and negative effects. While the people and the media have generally become free to express their opinions on issues of national importance to them, the free atmosphere has also intensified the activities of previously banned radical Islamist groups in the country. Islamic groups such as the Salafis have been engaged in interpreting the dynamics of the Tunisian society from their conservative point of view, thereby triggering violent clashes with their political and ideological opponents. Members of the Salafis group have also been attacking people who sell alcohol, create what they see as blasphemous art, and destruction of shrines that the Salafis Muslims consider to be un-Islamic. Thus, while there are internal contradictions in the political transformation and the liberal constitution of the country, it is too early to conclude how far the country can go in the mixture of civil liberties as guaranteed by the new constitution and religious extremism. It is also important to state that much of the liberalism in Tunisia is basically found in the cities, especially Tunis, where the residents are exposed to influence of foreign cultures.

Social Customs

Tunisia has diverse and rich social customs and culture because of centuries of existence under different types of empires and civilizations and because of interactions with people of other cultures. Specifically, the social customs of the country have been influenced by the mixture of indigenous and foreign cultures involving the Carthagians, Romans, Vandals, Jews, Christians, Arabs, Muslims, and French. The location of the country in the Mediterranean region also has a strong influence on the social customs of the people. There is a policy dimension to the evolution and sustenance of local customs in Tunisia. While majority of the citizens adhere to their strictly Islamic identity, the state policy allows the people to embrace foreign cultures.

One of the important aspects of social customs in Tunisia is dancing. This takes various forms and also reflects the influence of various traditions such as, Phoenician, Mesopotamian, Roman, Islamic, and Egyptians forms of dance. However, the modernization efforts of the successive governments in Tunisia have led to some form of control over these dances, especially on those that have ritual imprints. A very unique lifestyle of the Tunisian is the importance that they attach to family values. Although divorce is officially allowed, the family is considered as the center of social life. Typical of the Arab social customs, meals are eaten together in family settings. Greetings are an essential part of the social etiquette in Tunisia. This is usually done through a handshake. Hugging is also part of the greeting culture, especially in the urban areas.

Preparation for marriage involves the two families in which case the parents of the man seek eligible ladies. When one is found, visits between the two families will be initiated until the day of the wedding, when the wife moves to the house of the new husband. This is usually followed by a period of seclusion, akin to honeymoon, in which the husband and the wife get to know each other more. In a deeply Islamic religious country like Tunisia, chastity before marriage is advocated. However, in a study conducted by the National Family and Population in 2007, it was found that 1 in 10 women have had intercourse before marriage with the ratio for men being higher at 4 in 10.

Lifestyle and Leisure

The lifestyles and leisure of the Tunisians are reflections of the historical, cultural, social, and religious realities of the people. Historically, many years of interactions with various civilizations have affected the lifestyles of the people in terms of social engagements, taste, relaxation, and other forms of leisure. Consequently, the lifestyles of the modern-day average Tunisian contain a mix of the old Arabic conservative regimentation and the liberal orientations of the Europeans. It is important to emphasize that the uniqueness of Tunisia as the most liberal of the Arab countries also contributes significantly to the diversities in the lifestyles and leisure of the people. The lifestyles and leisure are also different across geographical spaces as the townships and urban areas manifest remarkably different characteristics in various dimensions of lifestyles and leisure such as dance, dress, and festivals, and so on. For instance, while a majority of women in the towns and urban areas have adopted the European dressing styles such as leaving their heads uncovered, in rural areas, women still wear brightly colored dresses, often in the Berber style and made of blue or red cotton, representing their region or their village.

Tunisians live a calm, peaceful, and affordable lifestyle. The abundance of natural foods from the sea, fruits, and vegetables contributes to the population living a healthy lifestyle, which results into an average life expectancy of over 70 years. One of the other aspects of the lifestyle of Tunisians is eating out. Families eat out, especially on weekends. The country is also very rich a café culture, where people drink and dance in the night. This culture is particularly very common in the cities and urban areas, where the influence of Western culture is more pronounced.
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Men enjoy coffee and comeraderie at a café in Sidi Bou Said. Like many predominantly Muslim countries, Tunisia hosts a rich café culture. Given Islamic strictures against the consumption of alcoholic beverages, cafés often replace bars and nightclubs as focal points of social life. (Daniel M. Cisilino/Dreamstime.com)

Despite the interactions with many civilizations, Tunisians have profound respect for the elderly and professionals in their midst. They also have a high sense of courtesy and etiquette especially in relation to greetings. Greetings are done through a handshake or hugging. The religious orientation of the people also dictates their lifestyles. This is especially so in the context of social relations between man and woman. Gift giving is part of the lifestyles of Tunisian. This is done mostly during celebrations and festivities.

Employment

Various sectors generate employment for the people in Tunisia. These include government, industry, the private sector, and agriculture. Employment in Tunisia is marked by distinction on the basis of qualifications and geographic location. In the rural part of Tunisia, agriculture is the predominant source of employment for both male and female. Agricultural products are transformed into more useful and economically valuable items through spinning and weaving wool from family sheep, preparing wheat into couscous, or preserving fruit and vegetables. The liberal constitution of Tunisia ensures that both male and female citizens of the country have access to employment both in the private and public sectors. Despite this law, gender bias persists in the labor market. Self-employment in the field of agriculture is very common in the rural areas. Yet, there are also concerns that there are disparities in the wages paid to men and women, especially for those who work in the agricultural sector in the rural areas.

The government of Tunisia has made several attempts to formulate and implement employment policies that are geared toward meeting the employment needs of the people. Government policies toward employment creation consist of embarking on vocational training for people who lack requisite skills to fit into employment both in the government and the private sector. One of the initiatives thus taken is the National Solidarity Fund, which was set up by the government in 1999 with support from the European Union and the World Bank. It was aimed at helping the most vulnerable people in the country acquire necessary training that can help them get access to employment. The scheme was further geared toward integrating two groups of the unemployed people in the country. These include those who lack basic qualifications through which they can have access to employment and those who have qualifications but have no jobs.

This presidential project’s objectives include three strategies: By improving the employment prospects of job seekers through specific training programs, that meet the demands of the labor market and take into account their qualifications; that create timely opportunities for placement in wage-earning employment; and that promote business development initiatives through providing funding sources for qualified young people who have difficulty accessing credit. The programs succeeded in helping the target people acquire some skills and gain economic sustenance through the grants that they were paid by the government. However, there were concerns that the scheme is not sufficient to address the growing rate of unemployment, especially among youth who left school.

Youth unemployment still remains the biggest challenge that the country faces almost three years after the fall of the previous autocratic regime. The revolution was in part informed by the high rate of joblessness among the youths, who felt that the government had not done enough to provide employment for them. Just before the revolution started in 2010, the rate of unemployment among people with university degrees was 29.2 percent. The national unemployment rate at the same time was 18.3 percent. The high rate of unemployment has been due to the demographic pressure, especially from the rapidly increasing size of the labor force, which is mainly as a result of increasing female participation in the labor market. As in other socioeconomic dynamics in Tunisia, there are regional disparities in the rate of youth unemployment in the country. Consequently, unemployment rate is higher for young women and those people living in the poorer regions, especially the western part of the country. In order to forestall future social upheavals and maximize the gain of the ongoing transformations, government must pay attention to job creation through strengthening the private sector in the form of granting access to capital, reducing waste in public expenditure, and enhancing the competitiveness of the firms. The gender dimension of unemployment must also be tackled.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Gender roles, marriage, and family life in Tunisia are products of the constitutional provisions as well as the prevailing cultural and religious influences of the country. Comparable to other Muslim states, Tunisia has the most liberal legal regimes and frameworks for women empowerment, political participation, labor equity, and family rights. Scholars note that since the independence of Tunisia in 1956, various legislations have been formulated that expanded women rights in several areas, covering family law, political participation, economic rights. The legislations that have had profound effects on gender roles, marriage, and family in Tunisia are the 1956 Tunisian Code of Personal Status (Code du Statut Personnel or PSC) and 1963 Tunisian Code of Nationality (amended in 1984).

The first wave of reforms in the 1950s transformed the legal construction of gender roles within the family, while the second wave in the 1990s redefined the conditions for the transmission of Tunisian citizenship. Earlier various groups and political forces shaped the policy of the state on gender in Tunisia. These include the Islamic establishment (religious scholars and judges), kinship groups organized as patriarchal communities, and Islamic fundamentalist movements. The PSC effectively carried out reforms in the areas of marriage, divorce, custody, and inheritance. It also abolished polygamy, eliminated the right of the husband to repudiate his wife, allowed women to file for divorce, and increased the custody rights of women. The state also allows women to dress without putting on the veil. One other remarkable provision of this law was the fact that it raised the minimum age of marriage for girls to 17 years and 20 years for men. This has since been raised to higher age limits to encourage more years for the pursuit of education.

The emergence of feminist movements in Tunisia helped to advance the rights of women both within family settings and in politics. As part of the reforms, a family agency was created to curb fertility rates while social security benefits were limited to the first four children. The aspects of the law that cover divorce actually make it difficult for spouses to obtain divorce. The PSC recognizes three types of divorce, which are divorce by mutual consent of the spouses, divorce upon the request of one of the spouses, and divorce for prejudice. In order to file for divorce in Tunisia, the initiating spouse must provide evidence of violence, adultery, or failure to carry out conjugal obligations such as the legal requirement of the husband to provide for his wife. The reason for this was to ensure that there is stability in the family. Notwithstanding the difficulty of getting a divorce based on these grounds, the divorce rate in Tunisia is high at about 50 percent, especially in the larger cities. Perhaps as a testimony to the rising economic power of the women, they are the one who normally initiates a divorce suit against their husbands. This rising trend in divorce has a tendency to undermine the stability of the family and the society in general. It will therefore be necessary for the government to further reform the legislative framework such that the underlying causes of divorce will be addressed.
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Tunisian women peruse a newspaper after the country’s first free election since the ouster of President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. Despite common perceptions of Muslim nations, women in Tunisia enjoy considerable freedoms and participate in the social and economic life of the country. (Fadel Senna/AFP/Getty Images)

Despite the various liberal reforms, concerns exist that the growing influence of Islamic fundamentalism and the commitment of the state to the application of the sharia legal system combine to limit full freedom for the women. For instance, a Tunisian woman is not allowed to marry a non-Muslim. The Association for Women’s Rights in Development in Tunisia also argue that existing laws are still discriminatory in favor of men, as the economic decisions at the family level still rest on them.

Cuisine

Diversity is a central feature of any aspect of life in Tunisia. Cuisine is not left out of these diversities as the regions feature different types of cuisine. Food in Tunisia reflects the agrarian nature of the economy. Food is essentially based on olive oil, spices, tomatoes, seafood, and meat. As expected, the cuisines are divided into appetizers, main courses, and desserts. The appetizers include harissa, salata mechouia (grilled salad), salata tounsia (Tunisian salad), tajine, and brik. Other traditional dishes include shorba (soup), marqa (stews), rishta (pastas), samsa (a popular pastry), kifta (ground meat), kaak (pastries), gnawiya (gumbos), merguez (spicy lamb sausages), and shakshousa (ratatouille).

Harissa is made of hot dried chili peppers, garlic, tomatoes, cumin, and olive oil. It is usually served free as a dip for bread. It is usually mixed with olive oil and served with sprinkled tuna on top. The taste is not uniform as it can be prepared to be highly spicy or less so. It is also a very important ingredient in some other dishes in Tunisia.

Salata mechouia is another appetizer that is very common in Tunisia. It is also made up of grilled peppers, olive oil, onion, and garlic. In order to have maximum nutritional effect, it is often topped with egg and tuna. It varies in degrees of spiciness as some could be prepared hot or mild. It can be a good option for vegetarians as long as the egg and tuna are removed from it. Salata tounsia is made up of cucumber, tomato, and onion, which is served in olive oil with a lemon on top. It can also be made of egg, tuna, peas, beans, and lettuce.

Tajine is another type of appetizer that is available in Tunisia. It is a baked casserole of eggs, meat, and spices. The ingredients and preparations involve cutting lamb, chicken, or veal into small pieces that are then made into a stew with spices such as cinnamon or coriander. In order to make it thick, bread or potato are usually added before the egg, cheese, and parsley or mint are added. It is then baked in a pan, and will then be cut into squares. It is usually eaten with the hands. It is different from all the other appetizers because it is not spicy. Brik is made with egg, olive oil, parsley, and tuna. These ingredients are fried in a thin pastry and served very hot. A lemon is usually added on top of it. It is also eaten with hands.

Apart from these appetizers, there are main courses, which include couscous, grilled fish, and ojja, a spicy tomato-based stew. Couscous has its origin as a grain and is staple food in the entire North African subregion. It consists of cuts of meat, chickpeas, peppers, and carrots. The meat element of this food can be a lamb, chicken, or fish. Couscous is the most important food in cuisine in Tunisia as it is eaten regularly in every home, especially on Sundays. Grilled fish is another main meal in Tunisia, which is common because of many coastlines that are found in the country. These are served in the restaurants around the country but especially in the coastal areas. Three types of fish that are the most common in Tunisia are loup (European sea bass), dourade (sea bream), and rouget (red mullet). There is also the popular seafood speciality called poisson complet that is prepared from a whole fish grilled in fire and mixed with potatoes.

Ojja is very common in the fast-food centers of Tunisia. Unlike the other main course foods, it is spicy in taste. It is also made up of assorted meats, tomatoes, harrisa, onion, olive oil, garlic, peppers, and egg. This food has different types depending on the content. These include ojja merguez and ojja royale. While the former is made of meat, which could be from lamb or beef, the latter if made of variety of sea food such as clams, mussels, scallops, shrimp, and fish.

Desserts are also part of the cuisine in Tunisia. There are basically two categories of desserts, namely, fruit desserts and makroudh, baklawa, and others. The most common dessert contains fresh seasonal fruit that serves to cleanse the palette. These desserts are very light, sweet, and delicious and are mostly served in homes and in restaurants. Other common desserts are pastry-shaped sweets with honey and nuts, powdered sugar nuts topped with pistachios, and stones of Carthage, which is a small pink, green, or yellow cake topped with sugar and walnuts. Cakes, ice cream, and cookies are also available in Tunisia as in any other country.

Dress

As in every other aspects of life in Tunisia, dress has a long historical trajectory, changing, adapting, and varying with regions, seasons, times, and civilizations. There are traditional as well as modern forms of dress, normal as well as dress for special occasions such as festivals, weddings, and other celebrations. As expected, there are also gender differences in dress. Dress includes clothing, shoes, and other accessories for the body both for ordinary and fashion purposes. Despite regional differences, dresses are common in different parts of the country. One of these is jebba, a wide coat that covers the whole body. It varies in quality of the fabrics, color, and sewing style.

Dress varies by season. During summer, men wear trousers and shirts, while in winter, they wear shirts made of heavy wool cloth with hoods to cover the head. Men also wear shoes and slippers as the occasion may demand. Part of the dressing accessories for men is a hat called chechia.

Women have more variations of dress than their male counterparts. While women in the villages and countryside still maintain traditional forms of dress, largely dictated by Islamic religious practices, women in urban areas have adopted more European styles. In rural areas, women wear bright dresses that are held together with belts in the middle. In the urban areas though women wear blouses and baggy pants. Despite constitutional provisions that outlaw the use of the veil as part of dressing, most women still wear the veil to cover their heads as part of the Islamic injunction for their women. Typically, women in Tunisia wear a considerable amount of jewelry as part of their dress accessories.

Apart from everyday dress, Tunisians wear special dresses for special occasions such as weddings and festivals. These dresses also vary across regions. For instance, in the Sahel part of the country, the ceremonial dress is made of wool or cotton drawn to a bodice embroidered with silk and silver, a velvet jacket decorated with gold, lace pants, and silk belt. Mourners also wear special dresses that designate them from normal everyday dress. Mourners wear traditional bright red costumes at funerals.

Although Tunisia is a liberal country, the dress sense of a female is expected to reflect the religious sensibilities of the people. Consequently, skimpy dresses allowed in European countries, especially during summer, are frowned on in Tunisia. However, there are differences in the level of sensitivity on how a woman dresses. Beach resorts in the northern part are more permissive with their cosmopolitan outlook than the southern part of the country, which is generally more conservative and traditional.

Sports and Games

Sports and games are integral parts of the social life in Tunisia. Popular sports in the country include football, handball, volleyball, rugby, martial arts such as (tae kwon do, judo, and karate) and tennis. Although it may not be very popular, cycling is also part of the sports scene in Tunisia. The country has over 1,000 sport clubs that cover the country’s most popular sports and also include wheelchair sports, handball, kickboxing, basketball, bowling, table tennis, boxing, swimming.

The most popular sport is football. Fourteen clubs make up the football league. These clubs compete annually for a trophy and participation in the African Cup of Nations championship. Tunisia has participated in the African Cup six times. The final stages of the African Cup took place in Tunisia in 1965, 1994, and 2004. The Tunisian national football team, also known as “The Eagles of Carthage,” won the championship in 2004. Apart from the national competition, football is also very common at the grassroots level as various clubs compete for different trophies throughout the country. Handball is the second biggest sport in Tunisia. The Tunisian national handball team won the African Cup nine times—a record for the tournament. The country hosted the World’s Men Handball Championship in 2005. Basketball in Tunisia experienced a reawakening when the national team won the 2011 FIBA Africa Championship. In tennis, Tunisia holds a tournament called Tunis Open. Tunisia was suspended from Davis Cup play for the year 2014, after the Tunisian Tennis Federation was found to have ordered Malek Jaziri not to compete against an Israeli tennis player Amir Weintraub. Cycling also is a popular recreational sport, with the Tour de Tunisia being the main annual competition of cycling in the country. Tunisian nationals have also won medals in other sports, such as Anisa Lounife, Oussama Mellouli, and others, who have won medals in judo, swimming, and other sports at the international level.

Festivals and Holidays

Like other predominantly Muslim countries, Tunisia is a deeply religious society. The country also has various historical points of reference that it recognizes as national holidays. Festivals in Tunisia reflect the diversity in the country’s historical past, cultural evolution, and regional differences. Festivals also reflect of the importance of arts, music, and films in the society. Consequently, hundreds of national festivals are held in the country annually. The most common of these are music and theater festivals. Some of the most well known are the Carthage International Festival, the Carthage Film Festival, and the Carthage Theater Festival, which are held annually or biannually to celebrate the original founders of the ancient settlement that constitutes part of present-day Tunisia. These festivals are very popular both at home and abroad and attract tourists from different parts of the world, which is an economic boon for the country.

While this list is not exhaustive, the following are other festivals celebrated in Tunisia: International Poetry Festival of Tozeur, Festival of Mediterranean Guitar, Festival International of Instrumental Music, Festival of Tunisian Music, Festival Matmata, A Capella International Music Festival, Tozeur tradicional Festival of Musical theatre, Festival Oriljazz, Festival Tozeur, Sbeitla’s Spring International Festival, Festival of Arabic Poetry, Festival of Jazz in Carthage, Coregrafic Summit of Dance in Carthage, Khamsa Holidays and Dance of Tunis, E-Fest Festival of Music and Electronic Culture, Falconry Festival, Festival of Plastic Arts, Festival International of Traditional Arabic Music, Kebili Music, International Festival of Music Symfonica of El-Jem, International Festival of Dance in Hammamet, Yasmine Hammamet Festival, Hourse Festival of Sidi Bouzid Meknassy, Festival International of Carthage, Festival International of Hammamet, Festival International of Susa, Ulysse Festival, Festival International of Testur Music Maluf Testour, Festival International of Bizerte, Festival International of Dugga, Medina Festival (focused on dance and music), Marsa by Night, Musical October Festival of Carthage, Musiqat, International Festival of Music, Oasis Festival, Dance Techno House Festival, International Festival of Sahara in Douz, Internacional Festival Tozeur Oasis, Techno House Festival, Dar Sebastian Lyric Art Festival, Latin Caravan Festival, Subsaharian Tradicional Festival, Sahara International Festival, and Festival of Medina.

As a Muslim country, Tunisia observes all the Muslim holidays such as Eid al-Adha, Eid al-Fitr, and Mawlid. In addition, the country also observe holidays for certain landmarks in its political history. These include Independence Day on March 20, Martyrs Day on April 9, which is dedicated to Tunisian citizens who died in 1938, and Republic Day on July 25, which commemorates the arrest of Habib Bourgiba. Republic Day pays tribute to the declaration of the Republic of Tunisia in 1957 after the overthrow of the monarchy. Evacuation Day is celebrated on October 15 to commemorate the retreat of French troops from the city of Bizerta in 1962. The last of the national holidays is New Era Day celebrated on November 7, which celebrates the rise of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali to the Tunisian presidency following a coup d’etat in 1987.

Music and Dance

Music and dance in Tunisia reflect a mixture of cultures, connections between traditionalism and modernism, social and religious interactions and to some extent, demographic changes. The mixture of cultures determines of the content, style, and orientation of music and dance in Tunisia reflecting a strong Turkish, Persian, and Greek influence. To a great extent, the influence of Western culture is also noticeable in the Tunisian music industry.

Islamic religion plays very prominent role in the composition and structure of the songs of Tunisia. The most popular traditional music in Tunisia is the Malouf. This music, which started in the 15th century, is essentially Arabic in form and nature. It is common both in the urban areas and in the rural areas, with little variations in the instruments used to play it. The Rachidia is another form of music introduced by Jews in the 1930s. Due to the dominance of Arabic culture and Islamic religion in the country, the majority of the population are generally attracted to music with roots in cultures that emanate from Egypt, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, and other places. However, the long relationship that exists between Tunisia and Europe and the wave of globalization have led to the popularity of Western forms of music such as jazz, hip-hop, rock music, and reggae have become popular in the country.

Television and radio have increased the avenues and channels through which music is disseminated in Tunisia. Various songs in Tunisia have political, social, religious, and sometimes racial implications. Tunisia boasts a list of award-winning artists and singers. The list of singers includes but is not limited to the following: Hedi Habbouba, Saber Rebai, Dhafer Youssef, Belgacem Bouguenna, Sonia M’Barek, and Latifa. Other notable musicians include Salah El Mahdi, Anouar Brahem, Zied Gharsa, and Lotfi Bouchnak.
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Tunisian musicians play folk music. The musician on the left plays an oud, an instrument resembling a fretless lute. The man on the right plays the darbouka, a goblet-shaped drum popular across North Africa, the Middle East, Eastern Europe, and South Asia. (Anne-Marie Palmer/Alamy)

Dancing is as popular as festivals in Tunisia. They also vary according to the ceremony festivals and events. Consequently, different types of dances can be seen during festivals, circumcision, sports, and concerts. Some analysts argue the overwhelming influence of Egyptian dance in Tunisia, which has been influenced by historical interractions with the Phoenicians and the Ottoman empires. Andalusian dance, which is of Egyptian origin, is very popular.

Various forms of dancing in Tunisia, in which the body moves in tandem with some rhythms, have been traced to either Phoenician dance or Turkish dances. Islam, the dominant religion, has made an imprint on religious dance in Tunisia.Whereas the religious dance of the 15th century was essentially a reflection of Sufism, this changed in the later centuries due to the influence of other forms of Islam in the country. Until the postindependence government of Tunisia placed an order against it, stambali was the most popular religious dance in Tunisia. Stambali was originally a ritual dance that glorified Sidi Saad, a religious Sudanese Muslim. There is a gender dimension to dancing in Tunisia. Other than dancing at festivals and ceremonies, males also dance in cafes to songs that have sexual appeal.

Visual Art

The emergence, growth, and consolidation of the arts industry in Tunisia resulted from a combination of opposition, societal disapproval, influence of foreign powers, passion for the promotion of national culture and identity, as well as the contributions of talented, committed, and visionary individuals. The initial opposition to arts was rooted in the Islamic religious beliefs of a majority of Tunisians, who frowned upon depicting human beings in images. Establishment of art galleries and promotion of art became prominent with the establishment of French Protectorate in Tunisia. The arts received a massive boost with the establishment of the School of Tunis in 1949. The school was established to foster works irrespective of the religious or racial leanings of the artists. Some of the school’s promoters were also prominent artists such as Pierre Boucherle, Yahia Turki, Abdelaziz Gorgi, Moses Levy, Ammar Farhat, and Jules Lellouche

Efforts to boost the arts in postindependence Tunisia reflect nationalism as some artists and supportive politicians tried to portray the long history of the country, the diversity of experiences, and unique qualities through arts. The support artists received from the state led to international recognitions for Tunisian artists such as Hatem El Mekki and Zoubeir Turki. One other artist who contributed significantly to arts in Tunisia was Alexander Roubtzoff. He was reported to have made about 3,000 artworks and paintings. Tunisia currently has about 50 galleries that host the works of local and international artists.

Architecture and Housing

Architecture and housing in Tunisia are direct expressions of the Islamic religious domination, practices, and beliefs of the people. They are also manifestations of centuries of contacts with different civilizations, powers, styles, and tastes in the design of towns, construction of buildings, and structural layout of both urban and rural areas. While some architectural designs are common to all parts of the country, regional differences in the architecture of the country do exist. Just as the influence of Roman and Punic architecture are noticeable in the coastal and northern parts of the country, examples of architectural designs of the Berbers include troglodyte pit houses and ksour (fortified granaries), which are very common in the southern part of Tunisia. The influence of French architectural tastes and designs in form of Ville Nouvelle with wide streets, public parks, and houses with elaborate street facing facades are also noticeable.

A deep connection exists between spirituality and the design of houses, mosques, and other places of worship in Tunisia. A classic example of the Islamic architectural masterpiece is the medina of Tunis, which has been made a World Heritage Site of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Mosques are also constructed in such a way that private and secluded areas are carved out for Islamic clerics of mystics. Typical examples of these are zaouias, which are humble resting places for people who have dedicated their lives to Islam.

Houses in Tunisia are designed to accommodate the changes in weather. For instance, cave dwellings are common in the south especially around the oases of Gafsa, Tozeur, Nafta, or Matmata. The types of houses found in these areas are designed to mitigate the hostile climate particularly the very high temperature that characterizes the desert or semidesert areas. There is also a cultural dimension to the architectural designs of the houses in different parts of the country. Pit houses are common among the Berbers in the south, built underground to house family members. Generally houses are painted white with blue trim.

Gates known as bab are also part of the architectural landscape of Tunisia. These gates were used in the past as a form of security in cities, towns, and villages. They also divide town areas into small quarters. Although this general practice has more or less disappeared, the entrances of some homes are still restricted by gates. There are also casbahs (or citadels) built on hilltops, mountain slopes, or near harbors as a house for the local rulers and a means of shelter for the people, especially in time of danger such as wars or attacks.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Literature and oral traditions have a long history. This history has been shaped over time by the country’s rich diversity, space, and cultural interactions of different people. As a center of great learning and civilization, Tunisia has a literary history that dates back to the sixth century. This period that predates the Islamic conquest of the seventh century was dominated by Bedoin writings consisting mainly of poems preserved in oral traditions. Oral tradition in this country and other countries in North Africa can be understood according to Tahar Cheriaa as the entire cultural heritage, both philosophical and artistic, of the past modified and enriched by the successive generations that have passed it on. One example is the Hilalian chronicle, which has been handed down orally since the end of the 13th century. This chronicle has become enriched by successive generations of storytellers. As a testimony to the ingenuity of the people, studies have shown that the chronicle was compiled and transcribed in various forms long before the advent of modern printing and publishing in the Arab countries. There is also the oral tradition of fdawi, which has inspired storytellers to share the history of Tunisia over the course of the centuries. Both literature and oral traditions in Tunisia have religious and spiritual themes as well as physical and temporal themes.

Of all the forces and nationalities that have affected literature and oral tradition in Tunisia, the influence of Arab literature has been most profound. As a matter of fact, despite the written form that Koran has come to be known, scholars like Cheriaa have argued that “the reciting of the Koran is also the most permanent of all popular oral traditions,” not only in Tunisia but other North African and Arab countries. There is also a close connection in the evolution of literature and oral tradition. In fact the two have a relation of “converse evolution” as they draw from each other. Indeed, as some would argue, classical Arabic literature draws constantly upon oral tradition from the pre-Islamic period of the Jehilya until contemporary times for its themes, references, and philosophical and aesthetic values.

Literature in Tunisia also reflects cultural diversity, especially between Arab and the French. While the dominant Arab literature has religious and cultural undertones, French literature is very critical of the sociopolitical environment in which they were written. The composition of literature also varies as the works include fiction and nonfiction, poems and prose. Leading literary figures in Tunisia include Djedidi Hafed; Douagi Ali, who has produced over 500 poems, numerous folk songs, and 15 plays; Khraif Bashir, who was a prolific Arabic novelist; Moncef Ghachem; Mohammed Salah Ben Mrad; and poets such as Aboul-Qacem Echebbi.

Media

The media is a very important institution and agency for social change and transformation. It has been used either as a tool for repression, authoritarianism, denial of human rights, or for progressive transformation and democratic consolidation. The media in Tunisia has at different times fallen into both of these categories. As a modern nation, the media in Tunisia has evolved with the changes in the technology of communication over the years. The social media have become very important aspect of media in the country. Consequently, radio, television, and social media have been part of the evolutionary processes of social change and development in Tunisia. The constitution of the country guaranteed freedom of information and expression. However, prior to the revolution that swept the dictatorial regime of Ben Ali from power in January 2011, the media in the country was highly regulated and generally eviscerated from acting as an impartial stakeholder in the process of nation-building. The print and electronic media served as the vanguard of the regime. Media organizations that were deemed critical of the regime were marginalized, persecuted, and constantly harassed. In fact laws were passed that made what the state deemed as defamation punishable by imprisonment. The 1975 Press Code was a particular legal instrument used to muzzle media freedom in the country.

During Ben Ali’s regime, there were print and electronic media that were essentially controlled by the state. State-owned newspapers such as La Presse, Essahafa, Renouveau, and El Horria dominated the print media landscape. There were also opposition papers such as Al Maoukif and Mouwatinoun. Besides the print media outlets, there were radio and television outlets. The four national radios in the country include Radio Nationale, Radio Tunis Chaine Internationale, Radio Jeunes, and Radio Culture. Regional radio stations include Monastir, Sfax, Le Kef, Gafsa, and Tataouine. There are also two government-controlled television channels, namely, TV7 and Tunisie 21. The regime also had two private television channels to broadcast via the satellite, Hannibal TV and Nessmal TV. Five private radio stations were also authorized to operate in the country. These include Radio Mosaïque, Radio Jawhara, Shems FM, Express FM, and Radio Zitouna.

The fall of the regime and the transition programs have brought about dramatic changes in the operation, freedom, and contribution of the media to state building and democracy in the country. The transition government has formulated various laws such as the Decree Law 2011–41, Decree Law 2011–54, and Decree Law 2011–115 to strengthen the media and aid their contributions to the process of change in postrevolution Tunisia. However, there are concerns that the process of reform has been sluggish and sometimes regressive. For example it has been noted that since 2011, three journalists have been imprisoned in Tunisia on account of publishing what the state considers a danger to the morality of the people or insensitive to the religious sensitivity of the people. These victims of postrevolution media onslaught include Nasreddine Ben Saida, editor of the daily Attounissia, who was jailed for “endangering morality and disturbing public order” as well as two bloggers who were jailed for seven years for drawing cartoons that were deemed offensive to Islam according to a 2012 UNESCO report. Despite the gain of the revolution, the increasing recourse to arbitrariness and violent attack against media practitioners, especially due to religious issues are reflective of the increasing influence of the radical Islamic groups on government policies and actions.
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Uganda
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Quick Facts

Capital: Kampala

Major Cities: Kampala (pop. 1.7 million), Kira (pop. 179,800), Gulu (pop. 154,300), Lira (pop. 108,600), Mbale (pop. 91,800), Nansana (pop. 89,900), Jinja (pop. 89,700), Mbarara (pop. 83,700), Entebbe (pop. 79,700), Kasese (pop. 74,300) and Masaka (pop. 74,100)

Population: 36 million

Languages: English (official), Luganda (lingua franca around Kampala), Kiswahili, Arabic and 55 other Niger-Congo (Bantu) and Nilo-Saharan languages

Government Type: A republic with three branches of government, an Executive led by the president, a unicameral Legislature led by the speaker, and a Judiciary that is headed by the chief justice

Ethnic Groups: Baganda (17.7 percent); Banyakole (10 percent); Basoga (8.9 percent); Bakiga (7.2 percent); Iteso (6.7 percent); Langi (6.4 percent); Acholi (4.9 percent); Bagisu (4.8 percent); Lugbara (4.4 percent); Banyoro (2.9 percent); others (26.1 percent) (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2006)

Religions: Christianity (85.8 percent)—about evenly split between Roman Catholicism (41.6 percent) and Anglicanism and Protestantism (42.9 percent), in addition to Orthodox Christianity (0.1 percent); other Christianity (1.2 percent); Islam (12.4 percent); African Traditional Religions (0.4 percent); Baha’i (0.1 percent); other (1.3 percent) (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2006: 27–28)



Introduction

Geography

Uganda has a total area of 241,038 square kilometers that consists of a land and water area of 197,100 square kilometers and 43,938 square kilometers, respectively. The country is bisected by the equator, with most of its territory lying in the northern hemisphere. The north–south and east–west expanses of this parallelogram-shaped country are approximately 550 kilometers (330 miles) and 480 kilometers (300 miles), respectively. Uganda is at the crossroads between East and Central Africa, and its neighbors are Kenya, South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda, and Tanzania. Uganda’s location at the crossroads of East and Central Africa could serve its economy well in days to come.

