BASSARI



BASSARIYAB
(common name)




              (linguistically correct name)
people name
Bassariyab (sing. Bassar), or Bichambi (sing. male Uchanja, female Uchannimpu); 

   to others 
Bassari, Kyamba, Chamba, (in Togo “Ntcham”)

language
Bassari (in Togo “Ntcham”)

home area
Bassari         [area in Ghana in sq km?] 

other local peoples 
very few non-Bassari in the Bassari home area near Tatali

main towns 
in Ghana: Lungni (Kpandai), Kpassa, and Tatali*             



in Togo: Bassar

chief
in Ghana:  Nana ?           in Bassar: Nana ?

name of God
Unimboti or Wunimborti

principal local god
Bassar – chief shrine in Bassar, Togo

main occupation
farming
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NOTE  Part of this chapter is taken from Peoples, languages, and religion in northern Ghana (PLR); other parts are fresh material added in 2009

* [What is the status of Tatali in Bassari; there is a Konkomba majority in Tatali but is it seen as a Bassari town; the Bassari and Konkomba – and Togo Chamba - are all in  the Gurma sub-group and understand one another]

In Ghana, the Bassari homeland  is a strip along the Togo border, some 10-15 km wide, but at one point reaching 40 km west to Jua [is Jua really a Bassari village? What is its estimated population?] 

Bassari form separate communities far outside their homeland; 

one in Kpandai which is 20-25% Bassari, though situated in a Nawuri town and in Kpandai District; 

one in Buya where 75% are Bassari (Kpandai District)
one in Lungni, (Nanumba South District) north of Kpandai, which is virtually a Bassari town (Kpandai and Lungni are both 120 km SW of Tatali; the Bassari chief is appointed by the Wulensi chief acting for the Bimbilla Na, and he pays homage to Bimbilla Na).
one in Kpassa (capital of Nkwanta North District) where Bassari form 35% of the town’s population.

In Togo the Bassari area reaches from the Ghana border, 40 km eastwards to Kabou (north), Bassar (central), and Bolo or Bangau (south).  
BASSARI POPULATION

Table 1
BASSARI - COMPARED BY YEAR   (various sources)
	
	1960 Census( “Chamba”)
	1984 estimate
	1993 Ethnolog “Ntcham”
	2000 Census “Kyamba”

	3 N Regions
	
	20,000
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Other 7 Regions
	
	2,000     
	
	

	GHANA Total
	to be obtained
	22,000    
	
	51,299

	TOGO
	
	
	100,000
	


Table 2
BASSARI - COMPARED BY REGION  (2000 Census)  
	 Northern regions 

	Upper East
	Upper West
	Northern
	NORTH TOTAL

	842
	100
	20,331
	21,273

	Southern regions

	Western
	Central
	Greater Accra
	Volta

	1,436
	2,069
	10,853
	5,220

	Eastern
	Ashanti
	Brong Ahafo
	SOUTH TOTAL

	
3,626
	5,926
	896
	30,026

	GHANA Total
	
	
	51,299

	TOGO (“Ntcham”)
	
	
	(1993)    100,000


MIGRATION


Since the beginning of the colonial period many Bassari have moved away from their homeland, on both sides of the border.  In Ghana, thousands moved to Kpandai, which, though not in the Bassari homeland, is the biggest urban Bassari community in Ghana. 

Migrant Bassari communities in Ghana’s southern regions are in Koforidua, Kumasi, Kadjebi area, and Tamale.  


Most Bassari migrate in search of better land for farming and hunting; others enter trade or employment.  Many worked on cocoa farms in Ashanti in the 1950s and 1960s but have now turned to the army, police, and teaching, as well as to industry, for employment.


The French programme of road-building by forced labour in Togo drove Bassari to move out, and there was a wave of migration into Ghana in the 1940s.


Migrant communities have Bassari chiefs, who keep in touch informally with the paramount chief but have no formal traditional functions.


Migrants try to get home for funerals within the family, but some stay away for years and find it too expensive to make visits.


In several places the first Bassari migrants found a welcome among Muslim northerners and became Muslims themselves; these pioneers then exerted pressure on those who come later, and who depended on them for lodging and guidance, to become Muslims too.