Uganda has an equatorial tropical climate with moderate temperatures and ample rainfall. Its average daytime and nighttime temperatures of 85°F (29.4°C) and 55°F (12.7°C), respectively, are significantly influenced by its high average elevation of between 1,067 and 1,372 meters (3,500 and 4,500 feet) above sea level. Uganda is generally cooler in the higher and wetter south and warmer in the low lying and drier northeast. The country’s lowest and highest points are Lake Albert (621 meters; 2,037 feet above sea level) and Mount Stanley’s Margherita Peak (5,110 meters; 16,775 feet above sea level), which is a part of the Rwenzori range. Most of the country is well watered with two dry seasons (December to February, June to August), though the northeast is semiarid. Annual rainfall varies between 500 millimeters (19.7 inches) in the northeast and 2,100 millimeters (82.7 inches) in the southeast region near Lake Victoria. The country’s agriculture and vegetation patterns closely mirror its climatic patterns. Its scenic beauty is legendary. In spite of rising population density and 28 percent of its land being arable, large areas of Uganda are potentially productive and underutilized (Kamanyire 2000; Otiso 2006; Daily Monitor 2012).


The “Pearl of Africa”

In 1907, Winston Churchill, then 33 years old and parliamentary undersecretary for colonies, visited Africa, touring British possessions on the continent from Egypt to Cape Town. Churchill was most impressed with Uganda, which captivated him with its natural beauty and fertility. In his 1908 book My African Journey, Churchill advised any of his readers who might be considering a trip to Africa to “concentrate on Uganda! Nowhere else in Africa will little money go so far…. Uganda is from end to end a ‘beautiful garden’ where [the] ‘staple food’ of the people grows fast without labour…. For magnificence, for variety of form and colour, for profusion of brilliant life—bird, insect, reptile, beast—for vast scale—Uganda is truly the Pearl of Africa.” So famous has Churchill’s description of Uganda become that today the Ugandan government is seeking to patent the phrase “Pearl of Africa” as a means of encouraging tourism to the country.

Source: Churchill, Winston Spencer. 1909. My African Journey. Toronto: William Briggs, 86; Daily Monitor. 2012. “Uganda Seeks Patent for ‘Pearl of Africa.’” Saturday, April 28. http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/-/688334/1395064/-/avhe2qz/-/index.html. Accessed August 11, 2014.
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An aerial view of the Virunga Mountains, Uganda. The name Virunga derives from the Kinyarwanda word ibirunga, meaning volcanoes. The name is fitting, as the mountains are part of the tectonically active East African Rift system. (Prill Foto/Dreamstime.com)

One of Uganda’s unique national qualities is its six main subnational traditional kingdoms of Buganda, Bunyoro-Kitara, Busoga, Toro, Ankole, and Acholi that date to the precolonial era. Additionally, there are other officially recognized but less well-known and organized traditional kingdoms and chiefdoms in the country. While these kingdoms enjoyed relative autonomy during British colonial rule from 1894 to 1962, Uganda’s second postcolonial leader, Milton Obote, constitutionally abolished them all in 1967. However, they were reinstated with limited powers by the government of Yoweri Museveni in 1993 and reaffirmed by the 2005 constitution. Below is a brief description and ranking of the main kingdoms in order of population size.

•Acholi is located in northern Uganda in the districts of Gulu, Kitkum, and Pader where Joseph Kony’s Lord’s Resistance Army rebel movement has displaced and forced nearly 2 million Acholi people into refugee camps. As a result, the current rwot or paramount chief of Acholi, David Acana Onen II, faces major challenges as he tries to strengthen his domain by resettling and stabilizing his subjects. Consisting of nearly 5 percent (or 1.9 million people) of Uganda’s population, the Acholi are the seventh largest ethnic community in the country.

•Ankole (Nkore) is one of the oldest traditional kingdoms in Uganda and is located in southwest Uganda where it encompasses the districts of Mbarara, Bushenyi, Ntungamo, Kiruhura, Ibanda, and Isingiro. Its subjects are the Banyankole who, with 10 percent of Uganda’s population (or 3.8 million people), are the country’s second largest ethnic community after the Baganda of Buganda Kingdom. The Ankole Kingdom, which was established in the 1500s, featured two stratified but interdependent castes, the noble and pastoralist Bahima and the Bairu peasant farmers. Unlike the other Ugandan communities that restored their traditional kingdoms in 1993, the Ankole failed to do so because of disagreements between the Bahima and Bairu castes. As the kingdom is yet to be reestablished, though it is officially recognized and alive in the minds of the Banyankole, its hereditary leader is Crown Prince (rather than Omugabe/King) Charles Rwebishenge Arjaiya Ntomi ya Rugazinda (1991– ). Another complicating factor in the reestablishment of this kingdom is, perhaps, current Ugandan president Yoweri Museveni’s Bahima noble and pastoralist heritage.

•Buganda is the largest and most famous of these kingdoms. Located in south-central Uganda on the northern shores of Lake Victoria, the kingdom is occupied by the Baganda people who live around the national capital of Kampala and compose 17 percent (or 6.4 million people) of Uganda’s population. Headquartered at Mengo in Kampala, Buganda is currently led by Kabaka (King) Muwenda Mutebi II.

•Bunyoro-Kitara, a former powerful empire that once controlled much of contemporary southern Uganda, is located in the west-central part of the country on the shores of Lake Albert. It is largely occupied by the Banyoro people who form about 3 percent (or 1.1 million people) of Uganda’s population. It is currently ruled by Omukama (King) Solomon Iguru I. Much of Uganda’s recent oil discoveries have been made in this kingdom. It might thus become one of the richest kingdoms in the country in the future.

•Busoga is the third largest kingdom and is located on the northeastern shores of Lake Victoria. It mostly consists of the Basoga people who constitute about 9 percent (or 3.4 million people) of Uganda’s population. Busoga is currently governed by Kayabazinga (King) Gabula Nadiope IV.

•Toro is found in western Uganda between Lake Albert and Lake Edward. Consisting of the former southern province of the kingdom of Bunyoro-Kitara, Toro therefore shares many cultural and language traits with Bunyoro-Kitara and is inhabited by the Batoro who constitute about 3 percent (or 1.1 million people) of Uganda’s population. It is currently governed by Omukama (King) Oyo Nyimba Kabamba Iguru Rukidi IV who became one of the youngest reigning monarchs in the world when he ascended to the throne at three-and-a-half years in 1995.

People and Ethnicity

Uganda has a population of 36 million people that is growing at a rate of about 3.2 percent a year, mostly from natural increase (the excess of births over deaths). Its population is expected to double in 21 years and thereby become one of the most populated countries in the world. Because of poor health conditions, Uganda’s infant and maternal mortality rates of 61 deaths per 1,000 live births and 310 deaths per 100,000 live births, respectively, are some of the highest in the world. It also has one of the highest HIV/AIDS-incidence rates in the world, as well as one of the world’s lowest life expectancies at 54 years.

While there are 56 ethnic groups in Uganda, only nine—the Baganda, Banyakole, Basoga, Bakiga, Iteso, Langi, Acholi, Bagisu, and Lugbara—have more than 1 million people. Collectively, these nine groups account for 71 percent of the indigenous population, while the top 21 largest ethnic groups account for 93.1 percent of the country’s population. In descending order of their share of the national population, the top 21 largest ethnic groups are the Baganda (17.7 percent), Banyakole (10 percent), Basoga (8.9 percent), Bakiga (7.2 percent), Iteso (6.7 percent), Langi (6.4 percent), Acholi (4.9 percent), Bagisu (4.8 percent), Lugbara (4.4 percent), Banyoro (2.9 percent), Bakhonzo (2.6 percent), Batoro (2.6 percent), Alur (2.3 percent), Bafumbira (1.9 percent), Bagwere (1.8 percent), Banyole (1.5 percent), Jopadhola (1.5 percent), Banyarwanda (1.4 percent), Madi (1.3 percent), Basamia (1.2 percent), and Karimojong (1.1 percent). The remaining groups account for 6.9 percent of the population. Collectively, the country’s foreign-ancestry population, which mostly consists of Europeans, Asians, and Arabs, accounts for about 1 percent of the country’s population. Most of the non-Ugandans in the country are from the neighboring countries of Sudan and South Sudan (29.5 percent), Rwanda (19.2 percent), Burundi (15.8 percent), the Democratic Republic of Congo (13.2 percent), Tanzania (11.1 percent), and Kenya (6.3 percent) (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2006).

The vast majority of native Ugandans fall into two major linguistic groups namely, the Bantu and the Nilo-Saharans. The Bantus make up the bulk of the population and live in the well-watered, cooler, and fertile central, southern, and western parts of the country. Some of the major Bantu groups include the Baganda, Banyankole, and Basoga. The Nilo-Saharans generally live in the drier, hotter, and less fertile eastern, northern, and northwestern parts of the country. The Nilo-Saharans can be further broken into three smaller groups: Nilotics (e.g., Langi and Acholi), Nilo-Hamites (e.g., the Karimojong), and the Sudanics (e.g., Lugbara and Kakwa).

Besides their mostly mutually exclusive settlement patterns, each of Uganda’s Bantu and the Nilo-Saharan groups also have their own unique cultures. For instance, while most Bantus are sedentary farmers, the Nilo-Hamitic branch of the Nilo-Saharan group includes nomadic pastoralists, such as the Karimojong, who subsist on cattle and goats.

Uganda is a mostly rural country with nearly 85 percent of its population living in rural areas. Nevertheless, the country is urbanizing rapidly at an estimated 5.1 percent per annum. Kampala, Uganda’s political and commercial capital, is also the country’s largest urban center. It has an estimated population of 1.7 million people or 34 percent of the country’s urban population. The country’s other major urban areas are Kira (pop. 179,800), Gulu (pop. 154,300), Lira (pop. 108,600), Mbale (pop. 91,800), Nansana (pop. 89,900), Jinja (pop. 89,700), Mbarara (pop. 83,700), Entebbe (pop. 79,700), Kasese (pop. 74,300), and Masaka (pop. 74,100).

The country has a suboptimal urban environment whereby close to 60 percent of its urban population lives in slums settlements that are characterized by high levels of poverty and crime, poor-quality housing, lack of basic urban infrastructure, and chronic unemployment and underemployment (Werikhe 2014).

Languages

Uganda’s most prominent languages are English, Luganda, Kiswahili, and Arabic. Of these four languages, only Luganda, the language of the Baganda (the country’s largest ethnic group), is native to the country. Next to Luganda are the languages of the country’s other 55 native ethnic groups. Pockets of Asian languages are also spoken in the country’s urban centers. Many Ugandans are multilingual because of the need to communicate with each other in this diverse country with 56 languages. The vast majority of these languages have no published literature.

English is the official language of the country. It is also used for instruction, in the judiciary, in major newspapers, on the radio, in television broadcasts, and in many formal business settings. Southern Uganda is dominated by the Ganda or Luganda language (the lingua franca around Kampala) and many other Niger-Congo (Bantu) languages, while northern Uganda is dominated by Nilo-Saharan languages, such as Acholi. Kiswahili (East Africa’s lingua franca) is also increasingly spoken in urban areas, while Arabic is largely confined to the country’s mostly Sunni Muslim community.


Presidents of Uganda

Below are listed the presidents of Uganda since independence.

1.Sir Edward Luwangula Walugembe Muteesa II (1924–1969). President from October 9, 1963, to March 2, 1966. He was the kabaka (king) of Buganda from 1939 to 1969. A one-time member of the Officer Training Corps at Magdalene College, Cambridge, England, he soon became a captain in the British Grenadier Guards and rose through their ranks to become a major general, thus becoming the only black officer in the Grenadiers at the time.

2.Apollo Milton Obote (1925–2005). President from April 15, 1966, to January 25, 1971. Obote was a Langi from northern Uganda and a career trade unionist who twice served as president.

3.Field Marshall Idi Amin Dada (1925/28–2003). President from January 25, 1971, to April 11, 1979. Amin was a career Kakwa soldier from northwest Uganda and one-time Ugandan national heavy weight boxing champion. He overthrew Obote and presided over a harsh military government.

4.Yusuf Kironde Lule (1912–1984). President from April 13, 1979, to June 20, 1979. He was a former lecturer at Makerere University and a Buganda native, who served for only 68 days.

5.Godfrey Lukongwa Binaisa (1920–2010). President from June 20, 1979, to May 12, 1980. He was a politician, lawyer, and Buganda native who served for less than a year.

6.Apollo Milton Obote (1925–2005). President for a second time from December 17, 1980, to July 27, 1985.

7.General Tito Okello Lutwa (1914–1996). President from July 29, 1985, to January 26, 1986. Lutwa was a career Acholi soldier from the Kitgum district in northern Uganda. He narrowly escaped death at the hands of Idi Amin in 1971 and later helped to overthrow Amin in 1979. Lutwa was overthrown by Yoweri Museveni’s National Resistance Movement in 1986.

8.Yoweri Museveni (1944– ). President of Uganda since January 29, 1986. By early 2015, he had been president for 30 years, far longer than any of his predecessors. An ethnic Ankole, he was born on August 15, 1944, in Ntungamo District, Uganda, and has been married to Janet Museveni (1948–) since 1973.



When conversing with people from other ethnic communities, Ugandans often use any of the various local lingua francas, for example Luganda or Kiswahili in the capital region. Interethnic communication in English is common among the country’s educated population that mostly lives in urban areas. The emergence of an indigenous national language has long been undermined by ethnic rivalry and the limited spread of the country’s native languages. Because of Uganda’s increasing economic integration with her Kiswahili (Swahili) speaking neighbors of Kenya and Tanzania, the language could possibly become its national language in the future. Kiswahili would probably have become Uganda’s national language by now (given its popularity in much of East Africa) if it had not been unfavorably linked with former President Idi Amin’s murderous military regime.

Religion

Ugandans are quite religious and have a worldview that seamlessly blends spiritual and material aspects of life. Religion, therefore, explicitly and implicitly pervades every aspect of Ugandan life. Private and public events such as funerals, marriages, graduations, and independence celebrations are accompanied by religious prayers, exhortations, musicals, songs, and dances that are presided over by leaders from the country’s various religions.

Uganda’s religious landscape is dominated by Christianity (86.1 percent) and Islam (12.3 percent). Additionally, there are many other minor religions in the country like Baha’i, Hinduism, and Sikhism, which collectively account for 1.6 percent of the population (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2006). Various indigenous African Traditional Religions (ATRs) undergird the country’s religious landscape, though the extent of their following is difficult to quantify. There are virtually no open atheists in the country.
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Christians pray during revivalist services at Makerere Community Church in Kampala. Christianity is very influential in Uganda, and evangelical churches like this are a major factor in the spread of the religion in Uganda. (Evelyn Hockstein/KRT/Newscom)

Because most Ugandan Christians, and to a lesser extent Muslims, also adhere to aspects of various ATRs, the Ugandan worldview and religious landscape is best described as syncretic. Thus, while few modern Ugandans self-identify as ATR practitioners; the influence of ATRs on their lives is pervasive.

Although Uganda is a secular state, major public events like independence celebrations are often multireligious, though they are usually dominated by Christianity. While private events, such as weddings, tend to be conducted according to the tenets of either Christianity or Islam, they also regularly feature compatible aspects of local ATRs.

Before the advent of Christianity and Islam, the people of what is now Uganda were practitioners of various local ATRs whose core teachings were passed down orally. While the influence of ATRS has declined substantially since the colonial era, they continue to influence the character of Ugandan Christianity and Islam. Despite their wide variety, Uganda’s ATRs have many common characteristics. First is a universal belief in a distant, everlasting, and all powerful creator God who is approached indirectly and whose will for the living is known through a chain of intermediaries that extends from local fetish priests, shamans, and diviners (fortune-tellers) to the spirits of beneficent dead ancestors. Second is the belief that God is manifest in the awe-inspiring forces of nature, such as thunder and lighting, the stellar world of the sun, moon, and stars, and the unusual rocks and trees that often serve as shrines. Third is the existence of good and evil spirits that rank below the supreme being and are involved in the lives of the living. Fourth are the lack of sacred texts like the Bible and the absence of an organized hierarchy beyond the local fetish priest. Fifth is the use of religious practices such as regular prayers, pouring of libations (liquid offerings), and animal sacrifices to appease aggrieved ancestors or gods. Sixth is the widespread belief in the power of witchcraft and evil spirits and their neutralization and exorcism through consultation with diviners and witch doctors. Seventh is the firm sense of good and evil and its immediate recompense in the land of the living. Eight is the lack of a clear concept of heaven and hell, though one’s transformation to either a good or evil spirit that enjoys a heavenly or hellish afterlife is based on one’s behavior in this life (Otiso 2006).

An in-depth religious breakdown of Ugandans includes Roman Catholics (41.6 percent), Anglicans/Protestants (36.7 percent), Moslems (12.4 percent), Pentecostals (4.7 percent), Seventh-day Adventists (1.5 percent), Orthodox Christians (0.1 percent), other Christians (1.2 percent), Traditionalists (0.4 percent), Baha’i practitioners (0.1 percent), and people of other faiths (1.3 percent) (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2006: 27–28). There are also adherents of African Independent Churches (AICs) whose numbers are unknown. The AICs, which are often despised by mainstream Christian denominations and churches, arose during the colonial and immediate postcolonial period as a protest against mainstream churches’ gender, racial, and political discrimination and paternalism. Some AICs also arose in response to the real or perceived inability of mainstream Christian churches to respond appropriately to certain aspects of local African spirituality (Ward 1991).

Christianity first reached Uganda between 1874 and 1877. It was introduced by Henry Morton Stanley, The New York Times journalist who had been sent to Africa in search of David Livingstone. After finding him in western Tanzania, Stanley proceeded to travel to what would later become the Democratic Republic of Congo through the kingdom of Buganda. While at the kabaka’s (king’s) court in Buganda, Stanley prepared an abbreviated Swahili Bible and installed Dallington Scopian Maftaa, an African Christian, as a missionary to the Ganda (Baganda) people. Shortly thereafter, in 1877, the Anglican Church Missionary Society (CMS) established the Buganda mission, following Stanley’s appeal for missionaries in Britain’s Daily Telegraph newspaper on November 15, 1875. The subsequent coming of French Roman Catholic missionaries to Buganda in 1879 not only led to competition with the preestablished Protestant CMS missionaries, but also with Muslims and local practitioners of traditional Ganda African religions for control of the kabaka’s court. Threatened by his subjects’ growing allegiance to Christianity, Kabaka Mwanga martyred many Anglican and Catholic Christians between 1885 and 1887. These martyrs are memorialized in the Basilica Church of the Uganda Martyrs, Namugongo, and by the Uganda Martyr’s national holiday that is celebrated annually on June 3 (Ssemakula 2014; Ward 1991; Otiso 2006).

Islam was the first major monotheistic religion to reach Uganda, arriving in 1848. Most Ugandan Muslims are Sunnis, and 12 percent of the country’s people are Muslims.

Islam came to Uganda from the north and from the east. Kabaka Mutesa I, who reigned from 1856 to 1884, is reputed to have been the first royal “convert” to Islam, though he was syncretist who mainly adhered to local Ganda religion. Under the subsequent Kabaka Mwanga’s reign, 1884–1888 and 1889–1897, Islam fared poorly because it had to compete for royal influence with Catholic and Anglican Christians. While Kabaka Nuhu Kalema was a Muslim, his short reign (1884–1889) did not substantially change the fortunes of Islam because of his failed attempt to impose a strict Islamic code of conduct on the Baganda people.

At any rate, a united Anglican–Catholic Christian assault overthrew Kabaka Kalema in 1889 and initiated the political marginalization of Muslims that lasted until the 1971–1979 reign of Idi Amin who, moreover, was a mixed blessing for Islam for many reasons. First, he was a poor Muslim role model that undermined the religion’s outreach efforts. Second, he ruled when Uganda’s small and divided Muslim population was unable to capitalize on his presidency. Third, he reduced the country’s Muslim population when he killed many Muslims and non-Muslims and expelled Asians (who included Muslims) in his attempt to bestow control of the country’s economy on locals in 1972. Fourth, his brutal regime triggered an anti-Muslim backlash that led to the extermination and exile of many more Muslims after his fall from power in 1979. Consequently, Muslims continue to be a politically, socially, and economically marginalized minority in the country (Otiso 2006).

Social Customs

Uganda is a fairly diverse country. As such, its social customs vary by location, ethnicity, gender, age, and class. Despite this diversity, many of the country’s ethnic groups have many shared core values including sense of community, respect for authority and elders, hard work, sacredness of human life, good human relations, hospitality, honesty and integrity, sense of time, and justice and fairness (Onyango 2014).

Social Etiquette

While Ugandans aspire to gender equality, males generally have more social privileges than females. Thus, the country’s many unwritten gender and age rules of social interaction tend to disadvantage females. Further, young people mostly socialize with young people and older people with other older people of the same sex. As a result, public displays of affection are frowned on, especially in the more conservative rural settings.

Uganda’s communal social orientation greatly esteems communal over individual welfare and defers to older members of society, who are generally considered wise and frequently sought out for advice and counsel. It is generally rude for younger people to fail to respectfully greet older members of society whenever they meet them. In cross-age and cross-gender interactions, females and younger members of society generally defer to males and older members of society.

In most Ugandan communities, children are generally invisible, and anybody that is in a child’s father’s or mother’s age-set is accorded the same respect as the parent and is often addressed as such. For this reason, it can be hard for outsiders to know a child’s real parents. This is especially true of the communities where children take clan names rather than those of their parents. It is unacceptable for children to call their parents by their first names. Mom or Dad is usually enough.

Because of the country’s communal orientation, individuals take great care to maintain good social standing, especially with members of one’s extended family and clan. Since the individual is because the community is, participation in social events like weddings is very important to Ugandans. Thus, communal invisibility and social exclusion for wrong behavior is catastrophic to one’s welfare, even more so in rural settings. Therefore, good human relations, hospitality, hard work, and integrity are highly valued individual traits.

Since Uganda is a relational society, relationships take precedence over time. Thus, being in a hurry is seldom a good excuse for failing to offer fellow community members proper recognition and salutation. In short, the Ugandan concept of time is cyclical and relationship oriented rather than linear and task oriented. Their sense of punctuality is therefore different from the European or American one. This flexible sense of time requires outsiders to be patient and flexible when dealing with Ugandans.

Ugandans greet each other with handshakes, even when they are meeting for the first time. Both men and women shake hands, except in those segments of the Muslim community that forbid handshaking between strangers or unrelated men and women. Light handholding is a common expression of friendship among men, women, and men and women that are closely related. It is taboo, however, to engage in homosexuality or public displays of sensual love like holding hands, hugging, or kissing. In some rural Ugandan communities, women and children often kneel or bend a knee when greeting guests and other respectable members of society. It is customary to gracefully accept such expressions of respect (Kabiza Wilderness Safaris 2003–2014).

Ugandans value modest and clean dress for both men and women. Most Ugandan men and women wear the ankle-length traditional Kanzu and Busuti/Gomesi dresses, respectively. In the urban areas, Western-style business suits are widely worn, though Ugandan women rarely wear trousers, even in such settings. In line with the country’s conservative dress tradition, knee-length skirts for women are preferred over miniskirts, short shorts, and trousers. Nonetheless, as Uganda has rapidly globalized in recent decades, it has had to contend with the growing popularity of miniskirts and other revealing dress items, Internet pornography, and liberal Western media among its urban youth. But, with reported attacks on women in miniskirts and men in low-slung trousers after the recent passage of antipornography legislation, the stage seems set for a protracted fashion war in Uganda (The Guardian 2014).

Rites of Passage

Traditional and modern rites of passage are also central to Ugandan society and are used to mark the transition from childhood to adulthood as well as entry into certain socioeconomic groups. While the main traditional rites of passage in Uganda are circumcision, marriage, and death, other more recent ones include school graduations and baptisms. While circumcision is in decline, most Ugandans do get married, and death is universal.

Male circumcision is more widespread in Uganda and is practiced by the Bakonjo and Bamba, Bagisu, Sabiny, and Sebei. Female “circumcision” or female genital cutting is rarer, though it is still practiced by the Sabiny and Sebei (Refugee Review Tribunal–Australia 2005). In the communities that did not traditionally practice circumcision, other rites of passage, like successful hunts of dangerous animals (now illegal) and lower tooth removal, were used to mark the transition from childhood to adulthood between the approximate ages of 13 and 18.

In most Ugandan communities, the childhood-to-adulthood rites of passage precede marriage, which comes with significant social prestige for the newlyweds. To many Ugandan traditionalists, Christians, and Moslems, death marks the transition to the good or bad spiritual afterlife, depending on one’s behavior in the land of the living. Besides the childhood-to-adulthood rites of passage, marriage, and death, there are many other minor and rare rites of passage in Uganda such as the blood brotherhood ceremonies and ritual marriages that welcome initiates into certain social, familial, or religious groups.

In the course of undergoing the country’s traditional rites of passage (except death), the initiates were inducted into mutually accountable age-sets and were given instructions on their individual and collective social rights and responsibilities. This education greatly contributed to the social harmony and cohesion of traditional Ugandan societies. Since the late 1800s, Uganda has lost many of these benefits because of the erosion and decline of its traditional rites of passage due to colonial, Christian, Islamic, and global influences. Unlike the traditional rites of passage that were inclusive and effective in ensuring that every member of society was productive, modern variants are exclusive. They therefore often produce initiates or graduates that are unproductive because they are inadequately trained, socially connected, and prepared to succeed in the modern Ugandan economy. In the meantime, the country seems to be struggling to either modernize its traditional rites of passage or come up with new hybrid ones that combine the best aspects of its traditional and modern rites of passage. The latter could not only help Uganda to reinvent itself, but could also help it to curtail its fraying social fabric as well as the growing hopelessness, drug abuse, and destitution of its youth.
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Marriage festivities at Rubaga Cathedral in Kampala. Though traditional weddings are still held, many Ugandan couples opt for Western-style ceremonies. (Eye Ubiquitous/UIG via Getty Images)

To this end, Uganda has identified 10 values that could be the basis of building its modern society. These are sense of community, respect for authority and elders, hard work, sacredness of human life, good human relations, hospitality, honesty and integrity, sense of time, and justice and fairness (Onyango 2014). It has, however, yet to find a way of mainstreaming these values throughout society. Consequently, it is not only facing major national cohesion challenges, but it is also struggling to maintain its culture in the face of an intensifying global cultural onslaught.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Uganda’s lifestyles and leisure activities vary by location, ethnicity, gender, income, and class. Most Ugandans (85 percent) live in rural areas and subsist on crop and livestock farming, though some also practice commercial farming. In much of the countryside, government administrators, teachers, and health professionals are some of the few people who work in the modern sector of the economy, though they too often supplement their income with various farming activities.

A communal orientation that is mostly anchored in traditional African values, such communalism, bartering, respect for elders, distinct gender roles, patriarchy, and preference for communal over individual welfare, generally prevails in much of Uganda, especially in the rural areas where relationships also matter more than time. Some of the common rural leisure activities include wrestling, traditional brew drinking, chatting, singing and dancing, and playing sports (e.g., soccer) and games like omweso (a type of board game). In many rural areas of Uganda, children commonly play hide and seek, dul (a kind of finger golf), dodge ball, bolingo (singing), kakopi kakopi (chicken legs), and prisoner (Send a Cow 2014, Musinguzi 2011).

Conversely, in Kampala and other urban areas, varying degrees of modernistic lifestyles that value individualism, modern livelihoods (such as office work), and materialism are increasingly common. A cash-based exchange system dominates in these areas. Evening and weekend leisure is especially pronounced in the country’s urban areas and it consists of playing various sports (e.g., soccer, boxing, track-and-field events, basketball, cricket, golf, motor sport, rugby, tennis, volleyball, and camping) and games. Watching television, comedy shows, YouTube videos, and Nollywood DVD movies is also common. Equally pervasive are Web surfing, khat chewing, consumption of traditional and modern alcoholic drinks, and enjoying music and dance. In urban Uganda, income and class are especially important determinants of lifestyle and leisure (Beckerleg 2009).

Employment

Uganda’s employment is concentrated in agriculture (82 percent), services (13 percent), and industry (5 percent). Conversely, the sectorial breakdown of Uganda’s GDP (purchasing power parity—PPP) of US$54.37 billion is services (50 percent), industry (26.9 percent), and agriculture (23.1 percent). The small relative contribution of agriculture to the Ugandan economy, despite employing the bulk of the country’s population, points to the sector’s low productivity and focus on small-scale subsistence farming. As a result, Uganda’s GDP per capita (PPP) of US$ 1,500 is one of the lowest in the world. Moreover, the country’s income is unequally distributed and disproportionately concentrated in the well-off segments of society. An estimated 25 percent of the country’s population is below the national poverty line (CIA Factbook 2014).

Like in many other African countries, most Ugandans work in the informal sector of the economy, which is characterized by low entry barriers as well as the largely unregulated production and exchange of common household products and services. But as the informal sector is hard to capture in official government statistics, the size of Uganda’s economy is not fully known (Otiso 2006: 12). At the same time, despite the importance of the informal sector to Uganda’s economy, policymakers continue to place more emphasis on the country’s small formal sector of the economy. Overall, a large portion of the Ugandan workforce is either underemployed or misemployed, that is, it is engaged in occupations that are either beneath or significantly different from their academic qualifications. Many other Ugandans are unemployed because they lack skills to obtain gainful employment (Werikhe 2014).

Uganda’s Education System

Uganda has a 7:4:2:3 system of education where children spend seven years in primary school, four years in secondary school, two years in high school, and an average of three years in college or university. Children usually start their primary school education at the age of five or six in the nearest primary school. Most of them walk to school. Some of the country’s children, especially those in urban areas, attend kindergarten or nursery school between ages three and six before enrolling in primary school. At the end of their primary, secondary, and high school education, students take national exams that qualify them for entry into the next higher level of education. Thus, at the end of their primary education, they take the Primary Leaving Examinations (PLE) in English, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies, with those that excel being admitted to the nation’s top secondary schools including St. Mary’s College Kisubi, Mt. St. Mary’s Namagunga, Makerere College School, King’s College Budo, Gayaza High School, and St. Henry’s College Kitovu.

At the end of their four years of secondary education, students take their Uganda Certificate of Education (UCE) or simply O-level examinations. Those that pass these exams will often proceed to two years of high school. At the end, they sit for their Uganda Advanced Certificate of Education examinations or A-levels to gain entrance into various local and foreign universities and other tertiary level institutions.

Although there are many private schools in Uganda, public schools dominate the country’s education system. Many of Uganda’s private schools are exclusive and are largely patronized by students from well-off backgrounds. Examples of such schools include Rainbow International School, International School of Uganda, Kampala International School Playground, Green Hill Academy, City Parents School, Kabojja Junior, Seroma Christian High School, Hilton High School, Tororo Progressive, and the five St. Lawrence campuses of London, Horizon, Paris Palais, Creamland, and Crown City.