LANGUAGE, DIALECTS, PEOPLE, AND HOMELAND


Bassari, also Ncham (French spelling Ntcham), sometimes misnamed Tobote, is a Gur language of the Gurma Sub-group which also includes Konkomba and Bimoba.


Dialects include Bitaapub, in the north; and Chemba (which is not related to Chamba).

	SIL/ started work in Togo 
	 literacy work started in Ghana                         
	NT printed


	OT started 

	 1963
	?
	in Togo: 1990

Ghana edition 2001
	in Togo 

5 books done 


ORIGINS AND HISTORY (from the PLR text of 1986)

There are some 20 Bassari clans, each linked by name and ancestry to the towns of Bassar, Kabou, and Sara in Togo, and to heads of families which moved into that area perhaps 350 years ago.  The clans are exogamous, and the various clan leaders formed alliances sealed by marriage.


According to a tradition reported by Ninkab Mani the original Bassari came from Penin in Brong Ahafo and settled in Togo at the foot of a mountain called Ninapaal-yool (yool means mountain).  They were blacksmiths (bichaab) and gave that name to the land they occupied.


According to another source, since the people moved to Bassar there has been a succession of 9 paramount chiefs.  Bassar was a good defensive site, being on the slope of a hill, and the Bassari successfully resisted attacks by Dagomba cavalry between 1860 and 1863.


The Germans set up a government post in the area in 1896 and Bassar was peacefully colonized, despite a clash with one clan.  In 1910 they began building a road from Bassar to Sokode across the Malfakassa hills. The French finished this road later, linking Bassar more closely with the rest of Togo, but it also became a convenient route for migrants to the west.  

Whereas the whole Bassari area was within German Togo before World War I, after the war the German colony was divided into two separate League-of-Nations mandated territories: most Bassari villages were within the French mandated territory, the western-most villages came under British administration.
AUTHORITY (PLR 1986)

According to Ninkab Mani, chieftaincy belongs to certain lineages, but the power to appoint is vested in the land-owners (biyaankpaab) who have representatives among the elders.  Though all other people had an obligation to work on the farm of the Bassari chief, the landowners were exempt.


The most important of the landowners is tididaanborti who installs the paramount chief, Kibaeldipuborti.


Uyaankpaborti is a chief with responsibilities for salt and he is also an important religious figure.


In Togo the Bassari are a suzerain people, owing no allegiance to any other tribe.  The Ghana Bassari appear to be subject to Yendi, or to live on Dagomba land. The Bassari chief of Lungni was installed by the Bimbilla (Nanumba) chief and pays tribute to him (2009). 
INHERITANCE and marriage of widows (1986) 


A man's property is inherited by his brother on behalf of his children if they are juniors, or by his sons if they are adult.  A woman's personal possessions belong to her clan.


Widows may be married only by members of the husband's family, usually by the brother; however the woman is not forced to marry against her will.


THE COMPOUND, FAMILY, AND VILLAGE LIFE (1986)

Compound   Every man on getting married must have his own quarters, and usually starts a new compound.  Each wife has her own hut where she lives with her children; girls stay with the mother till they are married, but boys get rooms of their own when they grow up.  A married son builds his compound in his father's clan area, often next to his father's house.


Rooms are traditionally round and thatched; where they are square or rectangular, fire spreads more easily to a neighbouring room.  However corrugated iron roofing is becoming more common and this encourages square or rectangular rooms.  There may be one or more yards, depending on the size of the compound.  Traditionally there were no separate kitchens and women cooked in the rooms where they slept.


A god or fetish has its own hut, and no light is allowed in it.  Granaries are all external.


Farming etc   The larger the town the farther away the farms -- in the case of the biggest town, Bassar, Togo, up to 20 km.  Huts are built on more distant farms, but certain taboos operate until a fruit tree is planted at the site; then the premises become a real home and the taboos no longer apply.


The major crop is yam, but other crops include guinea corn, maize, groundnuts, millet, tigernuts, and Bambara beans; cassava is associated with the Ashantis and regarded as foreign.


Traditionally the Binanwaalib clan fished in streams, using fish traps and poisonous herbs; in the case of fish ponds the fish are caught by emptying the pond of water.


Dawadawa is collected in February to April and shea nuts in April to June; dawadawa is traded outside the area when abundant; shea nuts are used to make shea butter and soap for local consumption.


Clans specialising in hunting are, in order of importance, Bikotib, Wadaande, and Bikunjiib, but others could hunt as well.  Formerly they hunted buffaloes, elephants, lions, wolves, deer, and antelope; nowadays grasscutters are the only game that still flourishes, though stocks of the larger animals survive across the border in Togo where laws on game preservation and licensing of hunters are strictly enforced.


Crafts   The Bichaab clan are the blacksmiths, making arrow-, spear- and axe-heads and hoe blades.  The Kibaeldipu and Binanwaalib are basket-makers; the Bikotib and Nangbaan are mat-makers; and the Langonde, Mmoonde, and Nafineei make pottery.  Rope-making is common to all.  Sandals are made locally.


Trade   There is no major Bassari market in Ghana, though formerly there was one at Binaapalib; however the larger villages have markets; Bankang is the market for tobacco, Binambi for cloth.  The market day at Binaapaalib and Bassari was traditionally called cokol (c pronounced ch) and there was a 6-day cycle.  However in 1982 the Togo government imposed a 7-day cycle on their side of the border.


Water is drawn by the women from wells and streams and carried home on the head.  Traditionally each spring had a name and belonged to a particular clan.  A piped water system was installed in Bassar in 1979.  [describe – what about  bore-holes?]


Fuel   The women collect wood and also make charcoal.  Kerosene is sold in the markets for lighting.


Food   The staple food is fufu or TZ made of yam, guinea corn, or millet, with a sauce made of leaves, okra, groundnuts, or perhaps fish.  Meat is a luxury.  Pumpkin seed kernels are used to thicken the soup.

EDUCATION AND HEALTH (2009)

Education 
There is an SSS in Kpandai; Bassar, Togo, has a secondary school.
	
	schools
	enrolment     
	teachers
	  % trained     
	% untrained

	K’garten*
	
	
	
	
	

	Primary
	
	
	
	
	

	JSS
	
	
	
	
	

	total
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	



Health
Rural Clinics?; Community Health Posts (CHPS)?  Bassar, Togo, has a small  hospital.
	
	required
	at post

	doctors
	
	

	Medical Assistants
	
	

	Public Health Nurses
	
	

	Community Health Nurses
	
	

	Midwives

	
	

	SRN Diploma
	
	

	Enrolled nurses
	
	


SERVICES

   Transport &c

There is a police station at the border village of Tatali.  Kpandai has a post office and police station, and a small hospital.

RELIGION  (1986)
	estimated %age
	Traditional
	Muslim
	Christian
	No religion

	1986
	70+;
	10+
	10+
	

	2010
	
	
	
	


Traditional Religion

Unimboti or Wunimborti, the supreme God and creator, withdrew from the earth and is now very distant.  However he is the ruler of the universe, and is the cause of things that cannot be explained otherwise.  Cox says, "He is all-wise, and his actions are based on knowledge that man does not have.  He is sometimes represented as having a child.  He is the God of truth and justice.  Many sayings include his name: 'May God go with you', 'May God receive your prayers', 'May God protect you', 'Only God knows'.  When good people die they are said to go to 'God's village'."


There are also gods or fetishes, awaa (sing. diwaal), and evil spirits.  All Bassari know of the god Bassar, which is on top of the mountain Bassar, where sacrifices and ritual purification are performed annually, especially at the time of the new yam festival when the chief acts as priest.  Kuurii is a female spirit in the bush (Uwaakpil, the big fetish).


Sacrifices are made at a number of sacred trees and stones; the elders of each clan are responsible for sacrifices at their god or fetish.


There are also bifanfaantiib, ghosts, who frighten people and kill them.


There are witch-finders and thief-catchers, and people who provide charms; others claim power over ikpalbi, spirits who can be heard speaking to them.