The Ugandan education system is highly competitive with progressively fewer schools and students found at the secondary school, high school, and college or university level. Thus, while 8.5 million students were enrolled in the country’s primary schools in 2013, only 1.4 million (16 percent of those in primary school) were enrolled in its secondary schools. A mere 201,376 (2 percent of those in primary school) were enrolled in its tertiary institutions in that year. Although part of the wide gap between primary and secondary school enrollment is due to the introduction of Universal Primary Education (UPE) in 1997, poverty, insecurity, and other factors end many Ugandans’ educational dreams at the primary school level.

In general, boys outnumber girls throughout the country’s education system, with the gender gap widening as one moves up the educational ladder. For instance, in 2013, female enrollment in the country’s primary, secondary, and tertiary education levels was, respectively, 50 percent, 46 percent, and 43 percent. Similarly, males tend to perform better than girls on the country’s national PLE, UCE, and UACE examinations (Table 1). This gender imbalance is due to many complex socioeconomic factors that will take significant amounts of time, resources, and determination to address.









	Table 1: Performance on Uganda National Examinations by Sex




	Exam

	Male Performance Index (Percent)

	Female Performance Index (Percent)




	Primary Leaving Examinations (PLE)

	65

	59




	Uganda Certificate of Education (UCE): Secondary

	47

	41




	Uganda Advanced Certificate of Education (UACE): High School

	56

	56




	Source: Republic of Uganda. 2013. “Education and Sports Sector Fact Sheet 2002–2013.” Ministry of Education and Sports, Education Management Information System (EMIS) 2002–2013, Kampala, Uganda. http://www.education.go.ug/files/downloads/Fact%20Sheet%202002-2013.pdf. Accessed February 3, 2015.






Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Gender Roles

Most Ugandan ethnic communities have traditionally had gender-specific roles. Women and girls generally take care of the domestic sphere and are thus responsible for cleaning, food production and preparation, fetching water and firewood, caregiving, and child rearing. Conversely, men and boys generally take on the nondomestic responsibilities, like animal husbandry, hunting, fishing, clearing fields; providing shelter and protection from external aggressors; and taking care of any chores that may require their stronger physique. Overall, traditional Ugandan communities have long been characterized by substantial gender inequality and, because they are patriarchal, they accord males far more power and privilege than females. They also expect females to be submissive to males who also largely control land, livestock, and other key means of production. Within families, men also usually make the most critical decisions with or without their wives’ input. Even in marriage, Ugandan men marry while women get married; and men are generally seen as “owners” of their wives and children, and of their labor and produce.

These unequal gender relations continue to be evident in modern Ugandan society. Women are, therefore, underrepresented in the country’s major political and economic structures. They also seldom own or inherit land and other means of production and are often less educated because their families of birth and marriage tend to underinvest in their education. Moreover, women tend to be paid less for their work within and without the home (Fentiman and Warrington 2011).

Since the colonial era, Uganda has experienced many socioeconomic changes that have significantly affected the country’s gender roles. Although women’s domestic chores have scarcely changed, they have also increasingly been forced to take on additional responsibilities. For instance, as men have increasingly left for the cities in search of wage work, women have increasingly had to take on their absent sons’ and husbands’ farm responsibilities. Women’s farmwork has thus become more onerous with time, even as their low educational opportunities and qualifications have continued to limit their access to the modern job market.

Thus, even when women migrate to cities, they often engage in low-paying occupations (like food vending) that are extensions of their domestic responsibilities. Since the 1980s, various biological, cultural, and socioeconomic factors have together greatly increased Ugandan women’s vulnerability to HIV/AIDS relative to men (Cullinan 2014). Moreover, as caregivers, women are increasingly burdened with the task of taking care of those that are infected with or orphaned by HIV/AIDS. As modern Ugandan society continues to emasculate men through unemployment, many are increasingly seeking solace in alcohol and further burdening their womenfolk.

In recent decades, Uganda has witnessed an increase in efforts designed to end the country’s gender imbalance. For instance, the country recently passed the Domestic Violence Act and the Prohibition of Female Genital Mutilation Act. However, the enforcement of these laws is limited. Thus, violence against women is widespread, as are hindrances to women’s access to greater political and economic power and independence and to adequate education and health services. Furthermore, it is unlikely that Uganda will achieve gender equality without reforming its discriminatory marriage and divorce laws (FIDH 2012).

Marriage and Family

Marriage and family are central aspects of Ugandan society. Beyond perpetuating society, Ugandan marriages unite families, lineages, and clans, and these groups therefore try to ensure the survival of their kin’s marriages. Marriage is also an important rite of passage that confers high social status on the couple both individually and collectively. Marriage is virtually universal in Uganda. Consequently, unmarried people are generally accorded low social status in most Ugandan communities (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2006: 33).

Ugandan marriages can be either monogamous or polygamous and are overwhelmingly heterosexual. In Uganda, polygamy is synonymous with polygyny (where a man has two or more wives), since polyandry (where a woman has two or more husbands) is forbidden. There are many social, practical, religious, and material reasons for the endurance of polygyny in Uganda, despite its increasing decline. For instance, in many rural areas, it facilitates the accumulation of children who are highly valued as sources of farm labor and security in old age. Some Ugandan Muslim men are also polygamous because Islam allows them to marry up to four wives provided they can support them and treat them equally.

Uganda’s marriages can be classified as traditional, religious, or civil and are governed by the country’s Marriage Act. Traditional or customary marriages, which can be monogamous or polygamous, are conducted according to the customs of the country’s various ethnic communities. Nearly all of these marriages are consummated after the groom pays dowry to the bride’s family. In the event of their dissolution, the dowry is supposed to be returned. To avoid this embarrassing prospect, the couple’s immediate and extended families try their best to ensure the success of the marriage. Traditionally, Ugandan families have also sought to guarantee the success of their children’s marriages by carefully screening prospective marriage partners by lineage (to maintain biological exogamy or marriage between nonblood relatives) and ethnicity since not all interethnic marriages are culturally compatible. Moreover, marriageable Ugandans try to avoid marrying people with undesirable traits like laziness, drunkenness, and cruelty. Customary marriages are recognized by the country’s Marriage Act.

Uganda’s religious marriages are usually conducted according to the teachings of the country’s dominant Christian and Islamic traditions. While Christian marriages are monogamous, their Islamic counterparts can also be polygamous. Christian marriages usually take place in church and are conducted by pastors or priests who are authorized by the state to conduct weddings. Such marriages culminate in the issuance of state marriage certificates and are usually consummated on the wedding night. Christian marriages also tend to be syncretic, because they often come after the conclusion of compatible elements of local customary marriage rites, such as the payment of dowry.

Islamic marriages are usually much simpler than their Christian counterparts and can take place without the presence of the bride, provided her father and another witness are present. Parents usually choose their children’s marriage partners, though the children do endorse the choices before the marriage takes place. After this, the bride receives dowry from the groom. At the marriage ceremony, an imam (Islamic religious leader) or any other presiding officer delivers the sermon, oversees the couple’s exchange of their wedding vows, and the signing of their marriage certificate before declaring them married. Afterward, the couple exchanges wedding rings before celebrating the marriage with food, music, and dance (Otiso 2006, 2013).

Civil marriages are conducted by government officials and are increasingly entered into by Ugandans who are unwilling to endure the lengthy preliminaries of the country’s customary or religious marriages. Since the consent of immediate and extended family members is often needed for traditional and religious marriages, prospective couples that face opposition to their marriage for either traditional or religious reasons, often resort to civil marriages. Ultimately, even Uganda’s religious marriages are civil marriages since they are conducted under the legal authority of the state.

Uganda’s cultural modernization and globalization is increasingly impacting the country’s marriage customs in ways that alarm many Ugandans. The most notable impacts are the growing incidence of homosexuality, cohabitation, and pornography.

Homosexuality is a controversial issue in Uganda. Although the extent of homosexuality in Uganda is unknown, most Ugandans are opposed to the practice on cultural and religious grounds, and the government has banned it along with same-sex marriage. Nevertheless, the issue is likely to continue to be controversial in Uganda for some time (Gettleman 2014).

Cohabitation, the act of a man and woman living together in a sexual relationship for an extended period of time as if they are married, was virtually unheard of in traditional society. The practice frequently follows a couple’s elopement and is more common in the country’s urban areas. Around the country, cohabitation is a growing precursor to marriage because of the breakdown of social and religious customs that promoted marriage over cohabitation, the high poverty levels that prevent many marriageable people from meeting the upfront costs of marriage (e.g., dowry), and the desire for some people to try out married life before committing to one another. Despite its growing incidence, cohabitation is a divisive issue in Uganda, and its inclusion in the country’s draft Marriage and Divorce Bill is hindering its passage (Natukunda 2014).

Another growing threat to Uganda’s marriages is the growing availability of Internet and print pornography. The vice has been blamed for sexual crimes against women and children, including rape, child molestation, and incest, and for being damaging to individuals, families, and communities. It is, therefore, currently regulated by the country’s Anti-Pornography Act, which bans Ugandans from participating in the production, trafficking, broadcast, procurement, import, export, selling, and abetting of any form of pornography. Although the law is yet to be operational, its definition of pornography as “any representation through publication, exhibition, cinematography, indecent show, information technology or by whatever means, of a person engaged in real or simulated explicit sexual activities or any representation of the sexual parts of a person for primarily sexual excitement” (Republic of Uganda 2014, Part 1:2) is already controversial, because it has gained notoriety as an antiminiskirt law that has been blamed for attacks on women and men in revealing clothes.

Cuisine

Uganda’s cuisine is as diverse as the country’s climatic and cultural landscape. In the wet southern part of the country, the main staple foods include plantains and bananas (matooke), maize (or corn), rice, sweet potatoes, yams, groundnuts (or peanuts), pumpkins, beans, cowpeas, various green vegetables, and fruits. In the drier northern parts of the country, the major food crops include ground cassava, millet, sorghum, and simsim (sesame seeds). These staple foods are prepared in diverse ways to suit the palate of the various ethnic groups in the country. While Uganda has no national dish, matooke (mashed plantains or bananas) and posho (also known as ugali or nsima) have widespread appeal and are therefore de facto national dishes. Both matooke and ugali (a stiff maize or corn flour porridge that is similar to Italian polenta or American corn bread) are served with sauces or stews made from a variety of vegetables, beans, groundnuts, and meats. Overall, beyond the various local foods, Ugandan cuisine features significant English, Arab, Asian, and especially Indian influences (Otiso 2006, Dining for Women 2013).

While Ugandans generally eat three meals a day, breakfast, lunch, and dinner, the latter two tend to be the heaviest and are often eaten with bare hands, except in the more Westernized households and restaurants. Nevertheless, widespread poverty often makes it hard for many Ugandans to have three balanced meals a day. In northern Uganda, extreme weather conditions like droughts and political instability are also frequent causes of food shortages and famine (Kwesiga 2013).

A variety of meat from poultry (mostly chicken), fish, goats, sheep, cattle, and various wild animals is widely eaten. Meat is, however, a rare delicacy, except in well-off rural and urban households and in the nomadic pastoral communities of the country (e.g., the Karimojong) who have long subsisted on the meat, milk, and blood of their livestock and the grains they buy with these items. Livestock production in Uganda occurs under a variety small subsistence conditions (e.g., localized free-range or enclosed herding, zero grazing, or pastoral nomadism), as well as in large-scale commercial production.

Besides water and milk, Ugandans consume a wide variety of traditional and modern beverages. The country’s most common nonalcoholic drinks include tea, coffee, various fruit juices, and soda from various soft-drink makers like Coca-Cola, Pepsi, and some local companies. Nonalcoholic malt drinks are also common in Uganda’s urban areas.

A wide variety of traditional and modern alcoholic beverages are consumed in Uganda. Most of the traditional brews are made from bananas, cassava, millet, or sugarcane. Waragi, a mostly homemade distilled gin that is made from banana, cassava, millet, or sugarcane beer, is widely consumed throughout the country. Because the purity and alcohol content of homemade waragi is unregulated, the drink has become increasingly dangerous, as some unscrupulous producers have sought to increase its potency by lacing it with methanol (Gatsiounis 2010).

While a government crackdown has led to more hygienic commercial production of waragi, the homemade variety is much more popular because of its affordability and convenient availability. There are nearly two dozen authorized waragi makers in the country, including Nile Breweries and Uganda Breweries Limited. Imported beers and spirits are also widely available in the major urban centers. Since Uganda has one of the highest per capita alcohol consumption rates in the world, the beverage may be costing the country more socially and economically than HIV/AIDS and malaria (Gatsiounis 2010).

Beverage consumption in Uganda varies by age, gender, occupation, and income, with wealthy Ugandans enjoying the widest variety of beverages. While milk, fruit juice, and soda are more commonly consumed by children, women, and teetotalers, well-off Ugandans also drink many local and imported varieties of commercial beer, wine, and malts.

Uganda’s cuisine is becoming increasingly globalized. This is because of many Ugandans’ growing access to global media, foreign travel opportunities, and greater interactions with foreigners, as well as the advent of global food processing and marketing corporations. Uganda’s large diaspora is also a key factor in the growing globalization of its cuisine.

Dress

Ugandan dress consists of traditional and modern elements. Most common in the precolonial era, Ugandan traditional dress was made manually from local materials, such as tree barks and leaves, grass, and livestock and wildlife skins. It varied by sex, location, ethnicity, and social class.

The country’s Bantu groups wore more elaborate attire. For instance, traditional Baganda attire often took two forms. The first consisted of an upper- and lower-body bark clothes. The second was a large knee-length piece that women wrapped around the chest under the armpits, or men tucked under one armpit and tied in a knot over the opposite shoulder. Nobles usually embellished these basic clothes with state regalia like hats and leopard-skin overcoats. Children did not usually wear any clothing until the onset of puberty. However, girls were often adorned with colorful earrings and necklaces (Otiso 2006, 75).

Among the common traditional personal adornments were tattoos, body marks, beads, earrings, nose and lip ornaments, bracelets, anklets, oil and ghee (clarified butter), headdresses, cow dung, and ochre body paintings. Some communities (e.g., the Lugbara) also had the custom of removing two to six lower front teeth. Moreover, traditional Ugandan communities had practical but special-purpose attire that was part of the paraphernalia of royalty, dancers, warriors, shamans, traditional healers, and medicine men. For instance, dancers wore grass skirts, fly whisks, ornate headdresses, and ankle jingles or bells (Otiso 2006, 76).

Modern clothes were first brought to Uganda by Western travelers, missionaries, and colonists. Besides the now widespread elements of Western attire (e.g., blouses, T-shirts, headscarves, skirts, dresses, and suits for women and T-shirts, shirts, caps, sweaters, jackets, trousers, shorts, and suits for men), Western Christian missionaries introduced the country’s popular ankle-length Victorian dresses (the gomesi or busuti) for women and the similarly long tunics (the kanzu or boubou) for men. Both the gomesi and kanzu vary widely in quality, style, and complexity, depending on the occasion and location, as well as the religion and social status of the wearer.

Both men and women now commonly wear shoes and adorn themselves in various ways. Depending on the occasion, women generally adorn themselves with necklaces, bangles, hats, watches, earrings, rings, handbags, and headscarves. Men usually wear watches, necklaces, and bangles. Women also wear nicely braided or combed hair or weaves. As Uganda is an integral part of the modern global economy, virtually all global men and women’s clothing fashions are available in the country. These are important expressions of individual and collective ethnic, religious, class, gender, and age identity (Otiso 2006, 80).

Sports and Games

Ugandans participate in a wide variety of sports with the most competitive and popular ones being soccer, boxing, and wrestling. Other sports that appeal to various segments of the population include track-and-field activities, basketball, cricket, golf, motor sports, rugby, tennis, volleyball, and camping.

Soccer is Uganda’s most popular organized sport. Beyond the country’s two super leagues, there are many local and regional soccer competitions. Some of the country’s Super League soccer clubs include Maroons FC, Sports Club Villa, Express, Masaka, Simba FC, Water FC, Police FC, and Entebbe Young. Though some local Super League matches are featured on Ugandan TV and radio, they have a moderate local media following compared to the popular English Premier League, which boasts a higher quality of play and production (Robinson and Dosunmu 2006; Alegi 2010; Singh 2011; Baller et al. 2013; Daily Monitor 2013).

Besides the local, regional, and national soccer leagues, soccer also features prominently in the country’s primary, secondary, and tertiary education sports competitions. The national soccer team, the Uganda Cranes, is a regional powerhouse that is yet to qualify for the World Cup. Many of the challenges that bedevil Ugandan soccer, including poor management, corruption, lack of training facilities, and poor remuneration of players (hence their loss to foreign leagues), also plague other Ugandan sports to various degrees.

Uganda has a history of producing world-class boxers who have won the most Olympic gold medals for the country (Muneza 2014). For instance, in the 1970 Commonwealth Games in Edinburgh, Scotland, three Ugandan boxers, James Odwori (1951– ), Mohamed Muruli (1947– ), and Benson Masanda, won gold medals while Leo Rwabwogo (1949–2009) and Deogratias Musoke (1949– ) won silver. In the 1980s and 1990s, Ayub Kalule (1954–; career: 1976–1986), Cornelius Boza-Edwards (1956–; career: 1976–1987), and John Mugabi (1960–; career: 1980–1999) won various world championships. Specifically, Cornelius Boza-Edwards was the 1981 World Boxing Council (WBC) Light Middleweight Champion, while John Mugabi, the Welterweight Silver Medalist at the 1980 Olympic Games in Moscow, was WBC Light Middleweight Champion between 8 July 1989 and 31 March 1990 (Mugabi, 2014). For his part, Ayub Kalule not only won the Amateur World Welterweight title at the inaugural 1974 World Championships in Havana, Cuba, but also five light-middleweight championships between 1979 and 1980. Despite many managerial and financial challenges, the Uganda Boxing Federation (UBF) is poised to produce more boxers that can win at the Commonwealth Games, the Olympics, and other world championships (Mugalu 2014, Wasike 2014).

The history of athletics in Uganda goes back to the precolonial period, when informal local wrestling, running, and spear-throwing competitions were held by the country’s various ethnic groups. In the colonial era, the idea of an annual athletics championship in Uganda was launched with the formation of the Uganda Native (African) Athletic Association (UNAA) in 1995. UNAA affiliated with the then International Amateur Athletics Federation (IAAF) in 1954, which later became the International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF). For its part, UNAA evolved into the Uganda Amateur Athletic Association (UAAA) at Independence (1962), the Uganda Amateur Athletics Federation (UAAF) in 1993, and finally the Uganda Athletics Federation (UAF) in 2004. As a member of the IAAF, the Uganda Athletics Federation is an automatic member of the Eastern Africa Athletics Region (EAAR) and the Africa Athletics Confederation (CAA). Within Uganda, the UAF is an affiliate of the Uganda Olympic Committee. Over time, membership in the UAF and its predecessors has gone from individuals, to clubs, and onto district associations, which have constituted the Uganda Athletics Federation since 1993. Ugandan athletes now compete in national and regional events like the East African and All Africa Games, the Commonwealth Games, and the Olympics (Uganda Athletics Federation 2014).

Uganda’s success in global track-and-field championships is modest compared to boxing. The country’s inaugural international athletic competition the 1954 Empire Games in Vancouver, Canada, where Patrick Etolu (1935–2013) won Uganda’s first international medal: a silver medal in high jump (Uganda Athletics Federation 2014). Since then Ugandan athletes have competed in the successor Commonwealth Games and won four gold medals. Specifically, Dorcus Inzikuru (1982– ) and Boniface Kiprop (1985– ), respectively, won gold in the 3,000-meter Steeple Chase and 10,000-meter race at the 2006 games in Melbourne, Australia. On his part, Moses Kipsiro (1986– ) won two golds in the 5,000-meter and 10,000-meter races at the 2010 games in New Delhi, India (Uganda Athletics Federation 2014). Ultimately, Dorcus Inzikuru won four gold medals in various world athletic competitions between 1999 and 2007 and became Uganda’s best female athlete by the end of the first decade of the 21st century (Kigongo 2012).

Uganda has competed in the vast majority of Olympic competitions since the 1956 Olympics in Melbourne, Australia. The country’s medalists in the Olympics are (1) John Akii-Bua (1964–1997), the first Ugandan athlete to win an Olympic gold medal (Munich, 1972); (2) Davis Kamoga (1968– ), who won a bronze medal in the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta; (3) Stephen Kiprotich (1989– ), who won a gold medal at 2012 Summer Olympics in London; and (4) Boniface Kiprop (1985– ), who won a gold medal in the 10,000-meter race at the Athens Olympics in 2004.

Uganda has participated in the All-Africa Games since 1965 and won many gold, silver, and bronze medals. The country’s best performance in the All-Africa Games occurred in 1987 when its athletes won seven medals.

Similarly, Uganda has participated in the IAAF World Athletics Championships since 1985 and won three gold medals through Dorcus Inzikuru in the 3,000-meter women’s steeplechase in Helsinki in 2005, Stephen Kiprotich in the men’s marathon in Moscow in 2013, and Joshua Cheptegei (1996– ) in the men’s 10,000-meter final at the IAAF World Junior Championships in Eugene, Oregon, United States (Katende 2012, Monitor 2014, Uganda Athletics Federation 2014). All in all, Uganda is a successful global athletic powerhouse whose performance has steadily grown over time.

Festivals and Holidays

Uganda has many local harvest, arts, and literacy festivals. Its few national festivals are connected with its music, arts, education, and publishing industries. The main festivals are summarized in Table 2.

Uganda has 13 main holidays, namely New Year’s Day (January 1), Liberation Day (January 26), International Women’s Day (March 8), Good Friday (date varies), Easter (date varies), Labor Day (May 1), Martyrs’ Day (June 3), Heroes’ Day (June 9), Eid al-Fitr (End of Ramadan, date varies), Eid al-Adha (Feast of Sacrifice, date varies), Independence Day (October 9), Christmas (December 25), and Boxing Day (December 26). Of these holidays, Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha have, perhaps, the least bearing on national affairs, since they are mostly celebrated by the country’s minority Muslim population. While Independence Day is the country’s most important secular holiday, Christmas is easily the most festive holiday in Uganda.

Music and Dance

Ugandan culture is filled with music and dance. There is hardly any social occasion, whether it be childbirth and naming, marriage, death, recreation, work, or worship that is not accompanied by music and dance. While the country has many music and dance traditions, they all generally play the same role in this largely oral society, which is to communicate, educate, and entertain society, and to record its history.

Uganda’s contemporary music and dance scene includes elements from the precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial periods. In the precolonial era, each ethnic group focused on the development and enjoyment of its own traditional music and dance; with limited musical exchanges between various modern-day Ugandan ethnic communities. This era is also noted for the initial introduction of Islamic, and later Christian, music into the country. A significant portion of Uganda’s precolonial music and dance traditions are still discernible today, having survived intense colonial, Christian, and Islamic attacks.










	Table 2: Uganda’s Main Festivals




	Name

	Dates/Duration

	Location

	Purpose




	National Drama Festivals

	Annually, various dates

	Usually in Kampala

	To develop the arts in the country’s education system




	Amakula Kampala International Film Festival

	Annually, various dates

	Kampala

	To promote cinema in the country




	Festival on the Nile

	Annually, weeklong, various dates

	Jinja

	To highlight the rich and diverse music, dance, theater, folklore and storytelling, and food cultures of the people that live along the Nile along with traditional arts and cultural practices of people from other parts of the globe




	Bayimba International Festival of Music and Arts

	Every September for three days

	Uganda National Theatre, Kampala

	To showcase the rich music, film, dance, theater, and visual arts of Uganda and her neighbors


		     
		     
	B-Global Indigenous Hip-Hop Festival

	Every September

	-

	To celebrate Ugandan hip-hop, use hip-hop to educate youth, reconnect Ugandan youth with their roots, and gather Ugandan youth and hip-hop leaders for the purpose of upholding peace and love


		     
		     
	Nile Gold Jazz Safari

	Every October

	Kampala

	To promote jazz in the country by showcasing leading jazz players from across the globe


		     
		     
	This Is Uganda

	Every December

	Kyandondo Rugby Club, Kampala

	Uses mostly female artists to encourage women in the arts, to highlight the diverse cultures of Uganda through art, music, poetry and dance, and to promote HIV/AIDS awareness, women’s rights, education, and environmental preservation


		     
		     
	National Book Week Festival

	Annually, various dates

	Throughout the country

	To promote literacy in Uganda






The arrival of British travelers, missionaries, and colonialists in the country in the late 1800s, was both good and bad for traditional Ugandan music and dance. On the negative side, the coming of the Europeans led to the death of some aspects of local music, dance, and instrument traditions. In particular, Christian missionaries, with the support of European colonial administrators, intensely fought the country’s precolonial music and dance heritage, because they considered it to be unchristian and central to the “heathen” African lifestyle. Thus, many missionary schools excluded local music, instruments, and dances from their music curricula. On the secular side, the diffusion of local music, instruments, and dances was suppressed because they were in competition with their European counterparts. Over time, this suppression led to the extinction of certain aspects of traditional Ugandan music and culture as colonialism does usually include some degree of cultural death on the part of the colonized (Bulimo 2010).

On the other hand, European colonialism benefited Ugandan traditional music and dance in two specific ways. First, Europeans introduced music and video recorders, players, and radio broadcasting to Uganda that together ultimately helped to record, preserve, and spread the country’s music and dance traditions. Secondly, they brought modern music schools, cultures, instruments, and composition techniques that also enriched local music and dance traditions. Together, these developments gradually helped to launch the country’s commercial and broadcast music and dance industry.

The commercial music and dance trends that started in the colonial era have exploded since independence in 1962. As a result, Ugandans now have access to a broad array of native and international African, European, and American music and dance genres. Many factors have contributed to this situation. First is the explosive growth in public and private radio and TV broadcasting in Uganda since the liberalization of the country’s airwaves in the early 1990s (Lugalambi et al. 2010). Second is the country’s increased access to modern music sound and video recording, distribution, and sharing technology. Third is many Ugandans’ growing financial ability to consume commercial music and video products. Fourth is the country’s large diaspora and many Ugandans’ growing domestic and international travel and exposure to other music and dance cultures. Fifth is many Ugandans’ growing access to Internet and global radio and television broadcasts (Otiso 2006).

Ugandans are also actively involved in the export of music and dance throughout East Africa and beyond. Some of the country’s leading music and dance artists include Jose Chameleone (1979–, Afro-beat and reggae), Bebe Cool (1977–, African reggae and ragga), Pastor Wilson Bugembe (1985–, gospel), Bobi Wine (1982–, Afrobeat), Princess Juliana Kanyomozi (1980–, R & B), Matthias Walukaga (hip-hop, kadongo kamu), Grace Nakimera (1985–, Afropop), and Judith Babirye (gospel). There are also many choirs in the country, including the Watoto Children’s Choir.

Once in decline, traditional music has recently made a strong comeback with Uganda’s traditional cultural revival, more so since the restoration of the country’s traditional kingdoms in 1993. Many popular musicians have contributed to this revival through their contemporary renditions of various traditional songs (Katende 2012). Examples of Uganda’s traditional music genres include (1) court music, which has historically been sung for the country’s traditional monarchies such as the kabaka (king) of Buganda; (2) work songs that are used to synchronize, entertain, exhort, and encourage work parties; (3) ritual and worship music that is used in various sacred rites or initiation ceremonies; (4) ceremonial or festival music for customary marriages, initiations, and coronations; (5) funeral songs or dirges in honor of the deceased and their ancestors; and (6) panegyric music, songs, or chants in praise of various individuals, families, clans, royalty, regions, objects, or ethnic groups.
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Top reggae and ragga artist Bebe Cool performs at a concert in celebration of the life of Nelson Mandela. Artists like Bebe Cool demonstrate how Ugandans have added their own stylings to musical genres adopted from abroad. (Gareth Cattermole/Getty Images)

Traditional music artists often use instruments like drums, trumpets, flutes, xylophones, and harps and occasionally wear bark clothes and other customary dress items. Many of the country’s traditional cultural festivals feature this music, which is also a key component of African Traditional Religions. Annet Nandujja (1959– ) is one of Uganda’s leading traditional music performers (Otiso 2006; Katende 2012).

Uganda’s traditional music is often accompanied by various dances, such as those that are connected with the ancestral worship and spiritism of Uganda’s diverse African Traditional Religions. Some of Uganda’s traditional dances include (1) the amaggunju, a Baganda dance that was originally used to entertain royal babies; (2) the tamenaibuga (also known as irongo or nalufuka, a Basoga friendship and unity dance; (3) mwaga, a Bagisu initiation dance; (4) akembe, an Iteso courtship dance; and (5) kimandwa, a Bahiru worship dance for their god, Okubandwa (Steiner 2014).

Uganda has many modern secular and religious music genres. The religious genres are mostly Christian, both Catholic and Protestant, and, to a smaller extent, Islamic. This music is local, as well as imported from neighboring and distant countries, and is sung in Uganda’s various vernacular languages, as well as in Kiswahili and English. While some of this music consists of traditional hymns, much of it increasingly consists of highly danceable hip-hop, rhythm and blues, contemporary, Afropop (or Afrobeat), or Latino blends. This music not only features modern instruments such as electric guitars, keyboards, and drums, but is also popular with the country’s youthful population. Some of the key players in the country’s Christian music scene include Judith Babirye, Julie Mutesasira, Sseku Martin and Hawa Abale, the Kansanga Miracle Centre Mass Choir, and the Kampala Pentecostal Church’s Watoto Children’s choirs.

Swahaba Kasumba is one of Uganda’s leading Islamic music artists. His innovative Islamic pop tunes are especially noteworthy. Uganda’s smaller religions also have their own music and dance traditions (Otiso 2006).

The country’s various secular music genres are equally broad and are both local and foreign in origin. They include, first, jazz, a high-energy danceable local variant. Second is Afropop or Afrobeat, a fusion of African folk or traditional music and Ugandan-style pop music that features guitars, keyboards, African drums, and other traditional and modern instruments. Third is hip-hop or rap, an African American import that is now mostly performed in local Ugandan and East African languages and is focused on local issues. Fourth is cultural or folk pop, a modern rendition of folk/traditional Ugandan music. Fifth is kadongo kamu, a hybrid Kampala-area urban Ganda music genre that uses narrative-style songs that are infused with various modern instruments. Sixth is reggae, a Caribbean music genre that has been significantly domesticated by Ugandan artists. Seventh is lingala dance music from the neighboring Democratic Republic of the Congo. Eight is patriotic music, such as Uganda’s national anthem as well as the anthems of the country’s traditional kingdoms (Gulere 2010). Many of the contemporary American and British top 40 dance hits are also fairly popular in Uganda.

Percussion, wind, and single- or multistringed musical instruments are widely used in Uganda. Percussion instruments are played by being struck, scraped, rubbed by hand, or struck against one another. Examples include drums, logs, xylophones (locally known as amadinda), rattles and shakers (ensaasi), and thumb pianos (like lukeme or okeme). All of these, especially the drums, vary widely in shape, size, construction, function, and ornamentation. Drums are some of the country’s most widespread music instruments.

Wind instruments are played by blowing into them. Ugandan examples include traditional and modern horn trumpets, long wooden and cow skin trumpets, and flutes.

Single- or multistringed instruments are played by plucking their strings with fingers. Examples include the various traditional harps (e.g., the Bugandan ennanga and entongoli) and modern guitars. Like the drums, stringed instruments are quite widespread in Uganda (Otiso 2006).

Besides the promotion of Uganda’s music and dance through radio, TV, CDs, DVDs, and the Internet, music and dance are also promulgated at the country’s arts festivals, including the National Drama Festivals (Table 1). Moreover, the country’s Pearl of Africa Music (PAM) Awards, which were initiated in 2003, and the rival HiPipo Music Awards, which were launched in 2013, have played a big role in the recent growth and development of the country’s music and dance industry. PAM and HiPipo winners are popularly chosen by a combination of votes from fans and judges. Another indication of Uganda’s growing music and dance stature is its artists’ increasing presence in larger African and global music awards. Some Ugandan artists have also signed contracts with international record labels, production houses, and promoters like Sony and are increasingly performing abroad (New Vision 2012).