Ancestors are often invoked and asked for help.  Together with the awaa, the ancestors are thought of as intermediaries who are more easily accessible than the distant supreme God.  Libations of water or alcoholic drink are poured to the ancestors by individuals when going on a journey, making a new farm, beginning a trade, or seeking children.  The whole community may also invoke the ancestors and ask for rain or for deliverance from an epidemic or some other misfortune.


Diviners are appointed by means of an initiation.  The best-known form of initiation is the fire-dance, during which the initiated are possessed by the spirit Tibool; they then prophesy in song, and walk in the fire without being hurt.  The initiation culminates in all-night dancing sessions, 3 for a male diviner, 4 for a woman.  These fire dances help to bind the Bassari people together as they are attended by many visitors from both sides of the boarder as well as by all the local people.


Tibool diviners are consulted in cases of bad dreams, sickness, and misfortune, and give advice; they become possessed and claim to contact the ancestors.


Minkab Mani says the fire dance is not an original Bassari custom but originates from the Kotokoli.


Festivals   see special chapter
Islam 

Islam has made little headway among the Bassari although they have been in contact for a century or more with the Kotokoli and Anufo where Muslim influence is much greater.  Among the Bassari, Islam tends to advance only where the old agricultural economy and the traditional practices associated with it have broken down, for instance in urban situations.


Islam is attractive as a religion of the rich, and because it makes available additional charms; it is an international religion, a man's religion, with an ideal of brotherhood.


Islam and Christianity have two things in common.  Both are attractive because they discourage the expensive animal sacrifices demanded by the traditional religion.  Both lose respect because some of their followers are well known for wicked and immoral behaviour. 
[What more do we know of Islam in the Bassari homeland? in Kpandai there is a large Kotokoli community – do they have any mosques?]
Christianity

On the Togo side of the border the Catholics started work in Bassar in 1933; in Ghana Christianity was first introduced to the Bassari by Don Theobald of the WEC Mission in 1946, at Kpandai.  Cox says,


The outstanding character of the first missionaries attracted people to their message: they were known for their love of people. There were cases of miraculous healing, particularly through AOG ministry . . . people became Christians as a result.  Others testified that the message of salvation through Christ touched and challenged them.


Cox describes conversions resulting from special meetings, from reading Scripture portions, and from friendship with Christians.


However the main centre of Christian work among the Bassari is in the community at Kpandai, where WEC/ECG has long been established; there is (was?) an ECG Bible school at Kpandai, and three of the ECG's 29 pastors are Bassari.  Besides Kpandai there are Bassari in the ECG churches at Lungni and Buya.  The AOG in Togo have several churches in the Bassari area, and 3 Bassari pastors.  There is a Catholic church and resident priest at Kpandai.  The Church of Pentecost at Yendi has opened an assembly at the Bassari border town of Tatale. 

WEC/ECG for many years ran a leprosarium at Nkanchina on the Oti River.  Both Catholics and WEC have brought medical and other help to the poor. 

 [who can give us information to prepare a table of villages, congregations, churches with their own buildings and pastors, and church attendance?]  

Churches in order of size   
RC, ECG, AOG

CHURCHES AND MOSQUES IN BASSARI COMMUNITIES AND VILLAGES   
c = congregation (number), p = pastor, priest, b = church building

	list of villages
	AOG
	Cath
	ECG


	
	
	mosque
	pray er place

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	tot congs  1986
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	tot pastor/priest
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	tot buildings
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	tot congs  2008
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	tot pastor/priest
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	tot buildings
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R Cornevin     Les Bassari du Nord-Togo, Berger-Levrault, 1962

Klose      Das Bassarivolk, G1 vol 83, 1903

R Mohr    "Reisenotizen aus Bassari (Nord-Togo)", in Paideuma 10, 1, July 1964

author not known  "Le centre urbain de Bassari", in IFAN bulletin XXI, B, 1-2, 1957
CONTACTS

In Kpandai on 06.05.2010 I met Moses Ninkab and Nicholas Kpanti and gave them a copy of the “4 Gur/Bassari” booklet and my address, asking them to reply to me with their corrections.  I failed to take their phone numbers
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