Visual Art

Uganda has a vibrant and growing visual arts scene that includes painting, sculpture, and cinema. All three types of art can be used to communicate people’s thoughts, values, feelings, and cultures. Art also traditionally played a central in Uganda’s spiritual, political, economic, social, and religious life. Art can also provide members of society with avenues for leisure and for developing personal character through the promotion of their attention span, tolerance, sense of responsibility, situational analysis, and aesthetic appreciation (Muyanja 2011).

Ugandan painting has a history that spans thousands of years, starting with the ancient rock art that is also found in other East and Central African countries. This art consists of various engraved geometric designs and finger paintings of highly stylized wildlife and domestic animal forms. Examples are mostly found in the east and southeast parts of the country. The best example of rock art in Uganda is the six-site cluster around Nyero rock, which is between Mbale and Soroti, near Mount Elgon. The paintings were created by the ancestral Twa (Batwa) or Pygmies (TARA 2014; Smith et al. 2014). In some northern Ugandan ethnic groups, ochre body painting is a centuries old cultural tradition.

Contemporary painting in Uganda dates to the colonial era, when it was introduced by Margaret Trowell, after whom Makerere University’s Margaret Trowell School of Industrial and Fine Arts (MTSIFA) is named. Besides introducing her African students to easel painting and silkscreen printing in the 1930s and 1940s, she insisted that their craft be true to their African roots. Thus, the work of her early students, including Peter Mulindwa (1943– ), depicted local traditional and mythological life. Since then, the repertoire of Ugandan painting has grown to include many modern painting styles and themes. This art form has also become increasingly commercialized since the entry of modern batik-style painting into Uganda in the 1960s (Court 1985, Nagawa 2012, Guruve 2008).

In particular, the exceptional innovations and refinements of Henry Lutalo Lumu (1939–1989) and his brother, David Kibuuka, greatly aided the commercial success of batik painting in East Africa and beyond. While they were living in exile in Nairobi, Kenya, in the 1970s, they transformed this art form by expanding its flexibility, background depth, broadness, and color palette to the extent that its control, detail, and richness mirrored that of European and American acrylic and watercolor painting. Their innovations, along with the impact of Nairobi’s international batik art community and marketing system, eventually led to the emergence of the popular, super realistic, semiabstract, and traditional batik art styles (The Ugandan Masters 2010, Deutsche Welle 2014, Modern Batik Art Workshops 2014).

Uganda’s other well-known painters include Mathias Muwonge, Ifee Francis, George Kyeyune, Henry Lumu, Maria Kizito Kasula, Pilkington Ssengendo, and Robert Ssempagala. Their works adorn many private and public art galleries around the world.

Sculpture has a centuries old history in Uganda though its development in the last century has been aided by its commercialization and the training offered by Makerere University’s School of Industrial and Fine Arts. In the precolonial era, this art form was used to produce artwork for spiritual, political, social, and religious rituals, as well as the insignia or emblems for these realms’ officeholders. Nowadays, many Ugandan sculptors also produce souvenirs and other commissioned works of wood, ceramics, and metal. Among the country’s leading sculptors are George Kyeyune, Lilian Nabulime, Bruno Sserunkuuma, Robert Ssempagala, Francis Nnaggenda, John Mugisha, and Philip Kwesiga. Uganda’s famous sculptures include Kampala’s Independence Monument, which was sculpted by Gregory Maloba (1922– ), a Kenyan who studied and taught art at Makerere University from 1939 to 1965 (Ssenkaaba 2007).

Cinema is the least developed visual art in Uganda. This is partly because the art form is not indigenous to Uganda. Many Ugandans, especially those in rural areas, are thus unfamiliar with it. Even in the major urban areas, a shortage of culturally relevant films, movie theaters (there are just two in Kampala, for instance), and affordable movie tickets limits this medium’s appeal to the masses. In the 1970s and 1980s, Uganda’s political turmoil severely disrupted the lives of many of the country’s leading cinema artists, producers, and directors. As a result, the country’s cinema industry was forced to rebuild itself from scratch in the 1990s and early 2000s.

The growth of the country’s small filmmaking tradition has also for a long time been hindered by many factors. These include a shortage of technical expertise and financial support (whether public and private), stiff competition from the immensely popular Nigerian film industry (Nollywood), poor script-writing and film marketing skills, weak copyright protection for local film productions, the proliferation of low-quality productions that discourage potential investors in the industry, lack of film productions for some market segments like the youth (except for the immensely popular music videos), and limited opportunities for formal training in film production (Kamukama 2012, Danish Film Institute 2014).

Uganda has been featured in major motion pictures, including Barbet Schroeder’s General Idi Amin Dada: A Self-Portrait (1974), Sharad Patel’s The Rise and Fall of Idi Amin (1980), and Kevin MacDonald’s The Last King of Scotland (2006). These three films examine aspects of Idi Amin’s rule of the country (1971–1979), while Mira Nair’s Mississippi Masala (1992), is a romantic drama that examines the challenges that some of the Ugandan Asians expelled by Idi Amin in 1971 faced as they resettled in the United States (Otiso 2006).

More recently, the country’s artists have produced films like Battle of the Souls (2007) and State Research Bureau (2011). The Battle of the Souls is a religious-themed thriller that shows how people are attracted to the underworld. Directed by Matt Bish, it won Best Visual Effects and Best Supporting Actor at the 5th Africa Movie Academy Awards in 2009 (AMAA 2015). State Research Bureau, also directed by Matt Bish, depicts many Ugandans’ deadly encounter with government security agents during the country’s era of political turmoil in the 1970s and 1980s (Ugandan Diaspora 2011).

Some of the country’s current film stars are Mariam Ndagire, Abby Mukiibi, Patricko Mujuuka, Aloysius Matovu, Charles Ssenkubuge, Matt Bish, and Carol Kamya of Imani (Kamukama 2012, Otiso 2006).

In recent years, Uganda’s film industry has started to grow because of many reasons. First is the growing Uganda TV industry’s rising demand for local movies as it aspires to meet the Uganda Communications Commission’s target of their need to air 70 percent locally made programs (Mwesigwa 2014; Lugalambi et al. 2010; Okuda 2013). Second is the advent of affordable digital film recording, editing, marketing, and distribution through online video streaming platforms like YouTube. Third is the emergence of local film production companies as well as the growing use of the country as a film location by global movie studios (Emerge Film Solutions 2015). Fourth is the recent initiation of national film festivals, like the Uganda Film Festival, to showcase and promote the country’s movie and TV productions and to celebrate its motion picture artists. Fifth is the Uganda government’s growing commitment to the country’s film industry through the Uganda Communications Commission.

If the government’s Uganda Film Festival succeeds in achieving even a fraction of its objectives, it will likely revolutionize the country’s film industry. These objectives include (1) the stimulation, promotion, and marketing of the country’s film and video industry locally and internationally; (2) the development of the output and technical capacity of this industry through training, seminars, keynote addresses, and the use of industry best practices; (3) the creation of a forum for local industry players to interact, peer review their work, and network with international film producers, distributors, and exhibitors; (4) the provision of Ugandan film industry stakeholders with a chance to gain international exposure through participation in foreign film festivals and local and international short film courses; (5) the provision of film grants to promising Ugandan film and video producers; and (6) growing the use of Ugandan music in the country’s film productions (Uganda Film Festival 2013).

Altogether, the future of the Ugandan film industry looks bright. This is partly because it is following in the footsteps of the celebrated Nigerian movie industry (Nollywood) that has a huge following in Uganda. As Nollywood partly succeeded by marketing its movies through DVDs and online video streaming platforms, “Ugawood” or the emerging Ugandan movie industry is also relying on the same strategy. In the words of Leila Kalanzi, one of Uganda’s popular actresses, “You either put your play on DVD so that people watch you from the comfort of their living rooms or lose out; people no longer have time to go to theaters” (Kamukama 2012).

Architecture and Housing

Ugandan architecture and housing can be indigenous, modern, or syncretic. The first dominates in the rural areas, where most Ugandans live. While it varies by ethnic community, it has many common characteristics, including its predominant residential use, simplicity, and bareness. Native houses are often relatively small and devoid of indoor plumbing, running water, and electricity. These mostly round- or square-shaped houses utilize relatively similar wattle-and-daub grass-thatch construction techniques.

Uganda’s high levels of poverty are also a major factor in the country’s bare rural housing architecture, even though it is often well suited for the widespread outdoor lifestyle of the country’s warm tropical climate. Iron sheet roofs, which tend to be hot during the day, cold at night, and deafening during rainstorms, are increasingly common in the Ugandan countryside. This is because of their durability, functionality, and rainwater-harvesting potential that can substantially improve many rural women’s lives by alleviating their tedious water-collecting chores.

Conversely, modern housing designs are largely confined to the country’s urban areas, where only 15 percent of its population lives. Such housing is mainly based on European, Middle Eastern, and American designs that first reached Uganda in the colonial era. While these designs give sections of Ugandan cities, especially Kampala, a modern and postmodern feel, they have also been criticized for (1) being neocolonial and alien to local cultures, (2) contributing to local housing shortages, and (3) undermining local economic development by discouraging the use of local building materials and techniques. Nevertheless, these foreign architectural styles are preferred by the country’s rural and urban elite, who increasingly lead globally connected consumer lifestyles.

Unlike their indigenous counterparts, modern housing architectural designs are popularly used for permanent buildings that are intended for residential, commercial, religious, educational, and public use. Such buildings are often large, internally and externally complex, tastefully furnished, ornamental in design, and made of permanent and more costly local or imported building materials. They usually have running water, indoor plumbing, and electricity.


Oil in Uganda

Though Uganda has estimated oil deposits of 6.5 billion barrels and substantial quantities of commercial natural gas, neither resource is currently in production. However, production is expected to commence in 2017 with the completion of the country’s first oil refinery. Uganda first struck oil in 2006 in the Albertine Rift basin that straddles its border with the Democratic Republic of Congo. While oil could enable the country to make much-needed investments in health care, education, and rural electrification, some fear that the country is on the edge of an “oil curse” or the socioeconomic dysfunction that has come to characterize many other oil producers like Nigeria. Moreover, because the country’s oil zone is in the lush Albertine basin that includes the Murchison Falls game park (which is home to about half of Africa’s bird species, as well as many baboons, antelopes, and elephants), there is fear that oil production will pollute and destroy these prized natural resources.



A significant amount of contemporary Ugandan housing is syncretic or inclusive of varying amounts of traditional and modern elements. Thus, while many lower-class Ugandans often build homes with aspirational features, their affluent counterparts often tend to incorporate certain traditional elements of design in their homes. In all cases, Ugandans try to build houses that resonate with their local culture and environment (Nawangwe and Nnaggenda-Musana 2005, Sanya 2005, Otiso 2006).

Increasingly, Uganda’s urban areas are the foci of the country’s decent housing supply crisis. Thus, they are home to many large slum settlements that are the product of the country’s (1) high urbanization and poverty rates, (2) weak urban planning and development control, (3) complex land tenure systems that undermine planned urban development, (4) poor and relatively decentralized urban governance, and (5) ineffective management of privatized services. These areas, having varying quantities of low-quality housing, are characterized by a lack of basic infrastructure, social services, and unsanitary living conditions. To improve the living conditions for its large slum population, Uganda has developed a national slum upgrading strategy that it is yet to be fully implemented (Nawangwe and Nnaggenda-Musana 2005, Republic of Uganda 2008).

Literature and Oral Traditions

Uganda’s written literature is tiny compared to its oral counterpart. For this reason, Ugandan literary giant Taban lo Liyong famously declared Uganda “a literary desert” in 1969. In response, his equally famous literary foe, Okot P’Bitek, argued that, in view of the country’s bounty of oral literature, “those who say [that] Uganda is a literary desert suffer from acute literary deafness, a disease that afflicts those who think literature exists only in books” (Kajura 2009, n.p.).

Uganda’s written literature consists of both prose and verse narratives, including novels, poems, myths, dramas, proverbs, and riddles. Of these, novels, poems, and dramas easily dominate the country’s literary scene, largely because they are used as school textbooks. Much of Uganda’s published literary work is in English and is dominated by male authors (Otiso 2006).

Uganda’s library of indigenous-language books is quite small because of many social, economic, and political reasons. These include, first, the country’s low literacy and income levels that limit book consumption and production, except for school and religious books. Second is the limited number of published Ugandan languages—only 10 out of 56—since, partly, the country places more emphasis on English which is its official language. Third is the increasingly strong professional and economic incentive that Ugandans have to be fluent in English (as opposed to their native languages)—their official language and language of learning and international business. Fourth is the failure of many Ugandan publishers to fully exploit their market potential by age, gender, location, culture, language, income, and education level. Moreover, Uganda’s reading culture is developing slowly due to the country’s weak library system. Books and other print publications are also losing market share to radio, television, cinema, theater and the Internet (Otiso 2006; Ikoja-Odongo n.d.).

At the moment, some of Uganda’s local-language literature includes: (1) the late Okot p’ Bitek’s Lak Tar, Song of Lawino, and Song of Ocol—the latter two books were originally written and published in Dholuo before they were translated into English; (2) Cornelius Wambi Gulere’s 2010 book, The Yuganda National Anthem in 25 Languages; (3) the Bible Society of Uganda’s local language Bibles; (4) the lower primary school vernacular-language books; and (5) Uganda’s vernacular newspapers, including Bukedde (in Ruganda), Orumuri (in Runyankole, Rukiga, Rutooro, and Runyoro), Rupiny (in Dholuo or Luo), and Etop (in Ateso).

Most of Uganda’s published authors are men. Thus, even the country’s major newspapers and other periodic literature is male-dominated. Many of Uganda’s literary artists mostly write adult books on their country’s contemporary social, political, and economic issues. A few others have written about the decline of native Ugandan culture since the colonial era.

Some of Uganda’s most prominent male authors are Okot p’ Bitek, Taban lo Liyong, John Ruganda, Austin Bukenya, and Bonnie Lubega. Okot p’ Bitek (1931–1982) is known for examining the adverse consequences of colonialism on Africa in his famous poems Song of Lawino (1966) and Song of Ocol (1970). Taban lo Liyong (1939–) has called for the need for Africans to preserve their culture and history in his works, including The Last Word (1969), Fixions & Other Stories—A Compilation of Luo Mythologies and Folktales (1969), and Another Last Word (1990). John Ruganda (1941–2007) has decried the oppression of the African masses by the black elite and the colonial alienation of African elites in his two novels Black Mamba (1973) and Covenant with Death (1973) and in plays like The Burdens (1972) and The Floods (1980). Austin Bukenya (1944–) has critiqued the pompous and ineffective postcolonial African elites in The People’s Bachelor (1972), and African societies’ devotion to outdated traditions and taboos in The Bride (1984). He has also promoted Africa’s oral culture in his seminal work, Understanding Oral Literature (1994). Bonnie Lubega (1929–) has examined topics like the strain between traditional and modern aspects of Ugandan village life in The Burning Bush (1970), the predicament of nonnative migrant workers in colonial and early postcolonial Buganda in The Outcasts (1971), and the dangers of environmental damage in Africa in Cry, Jungle Children (1974).

Among the country’s female authors are Barbara Kimenye, Jane Okot p’Bitek, Mary Karoro Okurut, Goretti Kyomuhendo, Rose Rwakasisi, Violet Barungi, Jane Kaberuka, Susan Kiguli, and Doreen Baingana. Barbara Kimenye (1930–2012), a Briton who spent much of her writing career in Uganda and Kenya, and Jane Okot p’ Bitek were Uganda’s first female authors (Hunt 2012). While Kimenye mostly wrote for children and teenagers in Moses and Mildred (1967) and in her other Moses series books, Okot p’Bitek build on her father’s poetic roots in Song of Farewell (1994).

After Uganda substantially recovered from its tumultuous 1970s and 1980s, Mary Karoro Okurut (1954–), launched FEMRITE (the Uganda Women Writers’ Association) in 1995 to try to end the country’s drought of female writers. Since then, FEMRITE has helped to launch a number of national, regional, and international award-winning women writers who have enriched Uganda’s literature by providing a feminine perspective on broader national issues or by highlighting various women’s challenges in the country. Among these FEMRITE authors are Mary Karoro Okurut, whose The Official Wife (2003) deals with the challenges of polygamy from a woman’s perspective, and Goretti Kyomuhendo (1965–) who explores the challenges of female education in Uganda in The First Daughter (1996).

Other Ugandan female authors include Rose Rwakasisi (1945– ) who has written several children’s and young adult books, including The Old Woman and the Shell (1994); Violet Barungi, whose novel Cassandra (1999) challenges traditional Ugandan society’s oppression of women; and Jane Kaberuka, whose Silent Patience (1999) deals with gender discrimination and sectarianism in East Africa.

Some of Uganda’s award-winning female writers include Susan Kiguli (1969–), whose poetry collection, The African Saga (1998), won the National Book Trust of Uganda Poetry Award and the Editor’s Choice Award of the U.S. National Library of Poetry. Doreen Baingana’s Tropical Fish (2006), similarly won the Commonwealth Writers prize for best first book in that year for skillfully exploring the challenges (e.g., HIV/AIDS) that young women face as they come of age in modern Uganda (Otiso 2006; Day 2013; Fallon 2013; FEMRITE 2014).

All in all, it is clear that as Uganda has recovered from its 1970s and 1980s political turmoil, its “literary desert” has started to recede as promising male and female authors have emerged in recent decades (Fallon 2013).

Nevertheless, one of Uganda’s urgent cultural and literary challenges is the recording and preservation of the country’s oral literature, that is, the totality of any ethnic community’s orally transmitted traditions, knowledge, and beliefs (Okpewho 1992; Bukenya 1994; Dictionary.com 2014). Oral literature has historically been the main method of education, instruction, and socialization in Uganda. Moreover, oral literature is both a recorder and preserver of family and community history. Besides being central to community building, it is also a record of social change. Unlike written literature, which is exclusive and accessible only to the minority literate segments of society, oral literature is inclusive and readily accessible to all members of society. Thus, Uganda’s oral literature is much more extensive than its written counterpart.

Each of Uganda’s ethnic communities has its own repertoire of oral literature. Much of this literature is however rapidly disappearing because of lack of appreciation of its true value. It is therefore not being recorded and preserved through writing or digital sound and video recordings. Moreover, it is increasingly failing to be passed on through regular theatrical performances because of decreasing native language proficiency and the continued unraveling of the intergenerational family setup that traditionally ensured the seamless transmission of the country’s oral literatures. As a result, the repositories of this knowledge, usually grandparents and other sages, are increasingly unable to pass on this knowledge because of (1) their physical separation from their grandchildren, (2) many urban children’s inability to speak their native languages, and (3) many children’s preoccupation with the modern school system, which seldom values and transmits indigenous knowledge. As more oral literature experts die from old age, certain indigenous languages are also dying and, along with them, their untapped libraries of oral literature. Hopefully, Ugandans will learn to value and preserve as much of this literature as possible before it is irretrievably lost (Otiso 2006; Kajura 2009; Otiso 2013).

Media

Uganda has had a relatively free press since it liberalized its media environment in the early 1990s (BBC 2014). Nevertheless, the government often tries to control the media. In particular, critical media are occasionally threatened or temporarily shuttered on flimsy grounds or technicalities. Moreover the police frequently manhandle journalists when they cover controversial events like demonstrations (IREX 2007).

Because of Uganda’s reasonably good media climate, the country has many print and electronic press outlets, though all of them are dwarfed by radio. Although there are many local and foreign newspapers and magazines, the country’s main newspapers are the privately owned Daily Monitor and Sunday Monitor and the government’s New Vision and Sunday Vision. While these mainstream papers are published in English, the New Vision also publishes various native language newspapers, including Bukedde (in Ruganda), Orumuri (in Runyankole, Rukiga, Rutooro, and Runyoro), Rupiny (in Dholuo or Luo), and Etop (in Ateso).

Uganda also has a very active and competitive tabloid press, whose readership and circulation beat those of the mainstream newspapers. The main tabloid newspapers include the Red Pepper, the Onion, and the Kampala Sun. There is also an active vernacular language tabloid press (Isabirye 2011; Wafula 2011).

Various weekly magazines are published or sold in Uganda by various interest groups that, for instance, cater to the fashion, religious, and business communities. Overall, Uganda has low newspaper and magazine circulation figures because of relatively low literacy levels and incomes and poor transportation systems, especially in rural areas. The country’s newspapers and magazines, despite their substantial online presence, also have limited numbers of online readers because of high online access costs and many of the same factors that limit print newspaper and magazine circulation. Nevertheless, growing mobile Internet access is increasingly giving many Ugandans access to online news and entertainment (Uganda Communications Commission 2014a; ITU News 2015).

Uganda also has many TV and radio stations. Among the main TV stations are UBC TV (a public station run by the Uganda Broadcasting Corporation), WBS (a private station operated by Wavah Broadcasting Service), Pulse TV (a private station), Bukkede TV (a public station operated by the state-owned New Vision Group), NTV Uganda (a private station operated by the Nation Media Group, which also publishes the Monitor newspaper), and East Africa TV (a private station). In total, 55 of the 71 licensed television stations in Uganda were on air in 2011. Forty-six of these licensed and operational TV stations were based in Kampala, which is home to most of the experienced TV broadcast workers, as well as the public, private, and voluntary sector entities that have TV sets and can afford to pay for expensive TV programming. Some of the TV stations in Kampala, however, have a national reach (Uganda Communications Commission 2014b).

Because Uganda’s is mostly an oral culture, radio is the country’s most important mass medium (Lugalambi et al. 2010). This is because most Ugandans own radios that run on cheap dry cell batteries and provide them with timely and highly accessible news and entertainment programs. Radio also trumps other mass media in Uganda because radio stations are much cheaper to operate than newspapers or TV stations. Consequently, Uganda has far more radios and radio stations than TVs, newspapers, and TV stations.

Of the country’s 275 licensed radio stations, 230 (84 percent) were operational in 2011. Most of these were based in the major cities of Kampala, Gulu, Lira, Mbale, Jinja, Mbarara, Masaka, and Arua. With 52 (23 percent) of the 230 operational radio stations and 55 (20 percent) of the 275 licensed ones, Kampala has less control over the country’s radio than TV media. Nevertheless, many of Kampala’s radio stations have more reach and sophistication than those in smaller cities (Uganda Communications Commission 2014b).

For cultural and economic reasons, men generally dominate the country’s radio and TV mass media. To partially rectify this imbalance, the Uganda Media Women’s Association launched MAMA FM 101.7 in 1997 to provide the country’s women and other marginalized groups with gender-appropriate health, legal, land, economic, educational, human rights, governance, leadership, religious, agricultural, environmental, and political information. MAMA FM, one of the few women’s radio stations in the world, broadcasts in English, Kiswahili, and various local Ugandan languages, including Luganda, Lusoga, Runyoro, Rutooro, Runyankore, Rukiga, Ateso, Luo, and Lumasaaba (Uganda Media Women’s Association 2001).
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Quick Facts

Capital: Lusaka (1.9 million in 2009)

Major Cities: Ndola, Kitwe, Kabwe, Chingola

Population: 14,638,505 (July 2014 estimated)

Languages: English (national language); Bemba (33.4 percent); Nyanja (14.7 percent); Tonga (11.4 percent); Lozi (5.5 percent); Lunda (1.9 percent); Kaonda (1.8 percent); Luvale (1.5 percent)

Government Type: Presidential Representative Democratic Republic. President serves a maximum of two five-year terms. Incumbent: Michael Chilufya Sata, elected 2011. Legislative Branch: Unicameral National Assembly of Zambia: 150 members directly elected in single-member constituencies; eight members selected through presidential appointment.

Ethnic Groups: Bemba (21.0 percent); Tonga (13.6 percent); Chewa (7.4 percent); Lozi (5.7 percent); Nsenga (5.3 percent); Tumbuka (4.4 percent); Ngoni (4.0 percent)

Religions: Protestantism (75.3 percent); Roman Catholicism (20.2 percent); other, including Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Baha’i (2.7 percent); none (1.8 percent)



Introduction

Zambia is not the first country most Westerners, or even most Africans, usually think of when they think of Africa. It is a small country of just 14.6 million people, tucked away in central-southern Africa. It has no history of conflict, or war, or widespread disease, or debilitating corruption. Zambia has no historic links to the Atlantic slave trade and the Americas that stem from antiquity. Nor does it have vast deposits of oil or strategic minerals that would facilitate links with the contemporary global economy. In short, Zambia is not typically in global headlines. Yet it is important, both comparatively and on its own merits.

Zambia was one of the first sub-Saharan African countries to undergo a multiparty democratic transition, which it did in 1991. Zambia has had peace and stability since 1964, even in a troubled subregion and surrounded by states that have seen sometimes seen immense conflict. The country is a leading source of copper and is currently the 10th largest producer in the world. It is a place of great beauty and natural resources, boasting 19 national parks and the spectacular Victoria Falls. The falls are part of a network of rivers that represent Zambia’s abundant water resources, a major alternative energy source, along with solar. The country’s size is also an asset: it is nearly twice the size of California but one of the least densely populated on earth.

Finally, Zambia can be appreciated for the richness and diversity of its culture. For many years, Zambia’s immodest slogan of the country’s (still underdeveloped) tourist industry was “Zambia: The Real Africa.” Although clearly Zambia cannot lay exclusive claim to that title, understanding the culture and customs of this vibrant country is essential to achieving a fuller appreciation for the real Africa in all its diversity.

Geography

Zambia’s geography is both a blessing and a curse. Thanks to its British colonizers and their European counterparts who established the map of contemporary Africa, Zambia is landlocked, surrounded on all sides by an astounding eight countries: Angola, Nambia, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Malawi, Tanzania, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. This long, substantially unguarded border has created numerous problems for Zambia, including refugee flows from unstable neighbors, illegal smuggling, and dependence on neighboring countries for international trade, since Zambia lacks its own ports. For the most part, Zambia’s borders make little sense from a geographic (or ethnographic) standpoint. To the south, its border with Zimbabwe is clearly defined: the majestic Zambezi River and the spectacular 108-meter (350-foot) Victoria Falls form a natural boundary. To the northeast, the border with Tanzania is more or less defined by Lake Tanganyika. Conversely, Zambia’s other borders are, by and large, neither marked by natural boundaries nor any other perceptible demarcation or obstacle.

In other ways, Zambian geography is a blessing. It contains some seven major rivers and river basins, including the largest portion of the 2,200-mile Zambezi, the 600-mile Kafue River, and the Luangwa River, both of which flow into the larger Zambezi in the south. The climate is also largely favorable for agriculture and settlement. Zambia lies almost entirely between the 10th and 20th parallels latitude in the southern tropics, but with an altitude—mostly high plateau above 900 meters—that mitigates against tropical temperatures in most areas. There are some hills and mountains, but none with significant elevation. Zambia’s climate ranges from the low-humidity zones of Lusaka and the high central plateau, to the sultry tropical environment of the Zambezi River valley in the south or in other river basins. The higher altitude regions, of course, are far less prone to tropical diseases, such as malaria and sleeping sickness, a factor that helps to explain patterns of European settlement in the country’s center. In the north-central part of the country (central and copperbelt provinces), extensive deposits of copper, cobalt, and other minerals were exploited beginning in the early 20th century, and substantial mining operations developed there. As a result, the modern infrastructure (road, rail, and telecommunications) of Zambia was centered on this agromining nexus, which also attracted the greatest African immigration and urban settlement.
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Victoria Falls, at the border of Zambia and Zimbabwe. The indigenous Tonga-speaking people of the area call the falls Mosi-oa-Tunya, or “the Smoke that Thunders,” because, as the waters of the Zambezi River tumble over the cliffside and into the ravine below, they produce a loud rumbling and a permanent mist. (Przemyslaw Skibinski/Dreamstime.com)

Zambia typically has good rainfall, and the single rainy season usually begins in December and ends in March. Zambia’s far northeastern and western regions are prone to severe flooding at certain times of the year, however. Annual rainfall in these areas is in the range of 100–150 centimeters. The rains can be unpredictable throughout the country, however, and the effects of climate change and environmental degradation have contributed to a high incidence of drought. In the Southern Province, rainfall ranges from 64 to 100 centimeters, but can vary by as much as 30 percent per year. Frequent droughts can have devastating impact on food production and communities.

Only about 20 percent of the land in Zambia is suitable for agriculture, and is mainly concentrated in the south, central, and eastern parts of the country. Most of Zambia’s soil is highly acidic, sandy, and nutrient poor, although much of that in the Central and Southern provinces is of higher quality. Zambia’s indigenous vegetation is mostly deciduous Miombe woodland, which consists of tall grasses, trees, and shrubs and covers two-thirds of the country. Deforestation is a problem due the to degradation, human encroachment, and illicit timber harvesting. The drier regions in the Western Province are more desert like, and the tropical Zambezi valley supports a wider variety of flora.

People and Ethnicity

Zambia’s estimated population as of July 2014 is 14.6 million, with a rather rapid population growth rate of 2.9 percent. Among this population are some 73 different ethnic groups who may represent millions, or just a few hundred people. A number of Zambia’s ethnic groups face existential pressure: those with small populations and dwindling numbers of speakers and vanishing traditions risk extinction in the 21st century. The larger groups, however, seem likely to hold on to both their language and their heritage and traditions, if only by sheer force of numbers. Zambia is also home to a small population of Indians and other South Asians, whites, predominantly of European origin, some people of Lebanese descent, and a small but growing population of Chinese. The ethnic diversity among the African populations alone makes it difficult to talk about “Zambian” culture and customs, inasmuch as some of the groups that comprise Zambia have very different practices. This chapter focuses, therefore, on the practices and traditions that are widely shared, but it also highlights some of the customs of the largest ethnic groups. Where the practices of smaller groups are particularly distinctive and unique, they are also addressed.

Languages

Zambia has 73 different ethnic groups. These groups, in turn, fall into a dozen language groups, and though they share some common Bantu origin words and structures, they are not mutually intelligible. Conversely, despite having distinctive cultures and customs, not all of the 73 groups speak their own language. Some are not distinct languages at all, but actually dialects. In some cases, communities were conquered and adopted the language of their conquerors; the Bemba, for example, were made subjects of nearby groups. In other cases, the victors, such as the Ngoni, actually adopted the language of the vanquished; today, they speak Nyanja, rather than the language of their Zulu forebears.

Given its ethnic and, to a lesser extent, linguistic, diversity, English is the official national language of Zambia. Although English provides a lingua franca, it is also a vestige of the colonial period, when the British excercised control of what was then Northern Rhodesia. Today, English is taught beginning in primary school; and among many urban middle-class Zambians, parents often prefer to speak to their children in English, rather than in their indigenous language. Travelling many rural areas of Zambia’s hinterland, however, it is still common to find few fluent speakers of English, and some villages where little if any English is spoken.

Outside of English, seven local languages are accorded official status and thus sanctioned for use in education: Bemba, Nyanja, Tonga, Lozi, Lunda, Kaonde, and Luvale. The largest is Bemba (techinically, iciBemba, the language of the Bemba), which is spoken by more than a third of Zambians, even though the Bemba people comprise only about 20 percent of the population. As noted, all speakers of Bemba as a first language are not ethnically Bemba. The Bemba subjugated a lot of other groups; moreover, as a regionally dominant tongue, especially in Northern Province, Bemba is an important language for various interactions, such as labor and community relations and trade. Indeed, whereas Bemba communities were based historically in Zambia’s Northern and Luapula provinces, they also supplied much of the labor to the mining industry during colonialism. A linguistic amalgam substantially based on iciBemba thus became the lingua franca among copper miners from all over the country.

Because of the number of Zambians (regardless of ethnicity) who speak Bemba as a first language, and the proximity of the Bemba people to state power, both in the colonial and postcolonial periods, Bemba is one of two widely spoken indigenous languages. The other leading language is Nyanja, which is spoken by nearly 15 percent of the population. Importantly, there is no corresponding “Nyanja” ethnic group. The tongue emerged as a lingua franca, particularly in Lusaka, among a number of groups from Eastern Province. These actually include multiple peoples, such as the Kunda, Ngoni, and Nsenga. In rural areas of Eastern Province, one would encounter much deeper, less contaminated language variants spoken by each of these groups. Nyanja is also a cross-border language; it is substantially equivalent to chiChewa, which is widely spoken in neighboring Malawi.

The Tonga people, dominant in Zambia’s Southern Province, also account for approximately 12 percent of first language speakers. The Tonga language is also spoken in northern Zimbabwe, though the communities were split not solely by arbitrary colonial boundaries, but by the construction of the Kariba Dam on the Zambezi River in the early 1950s, which submerged Tonga lands and dispersed many people. The last major ethnolinguistic community is composed of the Lozi of Zambia’s Western Province, who account for some 5.6 percent of all first language speakers.

Religion

Zambia is a religiously plural environment that includes world religions, such as Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism. African Traditional Religious practices are also found. The vast majority of its population, however, practices various denominations of Christianity. Christianity actually arrived in the country in the mid-19th century, well before formal colonialism, but it did not establish a solid foothold until the early 20th century, as missionary activity proliferated in conjunction with the establishment of colonial control over the territory. Christianity now claims about 95 percent of the population as adherents, although many of the Traditional beliefs and practices survive and sometimes coexist with Christian beliefs.

In the pre-Christian era, religious practices were affected by peoples’ surroundings. Indeed, their relationships with neighbors, and especially with nature, influenced their spirituality and how they conceived of god, which, in turn, impacted their relationships, in a kind of “virtuous circle.” Religion was undergirded by spirituality that saw god in nature and celebrated the role and importance of one’s ancestors. Christianity brought a different notion of religion that was more formal and institutionalized, and altered the nature of a believer’s relationship with his creator and with family and neighbors. For many, the old religious practices were inextricably linked to one’s life and existence. As Christian missionary influence spread, however, spirituality became something that was practiced formally, at church. Only in recent years, with the advent of more evangelical, “lived” expressions of Christianity has a pervasive form of religion again taken hold.

Catholicism gained an early foothold in Zambia through the establishment of Catholic missions in Northern Province, particularly among the numerically dominant Bemba people. Today Catholics remain the largest single denomination, representing approximately a fifth of all Christians, although this represents a substantial drop in recent years. This is followed by other mainline Protestant denominations, such as the Anglican Church. Other active denominations include the Seventh-day Adventist Church and the Jehovah’s Witnesses, which has for nearly a century had a strong base in Luapula Province. The charismatic Protestant churches, most of which are nondenominational, are the fastest growing. By some estimates, the percentage of evangelicals, charismatics, and Pentacostals (so-called Renewalist churches) now comprise more than half of all faiths in Zambia today. Those who have migrated to the evangelical churches have abandoned other traditions, chiefly the mainline Christian churches.

The new churches offer a potent sermon delivered with fiery oratory and a livelier service. Because many young Zambians no longer feel beholden to the faith traditions of their parents (much as they had deserted the pre-Christian beliefs of their own forebears), the congregants tend to be younger as well. And they employ a number of traditional elements: singing, dancing, and praise singing that characterize indigenous belief traditions. (Interestingly, even the Catholic liturgy has incorporated singing, drumming, and dancing into church services, but this is usually limited to the choir and other participants, rather than the wider congregation.)

The 1991 election of self-proclaimed “Born-Again Christian” Frederick Chiluba to the national presidency gave some added impetus to the evangelical/renewalist movement. Chiluba declared Zambia a “Christian Nation” shortly after his election, and led a controversial but ultimately successful initiative to have this enshrined in the preamble to the constitution in 1996. This change alarmed many Zambians, including those of other faiths, as well as those who sought to promote religious pluralism and tolerance; they regarded such a declaration as divisive, as well as unnecessary, since the country is more than 95 percent Christian anyway. Moreover, given Chiluba’s decidedly “un-Christian” behaviors—reported marital infidelities, massive corruption, and abuse of power—most observers both inside and outside Zambia, regarded the “Christian nation” effort as a cynical effort to mobilize Christian public opinion solely for political gain.

Minority religions in Zambia include Muslims and Hindus, as well as Baha’is and Buddhists, who collectively represent less than three percent of the population. Muslims enjoy a prominent position in society, especially in the cities of Lusaka and Livingstone. Most of Zambia’s small Muslim minority is composed of South Asians, predominantly of Indian descent, brought to Africa during the colonial period to serve as a merchant class. Other Muslims are of Arab or Middle Eastern descent. Black Muslims in Zambia are generally converts to the religion, or immigrants from West Africa. Interestingly, whereas nonblack Muslims are frequently wealthy, black Muslims are often considered of lower social class.

Like their Muslim counterparts, longtime resident Zambian Hindus were brought to Africa by the British during the colonial period to serve as a merchant class. Today, Hindus form a relatively small and cohesive community residing in towns across the country, although most are concentrated in Lusaka, Copperbelt, and Southern orovinces, chiefly in the commercial centers of Lusaka, Ndola, and Livingstone.

In keeping with its peaceful traditions, postcolonial Zambia is substantially inclined toward toleration of religious and cultural pluralism. There have been scattered cases of intolerance, but religiously driven violence in Zambia is rare. This owes as much to demographics as to overly simplistic allusions to Zambians as “peaceful people.” Vastly outnumbered minority groups tend to keep a low profile and avoid controversial political and social matters.

In sum, religion is an important aspect of Zambian life. Since the late 19th century, religiosity has been expressed primarily through Christian faiths, but the spirituality of Traditional beliefs remains embedded in Zambia’s various cultures.

Social Customs

Some social customs cut across groups. For example, Zambia is a gerentocratic society, that is, one in which age is respected. Older people tend to be treated with reverence and deference, particularly in social and cultural matters, but often in politics and occasionally in the private sector as well. Another national feature is paternalism, which means that men have more power in Zambian society. Social customs often place men in authority: they are the first to be served, their approval is required for certain decisions, and so on. Other rites, such as those dealing with age and initiation, marriage, and death, vary by group.

Various forms of initiation ceremonies for girls are practiced throughout Zambia, but only relatively few groups practice any such rituals for boys. These have their roots in antiquity and are related to similar practices seen throughout Central Africa. One example is the Mukanda ceremony, celebrated in Northwestern Province among the Luvale, and their related peoples, the Luchazi and Chokwe. It is a circumcision ritual for boys coming of age, historically around age 12 or 13, and marks their symbolic transition into adulthood. Another goal of the Mukanda is to teach boys how to tend to their homes and households when they become men.

Virtually every Zambian ethnic group maintains coming-of-age rites for girls. Teenage rites take place around the girls’ first menses, approximately ages 12 or 13, although some, like the kankanga initiation of the Ndembu, relating specifically to marriage and sexual techniques, are today more likely to be aimed at older girls and young women. Typically, girls are sequestered for the period of initiation, which can last as long as one to three months in the Lozi tradition (in modern times, this would be conducted during school holidays). Among the Lunda and Luvale, initiations once lasted as long as a year. Among the Bemba, Kaonde, Chewa, and Tumbuka, however, the ritual may last as little as three days. The Bemba variant is typical: a single girl is accompanied by one or more female elders (banacimbusa), usually chosen by her mother. Participants are entirely female and the rituals include both a celebratory dimension as well as tests of endurance and involve dancing and the wearing of body paint, as per the tradition. Sex and sexuality together form an essential dimension of the initiation process, and the training is significantly oriented toward pleasing the male partner.

Some women’s rights advocates, joined by conservative Christians, are increasingly critical of traditional approaches to girls’ initiation and suggest that the practice perpetuates women’s vulnerability and exploitation, or argue it fosters promiscuity and immorality, or both. Conversely, many traditionalists, including prominent leaders in government, have called for the embrace of customs that hark back to the (often reimagined) precolonial past in order to reclaim lost heritages and rescue endangered traditions.

Contemporary funerals in Zambia tend to be similar to their Western counterparts, except that they typically last a number of days. Visitors and relatives travel to the home of the deceased and offer condolences to the surviving spouse and family. It is customary for mourners to remain at the home for some time, rather than simply “pass through,” which is generally regarded as disrespectful. Food is an important part of the funeral event, as mourners are considered guests in the home. Close friends and relatives are expected to remain at the house overnight, with the men sleeping outside, and the women sleeping on the floor (older women excepted) indoors, although some friends, and fewer relatives, who reside locally may return to their own homes to sleep if the quarters are too crowded. The burial does not have to take place within a specified period of time. Rather, the family will ordinarily wait for the arrival of relatives who are traveling some distance. The day of the actual burial is a solemn event, but the procession to the burial site, by private cars or hired open-backed trucks, other vehicles, or on foot, will be marked by singing. Several women will remain behind and prepare food for those returning from the burial site. Those who reside in urban areas, and certainly wealthier Zambians, employ the services of funeral homes, although in remote areas, bodies will be washed according to traditional practice. Funerals for the majority of Zambian families can hardly be considered lavish, but they have been rather elaborate and time consuming; they may, for example, require cross-country travel for surviving relatives or preparation of large amounts of food, and thus great expense.

Lifestyle and Leisure

As with most aspects of contemporary Zambian culture and customs, a distinction must be drawn between the increasingly cosmopolitan, middle- and upper-class elites who reside in urban areas, and the majority of Zambians, many of whom live in rural poverty. For the poor, who live in areas with comparatively few services and activities and for whom subsistence agriculture is the norm, leisure is often a luxury. In rural areas, for both patrons and proprietors alike, constraints imposed by money, irregularity of electrical power, the nature of work, such as farm labor or subsistence, and its requirement for early mornings can make for a vastly different lifestyle. Thus, where young urbanites may enjoy all the trappings of their counterparts in any Western city, their rural kin may live an existence not altogether different from generations ago. If drink is available, it is as likely to be home brew as it is “shake-shake” or Mosi beer. Entertainment and nightlife in the far-flung areas of Zambia may simply entail listening to a radio and sharing stories, although even in poor areas, however, beer halls and music venues are found. Conversely, for urban elites, lifestyle and leisure activities bear considerable—and increasing—similarities to those in Western countries. Their lifestyle choices are influenced by such forces as the global news media and film, communications, the Internet, and travel both to and from Zambia.

Markets are an ingrained part of Zambian lifestyle. Ubiquitous in Zambian towns and cities, markets offer everything from salaula (used clothing) to spare parts, to foodstuffs; historically, these ranged from sprawling urban marketplaces like Lusaka’s Soweto Market, to government-owned stores. Only in the smallest, most remote settlements will no retail shop of any kind be found. Even in such places, however, one is likely to find items for sale, such as modest surplus of fruits, vegetables, freshly caught bushmeat, and so on, usually by the roadside. Beginning in the mid-1990s these traditional venues were joined by a host of other options, a process that has only accelerated in the 2000s, with the growth in consumer culture. The expansion in the number and type of shopping venues has been dramatic, and large-scale malls are now found all over Lusaka—such as Arcades, Manda Hill, and Levy Junction—as well as in the Zambian Copperbelt. Whether one’s interest is groceries, luxury goods, hardware, or high-end electronics, it is available. Many of these are sold by South African stores, with floor plans virtually indistinguishable from the Western prototype: large, well-lit aisles, attractive displays, an extensive selection of items, and a long bank of registers at the checkout counter. Shopping for groceries is essential; hanging out at the mall is a social event.
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Shopkeepers ply their wares in a market in Livingstone. Markets are an essential component of the social and economic life of Zambian communities. (Milosk50/Dreamstime.com)

One leisure activity that has seen a resurgence is movie houses, and several new ones have been established at Lusaka and Ndola shopping centers. Movie venues used to exist in the 1970s and 1980s, often showing second-run films. These theaters fell into disrepair, however, commensurate with economic decline and the arrival of satellite TV, which made relatively new films available to subscribers. Today, each of Lusaka’s three largest mall-style shopping centers now has a theater, some with the latest digital and 3-D technologies, showing the latest international (chiefly Western) blockbusters.

Zambia also has countless bars, restaurants, and clubs fueling an active nightlife. Found in every province, in virtually any municipality, these range from fancier private clubs and the upscale service of the international hotels, to brew pubs, to thoroughly unlicensed and unregulated shebeens (beer halls) or “hole in the wall”-type establishments, with few or any amenities, except perhaps a few stools or plastic chairs. Similarly, the restaurant scene ranges from expensive establishments visited by only businesspeople, politicians, and wealthy expatriates, to “take aways” that consist of little more than an ordering window. Both ends of the spectrum can be crowded and immensely popular with its target clientele.

The music and dance scene in Zambia is vibrant. Offering recorded and sometimes live music, the most popular venues find patrons standing shoulder to shoulder to reach the bar or, just as often, the dance floor. DJs play a mix of American hip-hop, European techno, Zambian and other African rhythms. Live musicians—principally Zambian artists, but also those from Congo and elsewhere—will play in clubs or outdoor concert venues. The scene is typically mixed. Although mostly young, upper-middle-class black Zambians certainly predominate, members of the Asian community, with its relatively higher disposable income, and expatriates are among the regular clientele.

It is not unusual to find middle-aged and older men at clubs whose vibe is aimed toward a younger crowd; typically married themselves, it is common to see older, wealthy elite men on the prowl for young women. Married women, particularly those who are mothers, tend to be little seen at bars and clubs. Also, cultural stigmas virtually ensure that women of any age will seldom go out to clubs alone, going instead with friends, whether male or female.

Employment

The vast majority of Zambians are not “employed” in the sense that they hold formal jobs for which they receive a salary or some other form of compensation, and their activities are taxed by state authorities. Formal sector jobs remain rare and represent a minority of the work done by Zambians on a daily basis. Although estimates vary, analysts suggest that informal activities represent close to 50 percent of Zambia’s gross domestic product. In terms of jobs people do, the informal sector—which includes everything from petty traders, to artisanal miners, to subsistence agricultural activities—represents the vast majority.

The number of jobs in the formal sector is not much more than half a million, a small share of the population. These include positions such as domestics, factory workers, miners, commercial farmworkers, those working in the consumer economy, white-collar jobs in the private sector, and, significantly, the public sector. Jobs in the formal sector are hard to find. Although the Zambian economy has grown impressively at over 5 percent annually for more than a decade, it does not generate enough jobs to employ all those seeking them. A skills gap also exists. The only way to expand this is through growth of existing enterprises or the addition of new enterprises through international investment or domestic entrpreneurship, but this is a slow process, at best. Entities like the World Bank and international donors have sought to promote the latter, but with only mixed success, as the costs of starting up new businesses remains prohibitive for most Zambians.

Zambian working conditions can be harsh, especially in certain lines of work such as mining, or in subsistence farming where one’s labor is linked directly to survival. However, formal sector jobs are government regulated, and though pay scales tend to be low, employees have a number of protections against abusive conditions, including the right to take employers to arbitration. The labor unions, and their national federation, the Zambia Congress of Trade Unions, have a long history of activism and national influence.

Informal sector jobs and subsistence can be quite different. People living in cities may have a wider range of employment opportunities: chronic unemployment characterizes Zambia’s impoverished urban compounds; in general, life is far harder for Zambians living in far-flung, underserved areas of the country. The urban poor may eek out an existence, setting up informal tailoring, nightclubs, or repair businesses. Those in rural areas who lack formal jobs are poor in a monetary sense. These Zambians do not make money from their labor activities, and thus most fall below the international poverty measure of less than US$1 a day. But notions of poverty among these “unemployed” can vary immensely. Some are desperately poor and lack sufficient access to adequate nutrition, education, and perhaps shelter. On the other hand, Tonga cattle farmers, for example, may own a herd of more than 200 cows, which is hardly impoverished. What those in the informal sector share is a vulnerabilty to economic or environmental shocks.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Gender Roles

Although women and men have distinct roles, and certain shared roles and responsibilities as coequals, in the majority of contexts women have substantially less power than men, in fact, if not always in law. This extends to all aspects of family, social, and economic life, and often to the legal sphere, though some progress has been made in each in recent decades. Importantly, women generally have lower status in traditional rural environments as well as contemporary urban contexts; however, persistent male labor migration patterns—toward the cities and historically the mines—leave women assuming primary responsibility for maintaining the home and for subsistence.

Both male and female household roles would be in addition to any paid employment outside the home, although wealthier, urban-based Zambians typically employ workers to look after the household chores and the gardening. Girls and women in cities like Lusaka are responsible for cleaning house and doing the laundry and cooking. In rural areas, to these tasks would be added: looking after children, gathering water and firewood, and engaging in subsistence farming. Boys may have a narrower set of chores and will often be found playing football (soccer). Men will cultivate fields in rural communities or work elsewhere. In both rural and urban environments, men are less likely to work around the house when they are through with their wage-earning activities. Instead, me typically will sit together and talk, with conversations often occurring over games or beer.
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Women handwash laundry in Simoonga, near Livingstone. Traditionally, Zambian women are responsible for duties associated with the upkeep of the household, like laundry and cleaning. (Yvette Cardozo/Getty Images)

In keeping with Zambia’s gerontocratic nature, older women and men are always expected to command respect. In traditional family settings, this may involve kneeling, avoiding eye contact with one’s elders, and so on, though many of these customs have been relaxed in contemporary settings. Yet while older women are accorded respect, this does not tend to improve their position in the overall gender hierarchy, which remains male dominated. Thus, barring physical disability, even an older woman would typically be expected to serve the man first, see to his needs, and in some cases, kneel before her husband; women are nearly always subordinate to men (of equal age) in families. Even if an elderly woman becomes a widow, the status accorded to her late husband would be assumed by another man, probably a senior male relative of the deceased.

Marriage

Each of Zambia’s major ethnic groups has distinct marriage rites and rituals, many of which continue to be practiced in spite of the other “modern” trappings of Zambian life. In some cases, these traditions have been preserved in modified form, often shortened or altered. Nonetheless, most retain their powerful symbolic value because they represent a vital connection to one’s culture and identity. Nowadays, religious or civil weddings are often followed by the kind of reception familiar to most Westerners; these more “modern” elements are interspersed between traditional ceremonies. The latter often involve food as well as initiation rites for the bride and groom.

Marriage is a vital part of gender relations and identity and remains an important aspect of manhood and womanhood. In marriage, women are too often regarded as the “junior partner,” which manifests itself in a number of ways. Girls are married younger and may become mothers at around age 15, although in urban areas with greater access to education and other opportunities, this is uncommon. The Marriage Act, chapter 50, stipulates that a person less than 21 years of age requires written consent of a parent or guardian in order to get married. The act does not apply to marriages entered into under customary law, however, which permits child marriages as long as the child (almost always a girl) has reached puberty. Although such traditional marriages are also subject to parental consent, girls as young as 12 or 13 may be married off by their families.

Women’s junior or subordinate status is also revealed in the practice of polygyny, or the taking of multiple wives. In the pre-Christian period, polygyny was common among most groups, although in contemporary Zambia the practice is generally frowned upon; the Tonga people are perhaps its most frequent practitioners. Polygyny is justified for agrarian communities especially on the basis of family security, including the prospect of more children to work in the fields. Yet regardless of its historical economic rationale, polygyny discriminates against women.

Importantly, the formal acquisition of a second (or third) wife is uncommon in Zambia today, but the social attitudes that sustained polygyny persist: many husbands simply take on numerous girlfriends and sexual partners. Even prominent public figures may have sustained and publicly visible extramarital relationships that they make little effort to keep secret. Women, not surprisingly, see things differently. One study found that women actually idealize the notion of monogamy and faithfulness in marriage, suggesting that they too find the polygny disheartening, if not anachronistic. Yet whereas those wives who endure wayward husbands do not exactly condone their extramarital relationships, there is often a sense of resignation expressed simply as “that is what men do.” Sadly, this exposes wives (and all partners) to sexually transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS, a disease that has a 12.5 percent prevalence among Zambian adults.

Despite the abuses to which the institution of marriage is subjected, it is regularly entered into for love, and with the best of intentions. Yet marriage is also something that Zambian men and women are expected to do. Part of expectation of marriage stems from the importance of children and childbearing in African cultures. In many relationships, however, the idea of a permanent, faithful marriage is often elusive; and infidelity, abandonment, and spousal abuse are frequent causes for divorce—as in the West, to be sure. It is also not surprising that, as new opportunities for women and the language (if not the practice) of gender equality emerge, increasing numbers of young women are choosing to delay marriage and instead focus on obtaining an education and starting a career. Again, we see an urban–rural dichotomy: in the rural areas, there will be more familial pressure on young women to get married.


Bride-Wealth

Bride-wealth, sometimes called lobola or nsalamo, remains an essential feature of the marriage rites for the majority of Zambian cultures. Traditionally, it was viewed as a form of compensation: the girl leaves her father’s village to go to become part of her husband’s; as a result, the father loses access to the labor that his daughter long provided. Today, it is more symbolic, though it does raise questions of gender equity by promoting the perception that the bride is a commodity. Many Westernized families will waive the payment altogether, or, increasingly, their children will refuse to participate. In some cultures, such as the Bemba, the marriage payment, or nsalamo, was always insignificant in terms of worth, but rather was intended as a token to declare the would-be groom’s intention to marry and to, in effect, start negotiations about the wedding; this may be the prospective groom’s first real introduction to the bride’s family. In earlier times, nsalamo was a nonmonetary payment, such as a bracelet, or an axe, hoe, or some other tool, although today it may be a small amount of cash. For groups such as the Tonga, conversely, the payment of bride-wealth is of more significant value. Here, given the importance of cattle to Tongan culture, the payment is made typically in cows to the father of the bride.



Cuisine

The food item likely found on the dining tables of all Zambians, regardless of class, wealth, or ethnicity, is nshima, a stiff dough made from ground corn (maize meal, referred to as “mealie meal”). Although the etymology of the word lies in Zambia’s Eastern Province, there are regional variants: Lozis for example know it as buhobe, Bembas as ubwali, and so on, but virtually all Zambians will refer to this staple food as nshima. Maize, which was introduced to Africa by the Portuguese sometime around the 15th century, as well other North American and nonindigenous crops such as sweet potatoes, groundnuts, and cassava, started to become part of Zambian staple diets by the late 18th century.

Nshima is prepared by grinding milled corn into a fine meal. Throughout Zambia, even the smallest plots support maize plants, although preground mealie meal is typically distributed or purchased ground and sold in bags from 5 to 40 kilograms. Nshima is prepared by vigorously mixing this meal with boiling water over a hot stove or fire. The cooked nshima is scooped from the pot using a large wooden cooking stick (a paddle or large spoon) and served piping hot by rounded spoonfuls. Like many traditional Zambian foods, nshima is eaten without utensils but by using the fingers and palm of one hand. Nshima is eaten with an accompanying dish or “relish” (ndiwo), ideally a mixture of meat and vegetables, or at least a gravy of some kind. Except in times of food shortage, the bland nshima is nearly always eaten with this relish (preferably including meat), which completes the meal. It is not uncommon for Zambians to eat two meals with nshima each day, although in times of personal and/or national hardship, this may be reduced to one or even fewer.

Among other common traditional vegetables or side dishes are millet, cassava (manioc), groundnuts, various leaves (pumpkin, sweet potato, cassava), beans, a collard green-type vegetable called rape, and various kinds of local mushrooms. The typical method of preparation is to finely chop these vegetables and boil them in water and cook them in oil with onions and tomatoes. Groundnuts (peanuts) are also ground into peanut butter and mixed in with prepared vegetables, such as spinach or cabbage.

Besides nshima, other starches include rice, potatoes, sweet potatoes, and yams. Finger millet was the preferred staple in the 19th century, although it is much less popular today, despite its suitability for Zambian agricultural conditions. Also less commonly eaten is sorghum, a native and drought-hardy crop; however, sorghum still plays a vital dietary role in times of scarce rains and food insecurity. Locally grown fruits that enjoy great popularity include paw-paw (papaya), mango, lemons, and bananas. Also plentiful are groundnuts, which are cultivated, and avocados, both of which are among the many nonindigenous plants that now grow in many parts of the country and provide important supplements to the traditional diet.


Mealtime in Zambia

A basic breakfast generally consists of bread or porridge, usually made of maize, together with tea. Eggs are also abundant and inexpensive, and Western-style cereals are also on the rise in urban households. Lunch often consists of nshima with one or more of the relishes described above, the type and variety of these “supporting” dishes determined by the wealth of the diner. In the home, dinner may consist of any leftover relish from lunchtime, although almost invariably nshima will be made fresh with each meal. Indeed, there is almost a ritual surrounding the preparation and distribution of nshima in the household, and it is considered ill-mannered to serve someone leftover nshima.



In urban environments, beef, chicken, and pork are commonly found in the supermarkets, however, these items are available irregularly in rural households. Meat is a luxury item for most Zambians, particularly in the rural areas, even among those like Zambia’s 600,000-plus subsistence farmers who might possess a few goats and chickens. Among Zambia’s poorer rural populations, in general, large farm animals such as cows, pigs, or even goats and sheep, are slaughtered only on special occasions, including weddings and ceremonies. Cows provide a critical source of milk and manure, so they have value outside of their meat.

Many Zambians also enjoy a diet rich in fish, although, interestingly, most ethnic groups do not have a strong fishing tradition, despite the riverine environment. Among the exceptions are the Lozi people, who have a fish-heavy diet, probably due to their proximity to the Zambezi. The cuisine in fishing communities, also available in most shops and eating establishments, includes native and non-native species that are abundant in Zambia’s waters, including everything from larger sport fish such as Nile perch and tiger fish, to tilapia (bream), and the minnow-sized kapenta. Preparation methods vary according to ethnic traditions, although a popular method is to cook fish along with a stew of vegetables; dried fish is also popular, partly given the potentially long distances between catch and consumption.

Finally, many Zambians consume foods that most Westerners would find unappetizing, including various kinds of insects and rodents, such as mice, although these tastes vary greatly by ethnic group and by region. Among the Bemba and other groups, for example, large caterpillars are considered something of a delicacy: dried, then fried in oil and eaten as a side dish, these abundant creatures make for a tasty snack known as ifikubala. Grasshoppers, known as icipaso in iciBemba, are prepared in a similar way. In Eastern Province, especially among the Tumbuka, mice—but never rats, which are seen as dirty and carriers of disease—gutted and properly cooked, are a popular food, typically served on a stick.

Beverages consumed in Zambia tend to be less imaginative. Influenced by the British, Zambians like to take tea following meals or at meetings and at breaks. Coffee, while not as widespread, is increasingly popular among young urbanites. Potable water is scarce in the country as the result of human pollution and naturally occurring waterborne pathogens, so water must be boiled in order to be genuinely safe for consumption. Bottled water is available in most urban areas, but the cost of treated bottled water is prohibitive for most Zambians. Other popular beverages are soft drinks, such as Coca-Cola and Fanta, which are found in even the most remote and unlikeliest of locations. Because these soft drinks are bottled in Zambia, they tend to be relatively cheap, but the poor would nevertheless see these as a luxury item to be consumed occasionally. Alcoholic beverages range from traditional home brews, to domestically produced beer, to wines and liquors, almost always imported.


A Fast-Food Nation?

Throughout Africa, the appeal of fast-food restaurants is growing, particularly among urban elites. This cuisine is provided by a host of outlets, and international chains, including franchised South African or sometimes American brands, offer everything from sandwiches, chicken, burgers, and fries to pizza and more. Many of the names are familiar to Westerners, such as Subway, Nandos, and KFC, but also chains less known in the West are also prominent, like Hungry Lion, Galito’s, or Chicken Inn (and its dessert-oriented companion restaurants, Creamy Inn and Bakers Inn). Most of these now operate restaurants in Zambia, alongside an array of Zambian-owned enterprises. The popularity of fast food is not surprising, inasmuch as it provides accessible and, for wealthier Zambians, relatively inexpensive and good-tasting meals. For many urban denizens, especially young people, it is considered stylish to eat pizza, burgers, and the like, and equally so to be seen at such dining establishments. Of course, the nutritional value of meals served at such outlets varies widely, but to the extent that these have become replacements for more traditionally prepared foods, there is a growing risk of nutritional deficits. It is not surprising, for example, that among upper-middle-class Zambians, obesity is on the rise as consumption increasingly includes high-fat, high-calorie, high-carbohydrate fast food.



Dress

Women in Zambia are frequently clad in colorful printed cloth, known as chitenge. These rectangular-shaped chitenge are wrapped around the waist as skirts or sarongs; smaller, matching pieces may be used as headscarves; and in some cases, the cloth may be sewn into a top that complements the other components. Shirts, pants, and vests made of chitenge are also quite common. Chitenge is an affordable fabric and nearly ubiquitous in Zambia; it is often imprinted with names and images of organizations or political candidates. Scaling up the ladder of wealth, from poorer rural women to wealthier urban counterparts, it is possible to see increasingly lavish designs, in chitenge or other cloth. Indeed, it is not uncommon in Lusaka, for example, to see women of some means wearing beautifully designed, expertly tailored chitenge ensembles for everyday use. Because the fabric is inexpensive, lightweight, and versatile, it is an African alternative to Western fashion. For more formal occasions, women especially will often wear African-themed prints and embroidery. Here, one finds skirts and tops and headscarves, but also larger robes made from two pieces of square cloth with a hole cut for the head, and cinched and stitched under the arms, similar to the West African boubou. Frequently, these are made from fabrics heavier and sturdier than chitenge, and no more rigid than a handkerchief. Yet whereas this style of clothing is distinctively “African”—the patterns, the colors, the textures, and the styles are quite recognizable as inspired by African tradition—there is little that is uniquely Zambian about it.

In fact, the colorful, often exotic patterns are borrowed from other African cultures and traditions. The boubou is a West African garment, worn by women and men in that region. The chitenge prints began to appear widely as a staple of Zambian clothing only in the 1960s; the early influences spread to Zambia from neighboring Democratic Republic of the Congo, as well as from West African origins. The 1960s and early 1970s were times of rising African nationalism. Among many elites, this was reflected in politics and culture, as well as fashion, and included a rejection of exclusively Western attire, which was increasingly supplanted by African “traditional” clothing. In Zambia, however, this proved somewhat problematic, as the country lacked any easily identifiable garb—certainly not one with broad national appeal—or even a tradition of fashion, so Zambians borrowed.

Zambia’s traditional dress lacks the distinctive, and familiar, styles found in many other parts of Africa, such as: Ghanaian kente cloth, with its rich textures and vital ceremonial role; the simplicity of Kenyan kanga cloth; or the elegant robes, whether in vibrant color or simply white, of West African countries like Senegal and Nigeria. In Zambia, there is no “national costume,” and generally there is only a narrow range of designs and styles—that is, limited variation—between the country’s 73 ethnolinguistic groups. One of the most distinctive forms of traditional dress, however, is the musisi, the traditional costume worn by Lozi women. It consists of a large skirt, which extends from the waist in a conical shape. An internal frame enables the musisi to retain its shape when worn, although it is not so rigid to prevent the outfit from moving during traditional dances. Although widely familiar and distinctive, the musisi is not the “national” dress, given its singular identification with Lozi traditions.

Elsewhere in Zambia, prior to the arrival of colonialism, “traditional dress” consisted mainly of animal skins or bark cloth, wrapped around the waist or draped over the shoulders much like a Greek toga. Some animal skins are still worn in traditional ceremonies. Cotton textile weaving was not part of precolonial Zambian cultures, except in the Zambezi valley and in the northeast; and once European clothing styles were introduced to Zambia, they permeated virtually all of the communities quite quickly. Thus, for men in particular, trousers rapidly became part of the clothing repertoire, and contemporary male fashion in Zambia is unambiguously Western at all income levels and across all subcultures.

Some contemporary Western-style clothes were made in Zambia, but with the collapse of the state-owned clothing and textile sector in the 1990s, production was severely curtailed. As incomes declined and sources of domestically produced clothing shrank, Zambians turned increasingly toward salaula, or secondhand clothing. Meaning “to pick from a pile,” or “rummaging,” salaula, or simply, “sally,” became an important source of clothing for many urban Zambians. Even those of some means will choose from among the suits, dresses, T-shirts, and so on, offered for sale at a fraction of the cost of new clothing. This clothing, nearly always of good quality, arrives in bulk containers, usually donated from Western countries. Although secondhand clothes have been imported to Zambia for decades, the market for salaula increased markedly in the late 1980s and 1990s, corresponding with the widening economic crisis in the country. It has since been undercut by the growing importation of cheap clothing from Asia, especially China.

Sports and Games

Football (soccer) is by far the most popular sport across Africa and it is a national obsession in Zambia. The game is played at every level, from the smallest village to international competitions. The national team, Chipolopolo, draws an enormous fan base and unites all Zambians. Virtually every village in Zambia has at least a dirt soccer field, or “pitch,” between a pair of makeshift goals. If children, mainly boys, do not have a ball, they will use tightly wadded rags, socks, or whatever can be rolled into a spherical shape.

The Football Association of Zambia (FAZ) governs competition at the national level between teams from various parts of the country. Both the teams and the local and national tournaments in which they participate are generally sponsored by local and international corporations doing business in Zambia—such as the Mosi [Zambian beer] Cup; the Coca-Cola Cup, and so on—or national institutions, for example, the Zambia Air Force–sponsored team, the Red Arrows.

Chipolopolo, the Copper Bullets, Zambia’s National Football Team, has fans among Zambians of all ages and socioeconomic backgrounds. Chipolopolo has enjoyed international recognition; many players participate in more lucrative national leagues in other countries, in South Africa and Europe, for example, and a few Zambian players, such as Kalusha Bwalya, have earned spots on teams in the premier leagues in Europe and are regarded as bona fide heroes back home. Internationally, the Zambian team has at times placed near the middle of world rankings according to the Fédération Internationale de Football Association. The team had great success in the biennial (now annual) tournament, the African Cup of Nations (Africa Cup), during the early 1990s, when it placed second in 1992 and third in 1996, and reached the quarterfinals in 1994. However, it experienced years of mediocrity, neither advancing far in the Africa Cup tournament, nor qualifying for the World Cup tournament. Yet in 2012, under a new French coach and against 40:1 odds at the start of the tournament, Chipolopolo won the African Cup, defeating perennial continental powerhouse Cote d’Ivoire in the final. Zambia won with a collection of players who were known only in the Zambian national league, plus a few that played regionally. Although the enthusiasm of the Zambian citizenry for both the players and the sport had scarcely diminished during the many unsuccessful years, the country unleashed an unprecedented national celebration.


Chipolopolo: Tragedy and Redemption

In April 1993, en route to a World Cup–qualifying match in Senegal, 18 members of Chipolopolo perished when their plane crashed off the coast of Gabon. There were no survivors; only Kalusha Bwalya, who was coming from the Netherlands where he played professionally, escaped the tragedy. The cause of the crash of the military transport plane was later identified as a mechanical failure, compounded by pilot error. Zambians were grief-stricken and entered a period of national mourning, but grief was punctuated by a host of conspiracy theories, dissatisfaction with the official explanation of and response to the crash, and complaints of inadequate compensation of players’ families. A new team was rapidly put together to fulfill Zambia’s participation in the 1994 World Cup qualifiers, but it narrowly lost to Morocco in Casablanca. When the Zambian team reached the finals of the Africa Cup several months later, however, where it lost narrowly to Nigeria, the substitute team’s improbable performance made them the darlings of the tournament, and earned the new players national hero status in Zambia. Eighteen years later, another unlikely Chipolopolo team clinched the Africa Cup, remarkably, in Libreville, Gabon. It was a fitting tribute to their predecessors and the nation.



Although football is the most dominant sport, for players and spectators alike, other sports are also popular and are organized at the national and provincial level. Like football, each sport is governed by a federation. Fielding a competitive team in any professional or semiprofessional sport is expensive, and funding a league sometimes prohibitively so; thus most teams, as well as national and international tournaments, are sponsored by businesses or other entities. Fan interest alone is insufficient to sustain them financially. Also, attracting players can be difficult in a small country with severe poverty as well as a deficit of training facilities. Still, Zambians field domestic teams and have leagues in a variety of sports, including track and field (athletics), boxing, swimming, basketball, and rugby, with athletics, swimming and basketball attracting both women’s and men’s teams. All of these sports compete internationally, particularly in the Southern and East African regions. Zambia also sends teams to the International Olympic Games. Although providing another both entertainment and national pride, Zambia has won only two medals at the Olympics: bronze (1984) and silver (1996).

Participation in sports, at any level, is constrained in Zambia by limitations of facilities, training, equipment, and so on, which is one reason soccer is so universal. Whether as a competitive or leisure activity, some sports are clearly the province of wealthier members of Zambia’s population. Such sports would certainly include golf, which, despite its colonial roots, is played increasingly by businesspeople, politicians, and members of the expatriate community. In general, country club sports like tennis, squash, cricket, as well as competitive swimming, are also out of reach for most Zambians.

Festivals and Holidays

Zambia celebrates some 12 national holidays, among the more familiar of which include Christmas, Easter, and New Year’s Day, as well as the British-inspired Boxing Day. There are also Africa-specific holidays, such as Africa Freedom Day, which falls on May 25, and several that pertain specifically to Zambia, such as Zambian Independence Day on October 24 and Farmers’ Day on the first Monday in August. The latter opens the National Agricultural Show. Held in Lusaka, it is not simply a trade fair, but a social and cultural festival that attracts farmers from Zambia and the region, as well as Zambians from all over. There are games and exhibits and carnival rides for children, agricultural demonstrations and awards, performances, food, and so on. Although Christmas and Easter provide time for family celebrations and religious services relevant to the occasion, the Christmas period especially witnesses a great deal of social activity. The holiday season begins around early to mid-December, and commercial and government activity slows considerably for several weeks thereafter. In the rural areas, the Christmas season corresponds with the arrival of the rainy season, thus, having already sown their seeds, small-scale and subsistence-level farmers may enjoy a brief respite before the new crops emerge.

Each group lays claims to its own history and cultural traditions. Of course, loss of language, intermarriage, and the adoption and incorporation of cultural practices of other groups have occurred, which is one reason nearly all of the groups have sought in recent years to resuscitate their traditional ceremonies: few want to see these traditions die, and reconnecting with the past offers a source of stability as well as identity. Another reason is that groups recognize that there may be commercial value in opening up various festivals and ceremonies to fee-paying tourists. Many of the traditional ceremonies and festivals have become not only national, but international in scope, as the Internet, tourist guides, and improved access have exposed visitors to Zambia to activities that were often restricted to members of the community in times past. As scholar David Gordon has noted, by the beginning of the 2000s, Zambia had some 20 and perhaps as many as 57 such “traditional” ceremonies (some reimagined for modern times), and the rate of increase suggests they are likely to reach all 73 at some point.

Probably the most locally and internationally well-known community ceremony is the Kuomboka, which is practiced by the Lozi community in Zambia’s Western Province. In late February or early March, the Lozis participate in the annual migration of their king, the litunga, from the floodplain to dry ground. The relocation is by barge and includes a flotilla of thousands of boats and canoes.

The Umutomboko is the annual ceremony of the Lunda of Luapula Province. Although not as grand or well known as the Kuomboka, Umutomboko is a two-day ceremony that commemorates the Lunda migration from Congo around 1740. The celebration includes drumming, dances, speeches, and performance, as well as tribute presented to the chief in the form of beer and food by the women. The ceremony concludes at an arena near the Kazembe’s palace, where he performs the umutomboko or “royal dance of conquest.”

The Bemba people, Zambia’s largest ethnic group, had by the 1970s lost touch with many of their cultural festivals. Yet the Bemba retained their cultural identity, cemented by common loyalty to the Chitimukulu, or paramount chief. Like other groups, the Bembas have in recent years revitalized their cultural ceremony, the Ukusefya pa ngwena, which celebrates their crossing into Zambia in the early 17th century, also from what is now the Democratic Republic of the Congo. As with most of the other revived celebrations of cultural identity and heritage, the Ukusefya pa Ngwena is intended to appeal to outsiders.

These are just a small sample of the contemporary practices celebrating the ancient past of Zambia’s myriad ethnic groups. Others include the Likumbi Lya Mize festival, celebrated by the Luvale of Northwestern Province, for example, features the renowned Makishi dancers, the group of young men who wear the elaborate masks known by the same name, which represent key figures in Luvale mythology. The related Chokwe people have a similar tradition. Among the Ngoni in Eastern Province, the annual gathering is called Nc’wala, or first fruits ceremony. Held in in late February or early March, it draws thousands of Ngoni as well as observers, to commemorate the arrival in Zambia of the Ngoni, one of the few Zambian ethnic groups to arrive from the south, in the 1830s. In Southern Province, the Ila celebrate Shimunenga annually in September or October. According to Ila lore, Shimunenga is a divine being who can bestow blessings upon crops and livestock and provides for the people. Even the Lenje of Central Province, one of Zambia’s smaller groups, have a ceremony known as the Kulamba Kubwalo, which pays homage to the chief and celebrates the harvest. Virtually wherever one travels in Zambia, and regardless of time of year, one can find one of these renewed traditional cultural ceremonies. For preservation and for profit, no group wants to be left out.


Kuomboka

The Lozi festival Kuomboka, which literally means “move to dry ground,” attracts hundreds of visitors each year. After breaking from the Lunda Empire in the early 18th century, the Lozi settled in the floodplains of the upper Zambezi River, where the first litunga established his headquarters. For approximately three months each year, however, near the end of the rainy season, the floodplain is submerged. Thus, every year in late February or early March, bringing their possessions, the Lozi people—and today, tourists—join the king as he travels from his residence at Lealui, near Mongu, to dry ground at Limulunga. Together with his attendants, paddlers, and drummers, the litunga travels in his barge, Nalikwanda, downriver in a ceremonial journey that takes some six hours to complete. The Nalikwanda is directed by a set of some 30 or more paddlers in traditional dress, although the litunga himself wears a British admiral’s uniform, a replica of the one given to Litunga Lewanika by the British in 1902. The entire ceremony lasts several days: following completion of the journey, the people celebrate with traditional singing and dances and Lozi elders pay homage to their king.



Music and Dance

Music and dance represent a mix of traditions and influences. Zambian music is quite varied, but there are few discernible forms that endure today that have deep historical roots. More traditional dances are often associated with particular cultural practices, although many of these are performed (or participated in) mainly for entertainment purposes today. Modern dance includes hip-hop and similar global influences.

The use of drums is intrinsic to most ceremonies, and in many instances, other instruments are used, and singing, either by participants or spectators or both, is also quite common. Moreover, dancing is embedded in most celebrations and traditional rites of passage, as seen, for example, in the traditions of the masked Makishi dancers who inhabit characters of Luvale mythology, and whose elaborate dances are central to the Mukanda circumcision ritual. In short, singing and dancing take place in all of these age-old customs, although some of these, or at least certain aspects, are intensely private, each activity requires participation by select members of the community. Others, like the Mganda dances of the Tumbukas, which are open to the community, are purely for the enjoyment of the participants and the entertainment of the audience.

Three such traditional dances are discussed below. These have been studied by scholars, but they represent just a sampling of the many forms in Zambia.

The nyau secret society is a tradition of the Chewa people, who reside in Eastern Province and more extensively in neighboring Malawi, although in more recent times, young men from the Kunda and Nsenga ethnic groups have also participated. Nyau has religious origins, and its chief function was to revere ancestral spirits. The dance performance, which is conducted by males in fearsome masks, can be symbolic, suggestive, or menacing, depending on the character each dancer portrays, such as an old man, a woman, a warrior, and so on. Lyrics to the songs that accompany the nyau dances round out the portrayals and carry important meaning. Once closed to outsiders, the nyau is today is widely witnessed by spectators and performed at cultural expositions around the country. It is decidedly a performance. Whereas its cultural basis originates in Chewa traditions, it has undergone the injection of a considerable degree of commercialism.
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A courtship dance in Lusaka. Dance is an important part of life for most of Zambia’s inhabitants. It plays an integral role in rites of passage, religious observances, and simple recreation. (Ian Murphy/Getty Images)

The Mganda dances are a relatively recent tradition among the Tumbuka people of Eastern Province and represent music and dance for the sake of entertainment. It is also performed by men, typically young, representing different villages that will frequently compete against one another. Intended from the beginning as a public performance, the audience participates in the spectacle, encircling the dancers, who perform to the sounds of drumming and a kazoo like instrument called the baja, made from a gourd. The dance is accompanied by song, whose lyrics range from political, to humor, to social commentary.

Lastly, the kankanga dance is part of a girl’s initiation rite among the Ndembo of Northwestern Province. Historically, the dance is a central part of the coming-out ceremony in which the girl is introduced as a woman and a wife, although many Ndembos have stopped the practice altogether. Beginning in the 1980s kankanga saw a resurgence, however, but with important adaptations. It now includes Lozi dances, and Luvale, Kaonde, and Lunda songs. The initiate now routinely performs the dance fully clothed, and the ritual can comprise as little as a simple coming-out party. It is still common, however, for the village to observe the ceremony, and for song and dance to occur among the women assisting the kankanga. Drums and a harplike instrument continue to figure importantly in the proceedings.

The contemporary music and dance scene is witnessing a similar expansion, as new styles are adopted or created by Zambian performers and the mainly young people who support them. Contemporary music in Zambia is eclectic and generally lacks a distinctive “sound” or a distinctive dance that one can readily identify as Zambian, although Zambian song lyrics are typically in a local tongue. Performing artists incorporate various recognizable influences from the West and elsewhere in Africa. To some degree, contemporary music and dance in Zambia are influenced by traditional practice—for example, the dances many girls learn as part of their initiations, and so on, certainly influence one’s sense of rhythm—but there are surprisingly few discernible elements of traditional forms of music and dance.

Musical styles borrow heavily from Congolese rumba, American jazz and country music, Jamaican reggae, and in more recent years, ragga, rap and hip-hop, gospel, as well as South African pop music. Gospel, hymns, and Christian pop music, both local and international, are also popular. The closest one comes to indigenous contemporary music in Zambia is a genre known as kalindula, a form that emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s and made popular by groups such as the Uweka Stars and Serenje Kalindula, each of which attracted a huge domestic following. Kalindula is essentially a brand of pop music, characterized by guitar riffs and Zambian vernacular language. In fact, it is mainly defined not by the music itself, but by the way in which one dances to it: its fast-paced dance moves emanate from the waist, in sort of side-to-side, circular pattern. Kalindula was perhaps a consequence of a political decree issued by President Kaunda in 1975 requiring that 90 percent of radio airtime was to be devoted to original Zambian music, with foreign artists relegated to the remaining 10 percent. This may have helped the Zambian music scene, but the 90 percent requirement was relaxed in the 1980s.

In any event, the demand for other music—from Congolese rumba or soukous, to country and western, which is also popular—remained strong, whether on radio playlists or in people’s homes. Zambians like to hear live music as well, and nationally prominent acts perform often at venues in Lusaka and the Copperbelt. Lesser-known performers frequently can be found in the bars and small clubs throughout many Zambian towns.

The music recording industry is quite small, with only a handful of studios, promoters, and distributors, although with the expansion of digital recording devices, many aspiring singers have been far more able to disseminate their work on sites such as YouTube. Today, the entertainment company Mondo Music has emerged as the major player on the Zambian music scene, promoting new artists and providing opportunities to promising performers. Mondo Music’s growing catalogue includes not only the most recent releases based on the Zambian variant of Jamaican ragga, but local rhythm and blues (R & B) and what the company describes as “some good old Kalindula.”

There appears to be a strong domestic interest in hearing Zambian artists, who enjoy a high and growing popularity within the country. Indeed, many musicians actually credit President Kaunda’s 1975 decree with jump-starting the Zambian music business and creating a domestic audience. State-owned ZNBC not only played artists, it became the major studio recorder. The late Akim Simukonda, Rikki Ililonga and the Mulemena Boys were popular acts in the 1980s, for example. The singer Jane Osborne has enjoyed a following for many years. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Zambian artists such as JK, MC Wabwino, Black Muntu, Danny, among others, have been able to build on the legacy of Zambia’s pioneer musicians, issuing multiple albums and performing regularly around the country.

All in all, the competitive position of Zambian music vis-à-vis Western and other African music has improved markedly especially since the 1990s, when radio stations and urban dance clubs exhibited a clear preference for American R & B and hip-hop and the latest South African tunes. Even in smaller, less well-heeled venues, listening preferences tended toward Congolese rumba. Barely a decade later, the local flavor is much more apparent.

Visual Art

In contrast to many other African countries, Zambia has few internationally renowned artists or styles, although the peoples of Zambia have a long tradition of painting, arts and crafts work, including sculpture, beadwork, and basketry, much of which is valued by collectors.

Painting actually has its origins in ancient rock paintings, done on the walls of caves, and a number of sites remain around Zambia. These include Nachikufu Cave in Mpika, as well as the Mkomo Rock Shelter in Eastern Province, near Chipata, which contains rock paintings that date from the Iron Age. Among the oldest known examples are found at Nsalu Cave, near Kanona, which was excavated in the 1940s and contains cave drawings done by hunter-gatherers perhaps 3,000 years ago. These Stone Age rock drawings and paintings are found widely in Southern Africa, including in Zimbabwe, Botswana, and South Africa, and provide rare and important clues about the lives and habits of prehistoric peoples in the region.

Only a negligible indigenous tradition of painting continues in modern Zambia. Contemporary painting is largely the preserve of expatriates or Westerners, such as Cynthia Zukas and Bente Lorenz. Perhaps the most famous indigenous painter was Henry Tayali, who died at 43 in 1987. Tayali worked mostly in oils and woodblock prints, specializing in abstract and semiabstract painting. He was supportive of young artists and the culture of painting in the country, including through his 1976 appointment as resident artist at the University of Zambia.

Yet there are still no schools of the fine arts in Zambia today, materials are expensive, and funding is limited. Nonetheless, certain galleries and facilities around Zambia, including one named for Tayali, play vital roles by exhibiting the work of young artists. In addition, the Zambia National Visual Arts Council, established in 1989, works to promote awareness of the arts and the interests of both new and established artists. Besides painting, a small community of local sculptors has emerged, some of whom have earned international recognition for carvings or sculpture in limestone, wood, soapstone, and various clays that are plentiful in Zambia.

In the precolonial period, most artwork was not simply for aesthetic value, but served a functional purpose. This included basketry, furniture, cookware, and so on, much of which is now considered collectible artwork and sold internationally. Many of these traditional art forms declined in the 20th century, along with the cultural ceremonies and specific functions that spawned them, although all are making a comeback.

Mask making, for example, as practiced in Eastern Province, and in Northwestern Province among the Chokwe and related groups, is an activity that has seen renewed interest. In Eastern Province, the Chewa are well known for their nyau masks. Worn only by initiated males, some of the nyau masks represent spirits of the dead, whereas others tend to represent wild animals. The Makishi masks of Northwestern Province depict standard characters that are now seen in public performances of Chokwe traditional ceremonies. These masks are made from a variety of materials, including animal hides, wood, feathers, and fibers such as sisal. They chiefly served religious, medicinal, or other ritual purposes, rather than as “art,” per se, but now many are considered rare among collectors. Similarly, the basketry of the Lozi and Mbunda, both of whom reside in Western Province, is particularly renowned. Baskets are woven of bamboo, various grasses, sisal, or bark. Throughout Zambia, basket making is practiced by both men and women. Other groups have traditions of weaving things like mats for sitting or eating, or for tableware.

Finally, a large market aimed mainly at tourists exists for crafts such as drums carved from tree trunks, masks, and stools, human or animal figurines, chess boards, and the like. These curios are found in various locations in and around Lusaka and other cities, and tourist centers. They are typically displayed for sale along the side of a well-traveled roadway or in a designated marketplace, rather than in a retail establishment. To serious art collectors, such works have limited artistic value, and the similarity between each piece smacks of mass production. Nonetheless, while these works are not destined for Western or Zambian galleries, curio art provides both souvenirs from Zambia and relatively inexpensive home decorations for many contemporary Zambian households, ironically seeking an “African” décor for their otherwise Western homes. Their sale also provides a small income to the petty artisans who produce them and traders who sell them. On the downside, most carvings are made of wood, and Zambia suffers from a rising deforestation problem—and a flourishing illegal timber industry.

Architecture and Housing

Architectural Form

Zambia’s urban architecture, both residential and commercial, is the result of a mixture of influences. Livingstone, with its colonial-era structures still standing and prominent, retains some of its early 20th century Edwardian character. In Zambia’s larger cities such as Lusaka and Ndola, however, one finds nowadays the familiar glass, steel, brick, and concrete construction that characterizes much of the contemporary architecture in the United States and elsewhere. Indeed, as a capital city, Lusaka lacks the iconic skylines of Nairobi or Johannesburg (and even worse, just outside of the downtown area, shopping centers and strip malls are multiplying).

Lusaka’s growth is of recent vintage; after 1964, there was a rapid expansion in commercial as well as housing construction. The most visible postcolonial architecture includes the Bank of Zambia Building, which was completed in 1975, and Findeco House, finished in 1979. These structures, like the towering 20-story Zambia National Building Society House and the Industrial Development Corporation of Zambia (Indeco) House, were Zambian skyscrapers that came to dominate and define the modern skyline. Other noteworthy, if equally dated and architecturally unappealing, structures in Lusaka include the National Cathedral, Mulungushi Conference Center (1970), and the University of Zambia Campus (1967); the latter is built in a style reminiscent of Soviet-era architecture, characterized by squat, colorless, concrete structures. One notable exception is the one time Meridien Bank building, completed in 1993 and now the headquarters for COMESA, which has some interesting architectural features. It is a low-lying, two-story structure, incorporating local materials in a design that evokes traditional, rural architecture in Zambia, including brown hues and a roof designed to resemble thatch.

Unfortunately, there is little that is uniquely Zambian, or even African, about most properties, whether for residential, commercial, or industrial use. In small municipalities, such as Chongwe in Central Province or Serenje in Northern Province, painted brick or concrete forms predominate in town or administrative centers, which, at the very least, consist of a drab government office building and a central store. Multistory, even high-rise, office buildings are features in Lusaka and several other cities, whereas apartment buildings tend to be walk-ups of no more than a few floors. Other urban housing types range from colonial-style villas (some built in that era, others more recently), to the ubiquitous small, unadorned brick or cinder-block structures typically found in the poorer urban neighborhoods as well as the high-density residential areas known as “compounds.”

Housing

Many homes now owned by black Zambians were built and occupied by Europeans during the colonial period. These usually included a single-story main house with a veranda, plus servants’ quarters. Recent construction tends to correspond to this style: brick or cement cinder-block construction, plastered over and painted, typically white, with a broad veranda and a single story, which helps keep the homes cool during the hotter months. Air conditioning is not widely found in homes, including those owned by elites, and despite temperatures in June and July that can be as low as the mid-40s in many parts of the country, central heat is unheard of. Because of termites and wood-boring ants, buildings constructed of or clad in wood are almost nonexistent, although fancier structures will have wooden parquet flooring inside, as well as wooden doors and trim. Urban roofs are generally kiln-dried ceramic tile or corrugated tin.

The fanciness of the housing correlates with wealth, power, and class in Zambia, as in most parts of the world. All the homes in Kabulonga, one of Lusaka’s most expensive and desirable areas, are large and expensive, walled off by an intimidating security fence and usually protected by a security company. On the other hand, Chilenje, also in Lusaka, is a place of few paved roads, modest homes, many in a poor state of repair. It is where many of the city’s lower middle class and working poor reside. Kabwata is similar, except that a portion of that community is dominated by Indian homeowners, some of whom have constructed lavish two-story homes in the Indian style.

Prior to independence, the quality of black housing was severely circumscribed. Independence brought substantial improvements in the number of houses and the quality of housing. In Lusaka, the government constructed so-called council housing in areas such as Chelston, Kamwala, Kabwata, Libala, and Chilenje South, which accounted for about 50 percent of the housing built in this early postcolonial period. These medium-density areas were preferred by people of modest income, many of whom worked for the newly independent state. The new council houses were equipped with public utilities and much better interiors. The medium-density neighborhoods suffered badly from the economic decline beginning in the mid-1970s. The government largely ceased investing in infrastructure from the 1980s, and homeowners, facing rampant unemployment themselves, had little capacity to reinvest in their properties. Only since about 2012 has the new government made the construction and rehabilitation of roads, bridges, and other infrastructure a national priority.

The conditions have always been more severe in the urban high-density compounds. Largely appendages to city centers, these compounds, with names like Kalingalinga and George, began as the repository for most blacks—at the time, mainly men (if in fact, married cohabitation was illegal in the compounds until the promulgation of the Urban African Housing Ordinance of 1948) living away from their families for the purpose of employment—in the colonial era. With more than 75 percent of the population living below the international poverty line of $1.25 per day, the majority of urban Zambians still live in substandard housing in these crowded compounds. Innumerable illegal squatters continue to reside in makeshift housing, but even the more permanent structures that occupy the compounds may lack electricity and internal plumbing, forcing households and sometimes whole communities to rely on latrines and communal water taps.

Despite these hardships, however, there are likely to be more amenities available in and around the compounds than in truly remote rural areas. In the former, even poor urban dwellers enjoy better access to transportation, communication networks, various forms of entertainment, and potential opportunities for work, however scarce. In the most remote rural areas, however, such amenities are often nonexistent, and the style of architecture that predominates has remained unchanged for centuries. These are traditional structures typically constructed of bamboo and mud, or pole and mud construction, with thatched roofs made of elephant grass or mupani grass, ancient methods still in use today throughout Zambia. Many of these are constructed with the same brick-making techniques introduced by missionaries in the late 19th century. The basic styles of traditional homes varied only slightly, and historically, when groups were more transient, most were regarded as relatively short-term abodes, built to last no more than a few years. Yet even in “the bush” one occasionally finds the incongruous brick or cinder-block structure, perhaps plastered over and painted, adjacent to the 20 or 30 thatched rondavels or huts that comprise a village. As in antiquity, men are responsible for construction and thatching, whereas women do the plastering.

Literature and Oral Traditions

Zambia has a fairly recent and somewhat narrow literary tradition, which is the norm in much of Africa. Zambia is not in the same league as those few countries that have produced the giants of African literature, such as Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa, whose authors have received global acclaim. Access to the printed word in general, including newspapers, is constrained because of cost and access, although the range of broadcast media available in Zambia has expanded widely in recent years as a result of technological improvements.

Although the English language was introduced alongside British colonialism beginning in the 1890s, it was not until several decades later that indigenous languages were even made literate, when the languages were transcribed using the Latin alphabet, often to translate the Bible. Colonial era schools, in which European missionary organizations were also predominant, also had a limited reach for many years, thus few Zambians had access to formal training in English, and even fewer had opportunities to gain literacy in their native tongues. Even today, rural populations tend to be vastly underserved in terms of resources, such as those for education, and access to media.

Whereas most Zambians, particularly in the rural areas, speak their mother tongue at home, English is the language of instruction in schools throughout the country, beginning in grade one in urban multilingual environments. At the latest, English education begins in grade three in rural primary schools, where virtually all of the students speak the same mother tongue. Some 80 percent of Zambians over age 15 are literate in English, which is quite impressive given the country’s history and its ethnolinguistic diversity. Yet, as these statistics reveal, not all Zambians become literate, or even highly proficient, in English, despite its place as the “national language.” Far fewer Zambians are fully literate in their native languages, hence there is only a small volume of works published in local tongues. Zambia’s publishing industry remains quite small, given costs and a small domestic market.

By far the most read medium is the newspaper, and there are several published in Zambia, albeit with relatively small, mostly urban-centered circulations. Because of costs of production and transport it is not worthwhile for print media companies to supply Zambia’s hinterlands; because of rural poverty, newspapers are a luxury item that few can afford with any regularity. Therefore, most Zambians rely upon the broadcast media, still predominantly radio, for news and information as well as entertainment.

For writers, English is the dominant literary language. Using traditional publishing outlets, Zambian authors face many challenges in their efforts to reach domestic audiences, so clearly most are not particularly well known internationally. One exception is Binwell Sinyangwe, author of two fairly recent works in English, Quills of Desire (1996) and A Cowrie of Hope (2000). In nonfiction, the economist Dambisa Moyo has won international acclaim for her influential books, including Dead Aid (2009) and How the West Was Lost (2011), both of which made the New York Times’s bestseller list.

The oral tradition remains an important aspect of Zambian culture, since Zambian ethnic groups have been literate for only about a century. Historically, all groups relied on oral histories, including the telling of creation myths, proverbs, and folktales passed down through the generations. Storytelling is not limited to rural environments, although in wealthier households, it may suffer in competition with modern technologically based entertainment, nor is it limited to males, as in many West African countries. Stories are generally told at home, in the evening following the meal. Tales tend to be interactive and performance based, rather than simply “bedtime stories.” Thus, the stories tend to serve as both entertainment and as a means of transmitting norms, values, and traditions important to and about the various cultures. In recent times, these stories were widely shared with a national audience; in the 1970s and 1980s, for example, among the most popular radio programs were those offering traditional stories in Nyanja or Bemba language.

Because the oral tradition is often intrinsically linked to language, however, the stories of smaller groups are under threat, as people all over Zambia increasingly use English—or to some extent, even Bemba or Nyanja—as a means of communication. Although the values of folktales, for example, can still be communicated in a foreign language, their translation risks stripping them of much of their meaning. For the most part, the oral traditions have not been written down. Whereas a few stories have made it to mass printings, the African oral tradition mostly has been captured through the work of scholars of ethnic and linguistic history, many of them Western academics. Thus, Zambians are in danger of losing both family histories as well as important collective memories.

Media

The state remains one of the largest players in the media business. State-owned media is a legacy of the one-party state, in which the government was the only entity to disseminate information to the populace via television and radio news and even music and entertainment. Although the state still plays a major role, and maintains its ownership of several key national media outlets, Zambia now has a small but vibrant privately owned media. The emergence first of private newspapers, followed by privately owned radio stations, and most recently by news-oriented Web sites, has greatly expanded access to information in Zambia and exposed the people to a diverse array of outlets and viewpoints.

The two leading government-owned newspapers are the Times of Zambia and the Zambia Daily Mail. Both papers serve almost invariably as progovernment mouthpieces, and their journalists practice self-censorship. The private print media is dominated by the Post, a daily newspaper that was established as a weekly in July 1991, just as the Kaunda government began instituting new political reforms.

The Post quickly became a fierce critic of President Chiluba and subsequent governments as well, attacking graft, corruption, and antidemocratic behaviors. Although harassed constantly and occasionally jailed by state authorities, the Post’s editors and journalists were champions of media freedom in Zambia for 20 years. With the election of Michael Sata and the Patriotic Front in 2011, however, the Post finally allied itself firmly with a sitting administration. Media watchdog groups have noted with some dismay that all major print publications now favor the government.

A number of other private newspapers have emerged over the years, though they have come and gone with some frequency. Circulation figures vary widely, and there is no accurate count. The Post has perhaps 30,000–40,000 daily; the government papers perhaps 20,000–25,000. Physical newspapers are expensive and thus a luxury item for most Zambians. Newspapers are read more widely than their first print runs would suggest, since it is common in Zambia for people to share copies of the paper once they have read them.

The radio airwaves were also liberalized in the 1990s. National television broadcast rights remained solely with the government, although with the emergence of satellite television and later, the Internet, a growing number of Zambians, particularly among the urban middle and upper classes, now have access to other forms of television news, music, and entertainment. Nonetheless, the largest and most influential local broadcaster, both for television and radio, remains the government-owned Zambia National Broadcasting Company (ZNBC).

There are some 151 community radio stations in the country, but these are restricted to broadcasting within a tiny 150-kilometer radius and have predictably little reach. ZNBC offers three radio stations, which are heard throughout the country. Radio One broadcasts in the seven major languages spoken in each of Zambia’s nine provinces, as described above: Bemba, Kaonde, Lozi, Lunda, Luvale, Nyanja, and Tonga. Radio Two offers both English and vernacular programming, whereas Radio 4 offers only English-language fare. All the stations offer mixed formats of music, talk, and dramatic programs. Radio remains the principal source of national and international information for Zambians; surveys indicate that 89 percent of Zambian households own at least one radio (whereas only 45 percent own a TV—83 percent urban; 24 percent rural). Among private broadcasters, perhaps the most successful to date has been Radio Phoenix, one of the first nongovernment stations on the air. Founded by a local entrepreneur in 1994, Radio Phoenix offers a variety of programming: music, news, talk, and discussion. A number of other private broadcasters have also emerged, including Breeze FM Radio, Q FM, and Radio Choice. In addition, the churches have joined in the airwaves with religious-based stations.

Television tends to be a far more restricted medium than radio and suffers from several limitations. Widespread and severe poverty means that a television, which would consume more than a year’s wages for many households, is simply beyond the reach of the majority of consumers. Many rural dwellers have little access to reliable electricity, if they have any at all. ZNBC lacks the capacity to broadcast to every corner of this expansive country (radio, conversely, is available almost universally, and batteries or solar-powered units may be available to those without access to electricity).

State-owned broadcasters in Africa are also constrained by the type of programming they can offer. TV (and radio) producers face substantial political scrutiny and thus tend to toe a partisan line. Programs are expensive to produce, hence Zambian fare consists principally of news broadcasts and the occasional talk show or interview program. Foreign shows are arguably more popular, but the cost of buying syndicated television programs from the United States, United Kingdom, or elsewhere is also high; thus, in terms of entertainment, Zambians are typically limited in their options to older or obscure television shows or religious programming. Nigerian-made soap operas and films have filled an important gap.

The proliferation of satellite dishes since the early 1990s greatly expanded the TV-viewing options, although satellite dishes are available to only a relatively small elite. Access to CNN, BBC, MTV, Al-Jazeera, and South Africa’s M-NET offers greater information about the world, a wider range of opinion, and more diverse entertainment. Yet virtually all of the satellite signals originate from Zambia’s far more developed neighbor, South Africa. In addition to beaming in American or British programming on these channels, as noted above, South African music, dance, pop culture, and South African products are also heavily promoted. For many years, Zambian news and information was not even available through most of the satellite linkages, although this has changed and most TV viewers can today also access ZNBC if they choose. Nonetheless, elite media, and consumer, preferences tend to diverge from Zambian sources.

Finally, new media, Internet access, has grown markedly in recent years, with 2.6 million Zambians now enjoying access to the Internet, mostly on mobile devices. Internet is a necessary tool in virtually all large business contexts, and “Internet cafes” are available, certainly in urban areas, to those without their own means to connect. Throughout the country, many people can access the Internet through a cellular connection, however, the cost of data, not to mention hardware, is too high for most Zambians. Importantly, information has become less state controlled, and more democratic since the demise of the one-party state in 1991, though government critics, even those using electronic media, are still subject to intimidation. Despite the prevailing editorial unanimity among the print media, online sources in and on Zambia, such as the Zambian Watchdog, the Lusaka Voice, and the British-based sites Zambian Economist and U.K. Zambians, offer Zambians the opportunity, at least, to gain a much more complete and accurate picture about issues that affect their world, their country, and their lives.
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Quick Facts

Capital: Harare (formerly Salisbury)

Major Cities: Bulawayo, Chitungwiza, Mutare, Gweru Kwekwe, Kadoma, Masvingo, Chinhoyi, Marondera, Ruwa, Chegutu, Zvinavashe, Bindura, Beirbridge, Victoria Falls, Rusape, Chiredzi, Kariba, Karoi, Chipinge, Gokwe, Shurugwi

Population: 12.521 million

Languages: English, Shona, and Sindebele

Government Type: Democracy

Ethnic Groups: Shona, Ndebele, and Whites

Religions: Christianity, African Traditional Religions, and Islam



Introduction

Geography

Zimbabwe is located in the Southern African subregion, with Botswana and South Africa as its neighbors to the south, Mozambique to the east and Zambia to the north. Its border with Botswana is 813 kilometers long, with Mozambique 1,231 kilometers, with South Africa 225 kilometers, and with Zambia 707 kilometers. It is a completely landlocked country straddling an extensive high inland plateau that drops northward to the Zambezi valley and southward to the Limpopo valley. The total area is about 390,580 square kilometers, of which 3,910 square kilometers comprises lakes and reservoirs. In terms of climate, it is tropical, with the period between May and September largely dry and November to March being a period of heavy rainfall. In its terrain, much of the country is high plateau with a higher central plateau (high veld) forming a watershed between the Zambezi and Limpopo river systems. The Limpopo and the lower Zambezi valleys are broad and relatively flat plains. The eastern end of the watershed terminates in a north–south mountain spine called the Eastern Highlands. The country is endowed with considerable natural resources, including coal, chromium ore, asbestos, gold, nickel, copper, iron ore, vanadium, tin, platinum, and diamond. Its land is also very good for agriculture. Current environmental issues in the country include deforestation, soil erosion, land degradation, air and water pollution.The black rhinoceros herd—once the largest concentration of the species in the world—has been significantly reduced by poaching. Also, poor mining practices have led to toxic waste and heavy metal pollution.

People and Ethnicity

Most of the population of Zimbabwe (about 98 percent) are Africans, mainly related to the two major Bantu-speaking groups—Shona and Ndebele. The Shonas are believed to constitute a little over 80 percent of the population and the Ndebeles about 15 percent. The Shonas, however, do not form a monolithic group, as there are many subethnic Shona groups. These include the Korekore, predominant in the north; the Zezuru in the center in the neighborhood of the capital, Harare; the Karangas in the south; the Ndau and Mayinka in the east on the border with Mozambique; the Kalanga in the west; and the Rozwi, spread throughout the country. The Ndebeles are dominant around Bulawayo, Zimbabwe’s second largest city after Harare, and in other places like Gwanda. The Ndebeles migrated into the country during the Mfecane (around 1815 to 1840). Other African populations in the country include the Tonga, near Kariba Lake, and the Sotho, Venda, and Hlengwe along the southern border. Whites make up 1 percent of the population. Europeans are almost entirely immigrants from the United Kingdom or South Africa or their descendants; those from South Africa include a substantial number of South African Dutch (Afrikaner) descent. There are small groups of Portuguese, Italians, and other Europeans. Asians and peoples of mixed ancestry make up the remaining 1 percent.

Languages

The Zimbabwean constitution makes provision for 16 languages—Chewa, Chibarwe, English, Kalanga, Koisan, Nambya, Ndau, Ndebele, Shangani, Shona, Sign Language, Sotho, Tonga, Tswana, Venda, and Xhosa. In reality, however, three main languages are spoken in the country. These are English, Shona, and Ndebele. The English language entered the equation in Zimbabwe as a result of colonialism and it remains the official language of the country. Because of high literacy rates, a significant percentage of the nonwhite population in the country speaks English (English being a preferred language of instruction).
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Prospectors pan for gold. Southern Africa is famous for its mineral wealth, and Zimbabwe is no exception to this rule. While gold and diamond extraction introduce considerable wealth into the economy, little of the financial windfall is retained by the workers. (Goran Tomasevic/Reuters/Corbis)

The Shona language is spoken by the majority of the African population, although it has a number of variations and dialects. All of these have differences in pronunciation, phonology, morphology, and lexical items. Of these variations, the Karanga and the Zezuru are the most prominent. In its origin, Shona is a Bantu language of the Benue-Congo subgroup in Niger-Congo within the Niger-Kordofanian family. The most closely related languages are Tonga (spoken in Zambia and Zimbabwe), and ChiNyanja and ChiChewa in Zambia and Malawi. Shona has a canonical five-vowel system—a, e, i, o, u. There are two tones, high and low. Tone is important in Shona and distinguishes both lexical items and functions in the grammar. Shona also has depressor consonants that cannot be pronounced with high pitch and whose presence lowers the pitch of neighboring tones, both high and low. Apart from the 7 million native speakers, close to 2 million people speak Shona as a second or third language in Zimbabwe. It is also a language with significant membership in neighboring countries like Mozambique, Botswana, and Zambia. All this has made movements by members of this ethnic group across these countries relatively simple.

For its part, the Ndebele language is spoken by about 20 percent of the Zimbabwean population, with the language also spoken in a few other Southern African countries, including South Africa. There are five basic vowel sounds; a, o, u, are very constant and e and i have only slight variation.

Religion

Most of the people of Zimbabwe are Christians. Indeed, between 60 and 70 percent of the population adhere to various denominations of the Christian faith. Key Christian denominations in the country include Roman Catholics, Anglicans, Methodists, Baptists, Lutherans, and other denominations. However, in the last few decades, there has been a significant increase in the number of Pentecostal Christians among Zimbabwean populations. This, in a way, is also connected to the complexities of immigration in the country, as these Pentecostal churches are often headed by West Africans, especially from Nigeria and Ghana.

As with most African countries, Christianity in Zimbabwe has its roots in the country’s link with colonialism. Most of the younger population in the country have, however, shifted to Pentecostal Christianity, especially because of the unconventionality in the pattern of worship. Most Protestant churches come under the fold of the Zimbabwe Council of Churches, the national affiliate of the World Council of Churches.

Also predominant in Zimbabwe is Traditional Religion, with the practice of witchcraft particularly prominent among the population. Indeed, it is not uncommon for Zimbabweans who profess Christianity to still practice and adhere to Traditional and indigenous religious beliefs. The practice of Traditional Religion in Zimbabwe is particularly complex and takes different forms. For example, the birth of a baby into a family is heralded with the slaughter of an animal and sprinkling of blood, signifying the welcome of the child into the clan. It is also not uncommon to have charms woven around the baby’s wrist as a form of protection from evil spirits. Other ceremonies like weddings and funerals also bring out different aspects of Traditional Religion. As is often the case across many African societies, ancestral spirits are often invoked to assist in career progression or in the flourishing of businesses. Witchcraft has also been introduced into competitive games like football (soccer). There are also healers and prophets whose duties include the healing of illnesses for those who cannot afford Western medicine or for those whom Western medicine has failed. Most prominent among these ailments is infertility. Inevitably, the practice of witchcraft has brought quite a lot of controversy to Zimbabwean society, with accusations being leveled against people for practicing witchcraft and for using it against their enemies. In July 2009, the parliament made the practice of witchcraft a criminal offense, punishable by a fine or a five-year jail term.

There are few Muslims in Zimbabwe, with estimates ranging from about 100,000 to about 1 million. Many indigenous people in the city of Masvingo have Muslim names and cultural practices. The Islamic migrants largely come from the Yao tribe of neighboring Malawi. The increase in the number of Muslims in the country can also be attributed to the increase in the number of migrants entering the country. Despite this increase, the religion remains the one with the least adherents in Zimbabwe, and it looks like this will remain the case for some time to come.

Social Customs

Many cultural practices, particularly rites of passage, in Zimbabwe are as old as history. There are a range of rites that are practiced to initiate girls into womanhood and boys into manhood. These are intended to prepare them for the world of marriage and adult life. Girls and boys who reach marriageable age (vabva zera) are intructed on many issues. Traditionally, girls were taught by their aunts (vana tete) to refrain from sex before marriage, how to sexually please a husband (kugutsa murume) when they did marry, and how to work hard caring for the family and performing household duties. Women were also subjected to virginity tests before getting married. It was considered a disgrace for a girl to lose her virginity before marriage. Boys were taught to be brave (kushinga semurume) and hardworking (kushanda nesimba). A practice called nhango dzepadare was used by grandfathers or elderly men to educate older boys.

For example, the VaRemba people of Mberengwa practice the komba initiation rite. Its purpose is to ensure a transition of mature girls (mhandara) from girlhood to womanhood. The girls are taught the roles of women in society: dating, social conduct, sexual conduct and the art of sex, how to execute household duties, and how to use different types of African medicinal herbs. The rite is usually conducted in a training camp (which can be a forest) for one to two months. A ceremony takes place after the training to present the “graduates” back to their families. The circumcision of boys is called murundu. The boys are taken to a place, such as a mountain or forest, where the initiation will be conducted and they will be circumcised. It takes place over weeks. During this period, the boys are expected to go through a physical, emotional, psychological, and spiritual metamorphosis that prepares them for adulthood. This circumcision rite is also practiced by the Shangani people, and they call it hoko.
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Services at the Bread of Life Church in Chirundu. Roughly 80 percent of the Zimbabwean populace identifies as Christian. Pentacostal congregations account for more than half of this number. (Gideon Mendel/Corbis)

There are a number of marriage-related rites. When a man gets married, before he stays with his wife, he has to present the wife to his family (this includes the extended family) for initiation celebrations (Kupururudza/kupemberera muroora). This is a traditional way of welcoming the new wife into the family and making her familiar with family members and their expectations of her. This practice is conducted in the evening. The following morning the muroora (bride) has to perform a number of chores, such as cleaning the courtyard (kusvaira chivanze), bathing the children (kugezesa vana), fetching water for domestic use (kuchera mvura yekushandisa), and boiling water for members of the family to take a shower (kudziisa mvura yekugezesa). Once this is done, the marriage is considered official and the muroora is considered an integral part of the family. The new family can be allocated a stand to build their own homestead (kubikiswa) so that they can live independently.

Another important marriage related rite is kusungira. This is done during a wife’s first pregnancy. This occurs when the son-in-law hands back his wife to her parents immediately before the birth of the first child. He has to pay two goats to effect this practice. This effectively means that the first child has to be delivered from the wife’s paternal home. The reason is to ensure that the pregnant wife delivers safely. It is believed that the wife’s mother has the capacity to deal with any complications that may arise during the first pregnancy.

There are also rites related to death (such as kupeta mufi), burial, and the postburial processes. Of significance is the postburial kurova guva ceremony. Traditionally, it is believed that when someone dies, the soul (mweya) of that person will wander until it is brought back to its family (kudzora mweya mumusha) through the kurova guva ceremony. The ceremony is believed to cleanse the dead person and also make him/her rest in peace. It is believed that if this is not done, the soul of that particular person may torment the living because it will be wandering restlessly. The ceremony is also believed to ensure reconciliation between the living and the dead. Beer for this ceremony is prepared by elderly women who have passed the child-bearing phase, because it is believed that menstruation blood defiles this ritual. Beer is put in a small clay pot (kapfuko) and carried to the grave in procession. It is then poured on the grave. In some places, they use a goat in the proceedings, in other places they make a path from the grave to the homestead, and in others they pull a tree branch from the grave to the courtyard. The period between the burial and the conduct of this ceremony, as well as the protocols of the ceremony, differ from one society to the next.

In terms of social etiquette, the people of Zimbabwe value well-nurtured behavior (hunhu/ tsika dzakanaka). People are expected to have good social relations (kugarisana zvakanaka). As children grow, they are taught to know and practice social rules, customs, and traditions (tsika nemagariro). Although all adults play a role in teaching the youth, it is particularly played by uncles (vana sekuru) and aunts (vana tete). Tsika is important because of its role in ensuring that people behave in accordance with societal principles, values, and practices. Elements of tsika dzakanaka include self-control, respect for others, civility, politeness, altruism, and kindness. Elders are expected to be treated with respect. People are expected to always greet each other. Visitors (vaenzi) and passers-by (vapfuuri nenzira) are supposed to be treated with distinct hospitality. For example, visitors should be given a proper place to sit. Traditionally, families used to set aside certain things, such as chairs and plates specifically for visitors. One of the ways of showing hospitality to visitors was to prepare sadza and meat for them to eat. When they left, they could be given certain things, such as field produce. Hunhu is the capacity to behave in accordance with the moral fabric. Attributes such as compassion, reciprocity, dignity, and harmony are key to hunhu.

Lifestyle and Leisure

Zimbabwe is traditionally a hunting and gathering society. Women gathered fruits, while men hunted wild animals. Fishing, hunting, and trapping of animals using devices such as bows and arrows (miseve), guns (pfuti), nets (mambure), and dogs (imbwa) was characteristic of precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial Zimbabwean society. These were part of the daily activities of rural people, including the youth. For the youth, successfully catching and killing animals is regarded as a sign of artfulness and maturity. Taking care of livestock, (kufudza zvipfuyo) such as cattle, goats, and sheep, is one of the major activities of the rural youth during the farming season. The youth also play games like horikotyo, nhodo, pote pote, jowe-jowe, chamuvande muvande, and tsoro. Folktales (ngano) are very popular and entertaining. Swimming in dams and rivers is popular among the rural youth.

Subsistence farming was and is still at the center of Zimbabwean communities, particularly rural ones. During the farming season, people use ox-drawn ploughs (or tractors in modern times) to plough their fields (kurima minda). After ploughing and seeding, people weed their fields through hoeing (kusakura). When plants are ready for harvesting, people assist each other through activities such as nhimbe (a traditional gathering of a community to assist one of its members). The pounding (kupura) of produce such as sorghum, millet, and rapoko is often done communally. The produce is preserved in granaries (matura) for immediate and future use. The produce can be used for barter or can be sold to raise income for the family. Communal income-generating projects or projects whose purpose is to fix certain communal problems (such as building improvised bridges) are executed through mushandira pamwe (working together) projects.

In colonial Zimbabwe, the health care system was primarily intended to serve the white community. Health services were mainly found at farms, mines, missionary schools, and urban areas. This left much of the black community without access to modern medicine. Indigenous Zimbabweans (from the precolonial to the postcolonial state) relied heavily on indigenous herbal medicine (mushonga wechivanhu) to overcome various illnesses. Traditional healers such as witch doctors (n’anga) and prophets (vaporofita) played a very significant role in physical and spiritual healing. The use of traditional medicine is still prevalent in the contemporary Zimbabwean society. In fact, the efficacy of traditional medicine has led to calls for its utilization and incorporation in modern healing practices.

Most traditional healers claim to have a spirit that possesses them (kusvikirwa) from time to time. The spirit can reveal different types of cures to them (especially via dreams) or can guide them to medicinal plants in the forest. The use of plants, particularly their roots, leaves, and bark, dominates traditional medical practices. In contemporary Zimbabwe, the moringa tree is popular for curing a range of illnesses. In terms of natal care, old women who are past child-bearing (vana nyamukuta) are responsible for assisting women when they are giving birth. They use different types of herbs to avoid complications.

When a given community is afflicted by problems, such as witchcraft or suspicious deaths, the headman is responsible for seeking spiritual help from witch doctors, prophets, or spirit mediums. This can also be done at the family level, if a particular family encounters misfortunes. Misfortunes are believed to be caused by evil spirits, such as spirits of the dead (mweya yevanhu vakafa) and avenging spirits (ngozi), or witchcraft (uroyi). In situations where rain is limited or delayed, societies can brew beer (doro remukwerera) to appease ancestral spirits. It was believed that when ancestral spirits are not happy (usually because of the behavior of some community members, such as the practice of witchcraft) rain may be erratic, leading to poor harvest. Traditionally, it is believed that ancestral spirits (vadzimu) are intermediaries between God and human beings. Vadzimu are regarded as essential for personal, familial, and societal well-being. Rituals are associated with crucial activities, such birth, marriage, death, planting, and harvesting. Income-generating activities, such as gardening, basket weaving, bead making, poultry-keeping, building, welding, and pottery are common in rural areas.

Traditional parties and ceremonies, most of which are characterized by traditional dances and practices, were a common source of leisure. Dances, such as the muchongoyo and mbede, are often done during the dry season, when people are less busy. The Ministry of Information’s mobile units screened films in rural areas that were commonly referred to as “bio scope/ bhaisikopo.” These were screened at public places, such as schools and growth points, and they were very popular among the youth. In some of the country’s towns, there were swimming pools that were built by local municipalities for blacks and many black youth used them. Soccer and netball are popular among the youth, both rural and urban. These activities inculcate a sense of unity, team spirit, and sportsmanship among them. Drinking traditionally brewed beer (doro rechivanhu), which is referred to as “seven days” because it takes seven days to be brewed, is a major form of leisure in rural areas. Drinking beer, eating braai (barbeque, also called kugocha), and attending music shows, especially museve and gospel, are very popular in urban areas. Other activities such as watching television, listening to music, visiting recreational facilities, and reading novels and newspapers are popular, especially among the urban population.

Employment

Zimbabwe’s economy has struggled and continues to struggle with a poor capacity to create jobs. The economy’s absorption capacity started to diminish in the 1970s as a result of the effects of sanctions that were imposed in response to the 1965 Unilateral Declaration of Independence by the colonial government. However, Zimbabwe inherited a strong economy. At independence in 1980, the informal sector accounted for less than 10 percent of the labor force. However, this was because during the colonial period, a regime of laws and regulations controlling labor flows was established to suppress the informal sector and promote the settler-monopolized formal sector. Economic activities outside the settler-economic context were disallowed or structurally discouraged so as to ensure that indigenous Zimbabweans depended on wage employment.

This was intended to force them to promote the settler-economy, especially farming and mining. However, Zimbabwe’s economy started to decline in the 1990s. Public-sector employment growth increased in the 1980s, but it was hardly sustainable. In 1991, the government adopted the Economic Structural Adjustment Programmes (ESAP), resulting in a wholesale restructuring of the economy characterized by the removal of “rigidities” regarded as an impediment to growth. ESAP and its attendant circumstances resulted in the shrinking of the government employment. This caused a massive displacement of workers (kugumurwa) from the public into the private sector to occur.

The labor absorptive capability of the economy plummeted to the degree that by 2004, in every five jobs, four were informalized. Between 2004 and 2008, the economy encountered a cumulative decline, characterized by the downsizing or shutting down of manufacturing companies, poor agricultural production, and other difficulties. This engendered high levels of unemployment and underemployment, and an upsurge in the number of the working poor. According to a 2011 survey by the Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency, only 11 percent of workers are employed in the formal sector. By 2008, unemployment in the formal sector had reached at least 80 percent. With this level of unemployment, the informal sector became the linchpin of the livelihoods of the majority of the population. Unemployment is probably the most daunting challenge facing Zimbabwe’s contemporary economy. Zimbabwe experienced hyperinflation that forced the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe to issue very high denominations of currency, culminating in the issuing of a $1 trillion-dollar note. In 2009, Zimbabwe terminated the local currency and adopted a multicurrency regime in which the U.S. dollar and the South African rand became legal tender.

Zimbabweans began to engage a myriad of informal-sector activities in order to cope with the patent dearth of opportunities in the labor market. With the shutting down of some mining companies in places like Kadoma and the discovery of diamonds in Marange, panning (chikorokoza), especially of diamonds and gold, became a major informal-sector activity, especially among the unemployed youths. Other informal activities include cross-border trading, street vending, sculpting, brick molding, flee marketing, and foreign currency dealings. This increase in the informal economy witnessed an increase in retail activities in residential areas and home-based industries. Informal-sector income-generating activities are mainly survivalist (generating income to meet very basic needs) in nature and orientation. Nepotism in the labor market became so widespread that one had to be well networked to easily get a job. (kana usina waunoziva basa hauriwani). Those who are formally employed, especially in the public service, supplement their income through informal-sector activities and corruption.

In 2000, the government embarked on a land reform program intended to address the colonial injustices characterized by the ownership of prime land by a minority white population. White-owned farms were seized, a development that witnessed the loss of many jobs in the agricultural sector. Agriculture has been one of the major employers in Zimbabwe. Women and youths are in the category of those who are worst affected by unemployment. The country’s vibrant tertiary institutions continued to produce young graduates who could not find employment in the shrinking labor regime. Many of them turned to the teaching sector regardless of the qualifications they would have attained. Scores of job seekers turned to informal-sector entrepreneurial activities while scores more left the country in search of opportunities in the diaspora. Unemployment and underemployment among the country’s educated population reflect the government’s policy, which focuses on the supply side of the labor market with little emphasis on the absorption side. In order to “evade” the employment crisis at home, hundreds of thousands of Zimbabweans have left the country in the quest for opportunities in the diaspora. Zimbabwe is today a “bifurcated state” consisting of Zimbabweans in Zimbabwe and hundreds of thousands of Zimbabweans in the diaspora.

Gender Roles, Marriage, and Family

Zimbabwean Traditional Religion and cultural values gender the socialization of the people. Men (varume) are regarded as heads of the family (misoro yemisha), while women (vakadzi) and children (vana) offal under men’s leadership and authority. Zimbabwe is traditionally a patriarchal state. A “real man” (murume chaiye) in the orthodox sense is someone who is brave, hardworking, skilled, capable of providing for the family, and capable of protecting the family from any threats. On the other hand, a “nurtured woman” (mukadzi akabva kunevanhu/mukadzi akadzidziswa tsika) is one who can satisfactorily perform the roles of a wife and mother. She is submissive to her husband’s authority and decisions, sexually faithful, hardworking, caring, and conforms to socially acceptable behavior. Traditionally, boys tilled the land and looked after livestock while girls performed chores, such as fetching water and firewood, cleaning, and cooking.

The position of women in Zimbabwe is strongly influenced by ancient cultural values and practices, under which there were specific roles for men and for women. Women were generally marginalized. Traditional leaders, such as headmen (masabhuku) and chiefs (madzishe), were and are still males. Women were not allowed to play certain instruments, such as drums, especially during the conduct of rituals. One of the major reasons was that their menstruation blood was considered impure and could therefore “defile” the rituals. However, women played some important roles. For example, they usually played the role of spirit mediums. They could also play the role of mbonga or ritual attendants during times of worship. Women also played an essential role in the liberation struggle.

In fact, it is difficult to talk about Zimbabwe’s independence struggle without speaking of the role of women. At independence, the new government recognized women’s role in the independence struggle and promulgated laws and programs intended to eradicate discrimination against them. Women are traditionally expected to be confined to the domestic sphere where they have to take care of the day-to-day needs of the family, while men are expected to work in order to provide for the family. After independence, this belief and practice witnessed the migration of men to urban areas in search of employment while women were left to take care of the family in rural areas. This forced many women to take overall responsibility for subsistence farming.

Marriage is considered the bedrock of society in Zimbabwe. It is valued especially because of its role in procreation. It is strongly disapproved for someone to “pass the marriageable age” (kupfuura zera rekuroora/rekuroorwa) without being married. There were different ways of getting married in traditional Zimbabwe. These are kutizisa/kutizira (elopement), musengabere (a man seizing and carrying a woman to his home), kuganha (a woman going to her boyfriend’s house for marriage without giving him prior notice), and kutema ugariri (a man working for his father-in-law for an agreed period before being given a specific wife in return). These options were usually for poor men who could not afford to pay roora (bride-price). Kuzvarira (pledging a girl child to a particular man before or as soon as the child is born), kukanda matanda (a man taking a log to a particular household to register his intention to marry from that particular household), kukumbira (a man negotiating with the in-laws for a specific wife), chimutsamapfihwa (a woman marrying the husband of her dead aunt or sister), and kugara nhaka (inheriting a wife following the death of her husband) were other means through which marriages were initiated.


Land Appropriations

Faced with potent opposition from the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), in 2000 Robert Mugabe authorized the seizure of white-owned farms for use as compensation for veterans of the war for independence. By the end of the campaign in 2002, more than 35 million acres had been confiscated and redistributed. The move provided Mugabe the popularity to weather national elections (alongside a healthy dose of fraud and intimidation), but carried serious consequences. Zimbabwe’s international reputation was seriously damaged, and the country eventually withdrew from the British Commonwealth of Nations. Worst still, the economic repercussions were severe. Inflation rates rose as high as 400 percent per year.



Contemporary Zimbabwe has a three-pronged marriage regime that consists of two registered marriages and one unregistered marriage. The registered marriages are Chapter 5:07, which allow men to marry more than one wife, and Chapter 5:11, under which men are allowed to marry only one wife, while women are also allowed to marry only one husband. Chapter 5:11 gives women security. If the husband dies, the wife can inherit the property, and, in the event of a divorce (which should be based on mutual consent), the partners share their properties equally. The third category is the unregistered customary marriage, which is the oldest one. It is legally referred to as the Unregistered Customary Law Union. This marriage has no restrictions as to the number of wives and the union enters into force when the man pays bride-price (roora) for the woman. Women are disadvantaged under the traditional inheritance regime. Widows are often dispossessed upon the death of their spouse.

The payment of roora is at the heart of marriage in Zimbabwe, regardless of the category of the marriage. It is regarded as a socially cohesive practice that cements relations between the two families. It is also regarded as an expression of respect and gratitude toward the in-laws and as an expression of love toward one’s wife. Roora is paid in the form of money, livestock (predominantly cattle), and groceries. Members of the nuclear and extended families are involved in roora negotiations and transactions via an intermediary called a munyai. Marriage is regarded not merely as a union between a couple, but also between the two families, including extended family. Zimbabwean law does not recognize lesian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or intersex (LGBTI) marriages.

A family (mhuri) is a two-pronged and hierarchical institution in Zimbabwe. At one level, mhuri is used to refer to members of a particular nuclear family. At another level, it is used to refer to a network of related nuclear families. The families are related because they share the same totem (mutupo) and clan (dzinza) and historically reside in the same locality. A family is a highly valued institution and kinship is central to it. Each member is expected to fulfil certain roles and responsibilities in order to ensure the overall well-being of the family. The father has to ensure that the family is happy and its needs are met. The mother is regarded as the cornerstone of a family (musha mukadzi) and is expected to be the doyen of love, care, and warmth. It is important for women to get married while they are still virgins (vasati vaziva varume). Couples are expected to consult each other (kutaurirana/ kupanana mazano), especially regarding major family decisions. Family unity (kubatana) is strongly encouraged, because it cements the family. When there are problems within a family that the couple has failed to deal with (such as infertility), there are specific people who can be approached for resolution depending on the nature of the problem or problems.

Children are central to a family especially among the Shona people. Traditionally, the decision regarding the number of children to bear was the prerogative of men. In fact, women were expected to “bear children for men.” The capacity to bear children is traditionally regarded as the strongest sign of manhood or womanhood. If a couple fails to bear children, the woman is often the one who is perceived as “infertile” (ngomwa), and the family of the husband often encourages the man to marry another woman. This belief prompted Barbra Makhalisa to write Baby Snatcher, in which she encourages Zimbabwean society to rethink its understanding of infertility in marriages. A family is not regarded as a family without procreation. Male children are often preferred over females, because they can “perpetuate the clan” (kuindisa dzinza kumberi). As a result, the education of girls was not prioritized in traditional Zimbabwe.

Cuisine

Zimbabwe’s staple food is called sadza and is made from cornmeal. It is prepared using a mixture of water (mvura) and mealie-meal (upfu). There are different types of mealie-meals, such as maize meal (upfu hwechibage), millet meal (upfu hwemhunga), sorghum meal (upfu hwemapfunde), and rapoko meal (upfu hwerukweza), which can be used to prepare sadza. However, maize meal is the most popular and widely used one. Sadza is taken as lunch and dinner, but in some few cases, it can be eaten for breakfast. Traditionally, sadza is prepared in a specific clay pot (hari), which is called shambakodzi. Water is put in the pot and heated using fire (or a stove in modern times). A paste is separately prepared in a cup using some meal and cold water. This is added to the hot water in the pot. The mixture is stirred using a stick called a musika until it grows thick, like porridge. The mixture is heated for a few minutes. Meal is added in small amounts, and the mixture is continuously stirred (kumona) using a cooking stick called a mugoti. Some people like sadza thin (sadza rakatetepa), while others like it thick (sadza rakakora). Sadza is taken with different types of accompaniments (murivo), and meat (nyama) is the most preferred.

The meat can either be stewed or roasted, and it can be, among other things, beef (nyama yemombe), pork (nyama yenguruve), chicken (nyama yehuku), lamb (nyama yegwai), goat (nyama yembudzi), or game (nyama yemhuka dzemusango). Sadza can be accompanied with different types of vegetables, such as muboora (pumpkin leaves), derere (ocra), mowa, munyevhe, or tsine (black jack). Sadza can also be taken with fermented milk (mukaka wakakora). Traditionally, milk is fermented in a particular clay pot called a hodzeko. Sadza is also taken with mopane worms (Ndebele amacimbi, Shona madora). In some places, such as Bikita in Masvingo, insects called harurwa are good accompaniments for sadza. Meat can be cut and dried to make chimukuyu, and vegetables can be cooked and dried to make mufushwa. Mushrooms can also be cooked and dried to make howa hwakaomeswa. Cooking and drying is a widely practiced way of preserving food for future use.

Apart from sadza, rice is also popular in Zimbabwe. It is usually boiled, and it can be flavored with peanut butter (dovi). Like sadza, rice is taken with a range of accompaniments, especially meat. In contemporary Zimbabwe, foods such as pasta and macaroni have become very popular.

Porridge (bota) is also popular in Zimbabwe. It is cooked using a mixture of water and mealie-meal to form a thin paste. Bota is usually flavored with peanut butter, and it is taken as breakfast. Although it is taken by adults, it is usually prepared for children, particularly those who are still breast feeding and those who are in primary education. Tea is also taken with breakfast. Tea is taken with many accompaniments, such as bread (chingwa), boiled sweet potatoes (mbambaira dzakabikwa), madhumbe, mutakura, boiled maize corn (chibage chakabikwa), pumpkins (manhanga), and mashazhare. Mutakura is a cooked mixture of dried maize corn (chibage), dried groundnuts (nyimo), and dried groundnuts (nzungu). Pounded maize corn can be boiled and sometimes mixed with peanut butter (dovi) to make mashazhare. Although mashazhare is taken with tea as breakfast, it is also eaten for dinner. Maheu is a nonalcoholic drink made of water combined with millet, rapoko, or sorghum malt and mashed sadza, left overnight to ferment. The drink is often taken at breakfast, but can be taken at any time of the day. It is often used to wean children. It is naturally sour, but is often sweetened by adding sugar.

In terms of beer, the most famous traditional beer in rural areas is a seven-day beverage known by different names, such as doro rematanda, doro rechivanhu, or ngoto. It is prepared from a mixture of millet, rapoko, or sorghum malt (chimera) with water, and a paste called masvusvu. It takes seven days for the preparation to be complete. There is also a popular beverage that is brewed in one day that is called chikokiyana. It is brewed using ferment of the marula plant (mapfura). These beverages have a high concentration of alcohol and they are the cheapest beverages in rural areas. Another traditional beer that is popular in both rural and urban areas is called scud (chibuku). It is brewed by Delta Beverages using sorghum. It is often taken by people of the lower class.

Dress

The most common style of dressing in Zimbabwe is the Western style. This is possibly due to the nature and extent of colonialism. There is, however, traditional dress that includes a headdress and a wraparound cloth. Rings and ornaments are also part of common traditional dress in the country.

Zimbabwe’s value system differentiates between “decent” (kupfeka zvine hunhu) and “indecent” (kupfeka zvisina hunhu) dress codes. Traditionally, the people of Zimbabwe have specific dressing styles that characterize the character of members of society, especially women. Women were expected to wear long dresses and make sure that they do not expose parts of their bodies, especially the breasts, stomach, and thighs. Women were not expected to put on trousers, tight skirts, or any revealing clothes, because this was associated with deviant sexual behavior. Women were traditionally expected to wear “decent” clothes. Contemporary women put on tight trousers, miniskirts, and revealing clothes. However, this is still disapproved of, especially in the rural areas. In urban areas, women may be harassed for wearing miniskirts, especially in crowded places, such as on buses or at taxi stations.

Men used to put on breastplates that were made from animal skin. Animals were skinned carefully to avoid damaging the hide. The skin could then be designed and dried to make clothes. Zvichakati, beauty, is something that was highly valued among women, and they took pride in dressing well. Women put on beads (mhete). Married women were expected to always cover their heads using headscarves (dhuku). They were also expected to put on wraparounds (mazambiya). These were meant to show that the woman is married. Young girls could wear beaded skirts. Unlike some African countries, Zimbabwe does not historically have a particular national dress. In contemporary Zimbabwe, both Western clothes and imported African clothing, especially from Kenya, Tanzania, and Nigeria, are popular.

Sports and Games

Zimbabweans are known to be ardent lovers of sports. However, some sports have more supporters than others. Among the most popular sports in Zimbabwe are cricket, rugby, and soccer (football). Until football started gaining major ground, cricket was Zimbabwe’s most popular sport. Its introduction to Zimbabwe, of course, was due to colonial rule, and it still a game that is played in elite schools in the country—even if its avid followers have reduced considerably in number. Zimbabwe’s national cricket team is a member of an international league that has teams from 15 other countries, including Australia, England, and New Zealand. Zimbabwe also has a domestic cricket league made up of five teams. The Zimbabwe Cricket National League oversees the operations of Zimbabwean cricket.

Football is currently Zimbabwe’s most popular sport. In addition to its national team, Zimbabwe has two professional soccer leagues. One is ZIFA, the Zimbabwe Football Association. The other is the CBZ Premier League. CBZ’s 16 teams have corporate sponsors. There is also a youth soccer league and a youth Olympic squad that competes with other youth soccer teams from around the world. Indeed, Zimbabwe is fast becoming one of the subregion’s rising countries in football, although at the continental level it is still significantly behind countries like Nigeria, Cameroon, Ghana, and Ivory Coast. Some Zimbabweans are also playing in major global leagues.

Rugby is gaining popularity in Zimbabwe. Four teams make up the national Zimbabwe Rugby Union: the Cheetahs, the National Fifteens, the Sables, and the National Sevens Squad. Zimbabwe teams also participate in the African Cup and the Hong Kong Tournament. The ZRU also oversees a high school league that has 40 teams in it and four professional leagues with a total of 23 teams.

There seems to be a somewhat racial dimension to sports in Zimbabwe—with sports like football, boxing, and wrestling more popular among Africans, while Europeans prefer sports like golf, cricket, rugby, tennis, and horse racing. However, it is also important to point out that people from either group have crossed freely to sports that are not common in their community.

[image: Falola]

Zimbabwe and Papau New Guinea engage in a scrum during the 2010 IRB Junior World Rugby championship in Moscow, Russia. Rugby is one of the most popular sports in Zimbabwe, and the national team has been competing abroad since 1910. (Tatiana Belova/Dreamstime.com)

Festivals and Holidays

Festivals and holidays in Zimbabwe can be brought under three broad categories: religious, national, and social. In all cases, however, these are celebrated with festivities and splendor. Being a largely Christian country, the religious holidays are those associated with the Christian calendar, including Christmas, Boxing Day, and Easter. Because of its proximity to Christmas, New Year’s celebrations in Zimbabwe, as with most other countries, have also been come to be considered a Christian celebration. Christmas is, however, the most celebrated national holiday in Zimbabwe, and it is not unusual for people to travel across the country to celebrate the period with their loved ones. It is also an occasion for Zimbabweans across the world to come back home and enjoy festive moments with friends and family. The festive mood is also encouraged by the summer weather that often prevails during the Christmas period. Festivities for Christmas in Zimbabwe often begin on the first day of December, with homes and churches adorned with lights and Christmas trees. Also, because of the friendly weather, it is not uncommon to see people sitting and listening to music in front of their houses. All churches in the country hold special services on Christmas Day, after which families retire home to eat with friends and family. Dishes during Christmas often include chicken, rice, cornmeal porridge, roasted ox or goat, and desserts. Although there is a public holiday, there are often no special celebrations for Boxing Day in Zimbabwe. The festive mood of the Christmas Day simply continues through Boxing Day. Although regular activities are supposed to continue after Boxing Day, most people extend the festive season to New Year’s Day.

During New Year’s celebrations, the colorful lights of Christmas are relit nationally, with most of the major cities in the country adorned with lights. New Year’s festivities are, however, more for the younger generations, most of whom throng the major town centers, hopping from one party hall or restaurant to the next. Because of the weather, New Year’s Day is also the occasion for people to visit many of the country’s wildlife reserves. Easter is a far less celebrated holiday in Zimbabwe. Although there are often official holidays, most people just take the opportunity to relax at home, with few people traveling to visit loved ones. The economic downturn of the country has also reduced the festivities often associated with this period.

In terms of national festivals and holidays, five are particularly well recognized in Zimbabwe. The most important of these is the Independence Day, which is the April 18. This is always a public holiday in Zimbabwe. During the celebration, there are military parades at the National Sports Stadium and a public exhibition of fighter planes in flight in the skies over the capital, Harare. It is also the opportunity for the president to deliver speeches and for the country’s national anthem to be sung. Releasing white doves has become a tradition during the holiday, symbolizing peace across the nation. After the celebration, most people return home and spend the rest of the day quietly with their families. Young people may, however, use the remaining part of the day to hang out with their friends. The second national holiday and festival is Heroes’ Day, which is celebrated on August 11. The day is celebrated to honor those who made the supreme sacrifice in the struggle for national independence. During the day, visits are paid to the Hero’s Acre, where some of the nation’s heroes are buried. Speeches are delivered in their memory there. Most Zimbabweans, however, spend the time quietly in their homes.
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Zimbabwe’s long-time president, Robert Mugabe, addresses the crowd during celebrations commemorating the 34th anniversary of independence. Mugabe has dominated politics in Zimbabwe since independence. (Philimon Bulawayo/Reuters/Corbis)

The other three national holidays are of much more limited importance. Workers’ Day is often celebrated on May 1, in line with many other countries. Celebrations on this day are often very mild, and it relates more to government workers than to the rest of the population. Against the background of the socialist inclination of the Mugabe administration, Workers’ Day was, during the period immediately after independence, a moment of national celebration. Another national holiday is Africa Day, which, again in accordance with most other countries on the continent, is celebrated on May 25. This is celebrated in appreciation of the role played by other African countries in the liberation of Zimbabwe. Finally, there is Unity Day, celebrated on the December 22. Most of these holidays are spent quietly at home.

There are some major festivals in Zimbabwe, two of which are particularly important because of the global reputations they have come to attain. The first is the Bulawayo Music Festival, presented by the Zimbabwe Academy of Music every two years since 1997. This has brought local and international together. Initially, the primary focus was classical music but other artists, like gospel choirs, pop bands, jazz groups, and others, have added glamour to the festival in recent years. The second one is the Harare International Festival of the Arts (HIFA), which takes place annually in April and encompasses five main disciplines: music, theater, fine arts, dance, and spoken word. This began in 1999 and since then has taken the Zimbabwean and Southern African arts scene by storm. The festival showcases the best of Zimbabwean performances and fine arts while at the same time staging and exhibiting the most exciting and creative international and regional performances. Each year, HIFA announces a theme that drives the artistic policy of the Festival.

Music and Dance

Music is at the heart of the cultural heritage of Zimbabwe. It fulfilled multiple roles in traditional Zimbabwe. It was used for military purposes (e.g., signal drumming), community events such as nhimbe, performance of rites, ceremonies, festivals, funerals, and ancestral cult practices. In traditional music genres, many instruments were utilized. These included hosho (gourd rattles), ngoma (drums), magagada (leg rattles), mbira (thumb piano), hwamanda (trumpets/horns), nyere (flutes/pipes), makwa (hooden clappers), and pembe (whistle). Women played a very important role in music. They could dance, clap their hands, ululate, and play instruments, such as hosho and magagada. The Zimbabwean music industry consists of genres such as gospel, museve/sungura, mbira, chimurenga, marabi, and hip-hop. Zimbabweans also like music such as rumba, reggae, jit, choir, and country. In contemporary Zimbabwe, music is the most popular form of entertainment. The performance of music involves mushauri (the one who leads) and vatsigiri (those who accompany). Music is associated with dance and there are different types of traditional dances, such as mbede/jerusarema, muchongoyo, bheriya, dandanda, mbakumba, dinhe, njari, mbira, and shangara, and modern dances, such as borrowdale and chibhasikoro.

Gospel Music

Although gospel music was not popular during the liberation war, some Christian hymns were used in the “songs of struggle.” The ascendancy of gospel music in Zimbabwe was facilitated by the growth of Evangelical/Pentecostal and African Initiated Churches, especially during the 1990s. This growth inculcated a Christian psyche among Zimbabweans. Unlike other types of music that are male dominated, women have managed to carve niches in the gospel music industry. Female gospel artists include Amai Charamba, Shuvai Wutawunashe, Ivy Kombo, Mercy Musvene, Shingisai Suluma, and Fungisai Zvakavapano-Mashavave. Gospel music is contributing to ecumenism (unity among Christian churches), especially via the celebrated gospel group called ZimPraise, who’s most celebrated song is Scovenant). Between 1980 and 1990, gospel music was not popular because artists and the general population focused on celebrating the attainment of independence. Celebratory music was therefore more popular than gospel. However, gospel music became popular during the 1990s. This is the time when the HIV/AIDS scourge began to take its toll and the country’s economy began to deteriorate. Gospel music gave people hope in the context of daunting challenges, such as disease, moral decadence, death, and poverty. The music is anchored on the belief that Jesus is the answer to the country’s problems and that there is need for divine intervention. The music is not only about life on earth but it is essentially about eternal life. It therefore encourages purity, obedience, and discipleship in the Word and Kingdom of God.

Chimurenga Music

The colonial occupation was characterized by the widespread displacement of Zimbabweans from productive areas to impoverished and mountainous regions where rain was erratic. Zimbabweans were also politically and economically marginalized, finding themselves on the periphery of their own society. Music played an inspirational and mobilizing role during the struggle for independence, especially during the 1970s when the struggle intensified. The term chimurenga comes from the nationalist movement. The movement started with the Shona-Ndebele uprisings of 1896–1897, which came to be famously referred to as the first chimurenga (Chimurenga Chekutanga). Chimurenga is a unique genre of music, which emerged from the spirit of struggle against colonial occupation. It was used to invoke and inculcate a combatant ethos among the people, so that they could irrevocably resolve to take up arms against the colonial administration. It sought to achieve this aim through, among other means, condemning the excesses of the racist regime, highlighting the wretched conditions under which indigenous Zimbabweans lived, chronicling the importance of freedom from colonial oppression, and denouncing oppression and inequality. In a context were the indigenous people were structurally and systematically excluded from the formal processes of representation, music became an alternative vehicle for mobilization and articulation of their interests and excruciating experiences. However, to avoid victimization by colonial authorities, chimurenga artists used ambiguous and camouflaged language in their music. Oral tradition suggests that the term chimurenga was derived from Sororenzou Murenga, who was a renowned Shona traditional warrior and hero.

The war against colonialism was regarded as a just one—a cause condoned and backed by mhondoro (ancestral spirits), who were believed to own the land and its fullness. Spirit mediums played a central role in the liberation struggle. However, with the attainment of independence in 1980, there was a paradigmatic shift in chimurenga music from protesting against the settler regime to glorifying the new government. It was also used to express gratitude to ancestral spirits, God, and founding spirit mediums, such as mbuya Nehanda, sekuru Kaguvi, and Chaminuka, for their role in securing victory and independence. However, during the 1990s, Zimbabwe’s economy started to decline, especially after the adoption of the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP) in 1991. Corruption, repression of dissent, rising levels of unemployment, deteriorating conditions for the working poor, and inflation engendered a pessimistic psyche among the people. In 1990, Thomas Mapfumo, who is the doyen and apotheosis of chimurenga music, released “Varombo Kuvarombo” (the poor to the poor), a hit that chronicled the yawning disparities between the black elite and the poor. Chimurenga music shifted focus and started to denounce corruption, human rights abuses, and bad governance. Mapfumo released other songs like “Mamvemve” (Tatters) and “Munyika Muno Maita” (There Is Disaster in This Country).

Sungura Music

Sungura music is Zimbabwe’s most popular and lucrative genre—one whose origins are believed to have been strongly influenced by Congolese rumba and East African kanindo music. The instruments used to play this music are the guitar, drums, and keyboard. It is dynamic in terms of dancing styles and it is fast paced. It is characterized by dances such borrowdale and chibhasikoro. It was originally associated with the working poor and people from rural areas. Celebrated sungura artists include John Chibadura, James Chimombe, Ephraim Joe, Simon Chimbetu, Ronnie Chataika, Michael Jambo, Tongai Moyo, and Alec Macheso; Sungura is dominated by male artists.

Mbira

Mbira, or thumb piano, is one of the ancient indigenous music instruments in Zimbabwe. The playing of mbira was originally a tradition among the Zezuru people. The Zezuru are a category of Shona people who lived close to the capital city of Harare. Compared to other instruments, such as drums and rattles, mbira occupied a less important position in ancient Zimbabwe. This is because drums were important during ceremonies of spirit possession and many other ceremonies. The use of mbira instruments in church ceremonies was forbidden by the Catholic missionaries, who considered mbira unholy and heathen. However, the mbira rose to prominence, especially during the 1980s, with popular urban electric guitar bands making use of mbira in their performances. Through the work of artists like Chiwoniso Maraire, Dumisani Maraire, Ephat Mujuru, and Thomas Mapfumo, the mbira gained international prominence.

Dance

Different rural regions and groups have their own traditional dances. However, muchongoyo is one of the oldest and most popular cultural dances in Zimbabwe. It is prominent particularly among the Ndau people of Chipinge and the Ndebele people in Matabeleland. The dance is used for entertainment and also as a symbol of unity and love among community members. The dance is also used by communities to celebrate good rainy seasons and harvests. In traditional Chipinge, clans used to have their muchongoyo groups and could compete for a mujeki (prize). Muchongoyo was originally a militaristic dance that was used to train people for war and for traveling long distances.

Mbede/jerusarema is a popular dance among the Zezuru people, especially those who live in Murewa and Uzumba Maramba Pfungwe. It is characterized by sensual and acrobatic movements by women, who are accompanied by men. It includes drumming, the clapping of hands, and the blowing of whistles. It is not accompanied by any songs. Orthodox Christian missionaries disapproved of the dance, criticizing it as sexually immoral. This prompted the changing of the name to Jerusarema (Jerusalem) to give it a more religious tone.

Shangara is a form of recreational dance among the Zezuru people. It is accompanied by singing and clapping of hands. Chidzimba dance was used by men to demonstrate their ability to capture a dangerous animal, such as an antelope. Vadzimba is a term used (especially by women) to refer to successful hunters. Different rural regions and groups have their own dances. Some of these dances are still popular especially in schools and villages.

Borrowdale and chibhasikoro dances became the most popular dances after independence. Chibhasikoro resembles a bicycle rider’s pedaling strokes and is therefore fast paced. Borrowdale dance resembles the moves of a horse rider and the horse itself and was mainly influenced by the horse competition at Borrowdale racetrack in Borrowdale, Harare.

Visual Art

Stone sculpture (kuveza matombo) is one of the ancient and most popular forms of art in Zimbabwe. This tradition was influenced by many developments. The famous Zimbabwean birds (which are now the symbol of the Zimbabwean state) and other stone-carving activities of the Great Zimbabwe traditions influenced the growth of stone sculpture. The evolution of Zimbabwe’s sculpture movement dates back to the colonial era, particularly the soapstone carvings of the 1950s and 1960s, which were sold to tourists. The opening of the National Gallery in 1957 was instrumental in promoting stone sculpting. The gallery’s first director, Frank McEwen, opened a workshop school that saw the involvement of some black Zimbabweans in sculpting. The founding of art communities, such as Tengenenge (1966) and Chapungu (1970), contributed to the growth of the art community, with some indigenous Zimbabweans being incorporated. Stone sculpting boomed during the 1980s and 1990s, gaining much international attention. Artists like Tapfuma Gutsa, Dominic Benhura, Agnes Nyanhongo, Colleen Madamombe, Henry Munyaradzi, John Takawira, Bernard Matemera, and Nicholas Mukomberanwa are among Zimbabwe’s most renowned sculptors. The sculpture movement gained international prominence, and Zimbabwean art has featured in many of the world’s greatest museums, galleries, and private collections. Stone sculpture has developed into one of the most popular art forms in Zimbabwe. Sculptures can be seen along major roads, in galleries, in gardens, and in other public spaces. With the economic decline of the 2000s, many people turned to sculpture in order to raise income.

The government established mobile film units that could screen films. For example, the film Mwanasikana (Girl Child) was jointly produced by the Ministry of Education, the Canadian International Development Agent (CIDA), and UNICEF in response to patriarchal practices that discouraged the education of girls, particularly in rural areas. It was produced in 1995 and specifically targeted the rural audience. In colonial Zimbabwe, particularly during the war of liberation, film production was dominated by the Rhodesian government. It was especially used for a propaganda offensive intended to undermine rural support for guerrilla fighters. Mobile units were deployed by the Rhodesian Department of Information. At independence, the Department of Information aggressively promoted the development of the local film industry. The government also made some efforts to attract Hollywood studios to film in Zimbabwe. This was believed to promote the growth of local skills in the film industry. The Zimbabwean film industry was informed by a development and rights-based agenda. Examples include Consequences by Olley Maruma (on the problem of teenage pregnancy), More Time by Isaac Mabhikwa (on HIV/AIDS), Neria by Godwin Mawuru, and Everyone’s Child by Tsitsi Dangarembga (on orphans, child abuse, and HIV/AIDS). However, with poor government support, the film industry remained primarily donor funded.

Painting is one of the oldest traditions in Zimbabwe. There are many paintings across the country, including the rock paintings at Matobo Hill or Matopos and Domboshava. Painting has been used by artists to highlight issues of human rights in the postcolonial state. For example, Owen Maseko, a visual artist, uses painting to highlight the Gukurahundi massacres of the 1980s. His famous exhibition, Sibathontisele, details the experiences of the victims of Gukurahundi massacres by the Fifth Brigade.

Works of art in media such as pottery, basketry, beadwork, and welding were common in rural areas. These were usually done by individuals or groups, and they were intended to raise income. Crocheting is also common.

Architecture and Housing

Ancient architecture looms large in the cultural and collective memory of Zimbabwe—especially great works in stone. Architects and artisans embodied the needs, aspirations, and ideals of their times in their works. The stone walls of the Great Zimbabwe are probably the most discussed and documented archaeological entity in Southern Africa. The site of Great Zimbabwe is a renowned and unrivalled achievement of the indigenous tradition of dry stone architecture. The Great Zimbabwe consists of the Great Enclosure and the conical tower that are built with granite rocks, without the use of mortar. It was the largest of other smaller Zimbabwes (houses of stone/dzimbadzamabwe). The rearing of cattle and gold mining were major activities at the Great Zimbabwe site. It is one of the major tourist attractions in Southern Africa, in particular, and Africa in general.

Traditionally, Zimbabweans lived in thatched houses constructed using locally available materials, such as earth pole (matanda), mud plaster (dhaka), or stones (matombo). These houses are cheap and can be easily erected. They are still found in rural areas. However, with the advent of modernization, the use of modern building materials was adopted. The spectrum of urban housing in Zimbabwe is essentially three-pronged: low income, middle income, and high income. The demand for low-income housing is higher than the other two categories. The colonial administration’s racially motivated urban governance policies and practices, which restricted the blacks from migrating to urban areas, were repealed at independence in 1980.


Zimbabwes

The territory comprising the modern state of Zimbabwe was once host to a number of thriving commercial states. By the 15th century, these states exported gold, ivory, and other goods to the trading towns of the Swahili coast, linking into a trading system that extended as far as the Middle East, India, Indonesia, and even China. These ancient states constructed zimbabwes, massive stone enclosures filled with stelae topped with iconic carved birds. The largest of these is Great Zimbabwe, located near modern Masvingo.



This repeal witnessed a rapid increase in urban population, especially during the 1990s. Scores of people migrated to urban areas in search of employment and opportunity in an economic context that was still highly formalized. The increase in urban population exerted pressure on the central and local governments, whose capacity to deliver housing and social amenities has always been outdistanced by demand. The government partnered with the private sector to deliver houses. For example, the Private Sector Housing Programme (1992) was designed to provide low-cost housing stands and to ensure the full participation of the private sector in delivering low-cost housing. Through the Housing Guarantee Loan, the government provided low-cost housing plots and built core houses in Harare, Bindura, Gwanda, Chiredzi, and other places.

Increased rural–urban migration occasioned the continued impoverishment of urban areas and an upsurge in urban poverty. Many of the people who migrated to urban areas joined the informal economy and hardly contributed to municipal revenue. As the demand for accommodation heightened, there was a proliferation of alternative housing arrangements, which were not authorized by the municipal authorities—resulting in the mushrooming of illegal settlements. In an attempt to meet demand for housing and as a way of raising income, most house owners (especially in high-density suburbs) began to build backyard houses. These backyard structures played a pivotal role in providing accommodation to the low-income majority, many of whom could not afford to rent houses in medium- and low-density suburbs.

However, in May 2005, the government moved to destroy the backyard houses and vending sites nationwide in an operation code-named Murambatsvina (Clean Up Filth/ Restore Order). Apart from backyard structures, Zimbabwe has also witnessed an increase in cases where people build houses without government approval. Since 2005, the government has been demolishing such structures. The increasing demand for housing witnessed the rise of fraudulent housing schemes. Urban land has become a powerful political tool. Urban land use and housing is controlled and regulated by municipal councils. However, in some of the peripheries of urban areas, there are a lot of ambiguities, which have been exploited by bogus housing development schemes.

There are cases of former farmlands that have been bought and illegally sold for housing development schemes, resulting in many illegal settlements around urban areas, especially Harare. There are also many cases of the construction of houses on wetlands, something that is prohibited. The construction of houses on such places is often done during election times, when political parties are electioneering. Since 2005, the government has been accused of turning a blind eye to the illegal construction of houses during election times and then moving to destroy those homes after the elections have concluded.

The housing system is undermined by inadequate private- and public-sector financing, bureaucratic and regulatory impediments, including land acquisition delays, protracted town planning and layout approval procedures, land surveying approvals, and title registration.

Literature and Oral Traditions

The development of literature in Zimbabwe is intrinsically connected to the trajectory of the country’s historical political and socioeconomic processes. Zimbabwe has some of Africa’s most celebrated writers. These include Charles Mungoshi, Tsitsi Dangadembga, Dambudzo Marechera, Maurice Vambe, Sharai Mukonoweshuro, Aaron Chiundura Moyo, Musaemura Zimunya, Chirikure Chirikure, Solomom Mutswairo, Chenjerai Hove, Togara Muzanenhamo, Stanley Nyamfukudza, Yyvonne Vera, Kristina Rungano, Shimmer Chinodya, Patrick Chakaipa, Thompson K. Tsodzo, Paul Chidyausiku, Emmanuel Ribeiro, and Ndabezinhle Sigogo. Their works (written in both English and vernacular languages), reflect the country’s precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial experiences.

The first-generation Zimbabwean writers lived and experienced the excesses of the repressive Rhodesian state. They were epic poets and lyricists, whose creative writings mainly sought to preserve African cultural pride. Censorship by the Rhodesia Literature Bureau constrained black writers by disapproving political writings and writings that depict the white community in a negative light. Some novels, such as Mutswairo’s Feso and Mungoshi’s Coming of the Dry Season, were banned. Censorship compelled good writers, such as Chidyausiku, Chakaipa, Tsodzo, and Sigogo, to focus their writings on love affairs, township life, and studies of morality and culture. Some writers, such as Lawrence Vambe and Stanlake Samkange, evaded censorship by publishing from exile in London and New York, and this made them freer in their characterization of the white community.

Despite censorship, some writers used camouflaged vernacular to produce writings intended to inspire the nationalist movement. Literature was therefore used as a form of resistance against colonial oppression. Solomon Mutswairo is one of the first generation of Zimbabwean writers, and his novel, Feso, is the first Shona novel. It explores the ancient Shona culture, and it contains veiled criticism of settler domination and colonialism. In a poem addressed to Nehanda Nyakasikana, in which he laments colonialism, Mutswairo says, “taneta nekunwa misodzi yedu” (we are weary of drinking our own tears). Early writers wrote about colonialism and the war of liberation. In Harvest of Thorns, Shimmer Chinodya explores the advent and plunders of colonialism and the anguishing experiences of the war of liberation. Wilson Katiyo, in A Son of the Soil, gives a vivid picture of the impact of racial oppression in colonial Zimbabwe. In On Trial for My Country, Stanlake Samkange revisits the struggles of indigenous Zimbabweans during the British conquest of Rhodesia. He also highlights Lobengula and Mzilikazi’s encounters with Cecil Rhodes. Stanley Nyamfukudza, in The Non-Believer’s Journey, recounts the liberation war and its attendant experiences. In The Mourned One, Samkange gives an articulate account of the oppressive structures of colonial Rhodesia. In his first novel, The House of Hunger, celebrated Zimbabwean writer Dambudzo Marechera recounts a brutalized life under the Rhodesian penal system.

Zimbabwean literature was initially dominated by men. There are a myriad of gender-anchored deterrents that women had to overcome. However, with the attainment of independence, Zimbabwe witnessed the emergence of prolific female writers. These include Freedom Nyamubaya, Tsitsi Dangarebga, Kristina Rungano, Joyce Jenje Makwenda, Beatrice Sithole, Yvonne Vera, Primrose Dzenga, and Sabina Mutangadura. Their works are mainly counter discursive narratives that seek to delve into the daunting experiences of women under patriarchal and colonial subjugation. Freedom Nyamubaya’s poetry on the liberation struggle highlights the role played by women in the attainment of independence. In Nervous Conditions, Tsitsi Dangarebga chronicles the twin challenges faced by black women under colonialism—colonial and patriarchal domination. In her anthology The Underdog and Other Short Stories, Freedom Nyamubaya depicts the painful realities of victimization lived by women under Zimbabwe’s patriarchal system. Yvonne Vera’s The Stone Virgins describes the Gukurahundi Massacres through the experiences of two sisters who experienced the brutality of the civil unrest. Valerie Tagwira’s The Uncertainty of Hope explores the challenges faced by underprivileged women in the context of economic crisis, domestic violence, homelessness, poverty, and HIV/AIDS.

Some writers sought to highlight that although independence was attained, Zimbabweans, especially women, continued to face a myriad of daunting realities. Some even portrayed the independence victory as a pyrrhic one. Works such as Nyamubaya’s On the Road Again, Marechera’s House of Hunger, Nyamfukudza’s The Non-Believer’s Journey, and Chinodya’s A Harvest of Thorns envisage the failure of the postcolonial state. Writings such as Petina Gappah’s An Elegy for Easterly chronicle the struggles of Zimbabweans in the context of a declining economy. Recent literature has sought to highlight the challenges faced by Zimbabweans in the diaspora. These include Hunting in Foreign Lands and Other Stories (Alex Nyota et al., editors). In “Everything Is Nice, Zimbulele,” which is one of the short stories in Women Writing Zimbabwe, Gugu Ndlovu explores the ordeals encountered by many Zimbabwean border jumpers who are running from the country’s economic and political challenges.

Oral tradition is one of the key ways in and through which the people of Zimbabwe memorize, celebrate, and inculcate their past experiences, values, and practices. It is also used to preserve and to transmit cultural memory and knowledge from one generation to the other. Oral traditions are important in negotiating, renegotiating, producing, and reproducing cultural memory. The spoken word is the oldest system of cultural memory in Zimbabwe. Traditional folktales, (ngano dzapasichigare) are the oldest and most prominent form of oral history in Zimbabwe, especially among the Shona people. Ngano is a genre of Shona oral literature that is distinguishable from other genres, such as mythology and legend. The ngano genre is distinguished by its narrative architecture, content, and intent.

Ngano was passed from generation to generation by storytellers (sarungano), who were usually grandmothers (mbuya) and were regarded as repositories of traditional knowledge and wisdom. Characterization was used in ngano to represent a person and to allegorically inculcate particular ontological, epistemological, and moral orientations in the audience. Ngano reflected what society expects its members to do and to refrain from doing. The genre distinguishes good from evil, moral from immoral, just from unjust, and vice from virtue. Usually, characters with perseverance and good conduct in ngano go through protracted challenges, but triumph at the end. Each animal was used to represent a certain character or number of characteristics. Characterization was intended to promote virtue, intelligence, vigilance, courage, hard work, and justice, as well as to shun greediness, laziness, cruelty, and artlessness.

Verbal arts include poetry (nhetembo), proverbs (tsumo), and idioms (madimikira). These were used to inculcate and promote knowledge and wisdom, especially among the youth.

Media

The media in Zimbabwe has gone through phases, determined by the changing nature of politics in the country and the vicissitudes of its socioeconomic fortunes. While, expectedly, the media during the era of minority rule was neither representative nor fair, a measure of promise was promised with the attainment of majority rule. Considerable assistance also came from a number of countries to ensure that Zimbabwe took off with a strong media after independence. For example, the Nigerian government assisted the new country in buying the Herald newspaper from the previous owner. Electronic media too was strong, especially as the literacy population in the country was significantly high.

The media situation in the country is now significantly precarious as a result of government’s clampdown. As with many African countries, while there may be “freedom of speech,” “freedom” after speech is not guaranteed. With the wider population in the country believing that the government was turning autocratic, the desire for independent media began expanding. The Herald saw its readership declining significantly. Newspapers critical of the government are often closed down, as it happened in the case of Daily News.

Despite the challenges under which they have had to operate, the Zimbabwean media has contributed significantly to the struggle for credible governance in Zimbabwe. For example, in 1989, some journalists in the Chronicle exposed the (in)famous Willowgate Scandal, the process whereby top government officials were inflating the prices of vehicles bought by the government. The media has also been involved in exposing the alleged illegal activities of the military in foreign military engagements. The electronic media is almost exclusively under government control. Satellite stations are also unrestricted, although coverage in rural areas is low, due to poor infrastructure.
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