BISSA   

people name
Bissan or Bissano (sing. Bissa). Bissa is also used for the plural (here we use either Bissa or Bissan

    to others
Busansi (sing. Busanga) have been used by many 

language 
Bissa

home area
Bissa

other local peoples
Kusasi
main centres
Zebilla  (population  1970 3,549;  1984 5,711;  2000 8,059)



Pusiga  (population  1970 493;  1984 1,125;  2000 6,823)



Sapeliga  (population  1970 2,160;  1984 1,065;  2000 928)   ??



Kulungugu  (population  1970 412;  1984 784;  2000 ????)



[can the Sapeliga figures from 2000 Census (towns, p 74) be correct?]

chief


principal god


main occupation
farming
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Location    
The Bissa homeland is divided by Ghana’s northern border; 400,000 Bissan live north of the border in SE Upper Volta, and only 50,000 in Ghana’s Upper East Region, mostly in Bawku Municipal, Bawku West, and Garu-Tempane Districts. 



1) the 10/15-km-wide strip shown in the map above comprises 14 mainly Bissa-speaking towns and villages, between Sapeliga in the west and Pulimakom on the eastern border with Togo; these villages are either wholly Bissa or have  large Bissa communities.  


        
2) south of this strip, but also in Upper East Region, are 17 other towns and villages with large Bissan minorities; first Bawku, the District capital, and three other nearby towns; then 12 other villages, further south, but within 50 km of the northern border.   


        
 3) the great majority of Ghana Bissan, 140,000 of them, live in Ghana’s 7 southern regions. They are found in the zongos of almost all the big towns in southern Ghana, and many have settled in the cocoa-growing areas of Brong Ahafo and Ashanti.           


 

(for further details of Bissa villages see Appendix)

WHY TWO-THIRDS OF THE BISSAN LIVE OUTSIDE THEIR HOMELAND


Dr Martin Nabor, a Bissa and a Presbyterian Church minister, reflects on Bissa migration  


The Bissan suffered from slave raiding and slave trading in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. During those divisive times one clan vied with another to capture slaves and sell them to local raiders who in turn supplied the appetite of the coastal castles for “black gold” to send across the Atlantic. These internal rivalries still affect Bissa, but the slave trade made the whole tribe aware of a world outside their home area.


Then in the 1890s the British and French competed for control of the area, till the British-French Convention of 1898 agreed an international boundary dividing the Bissan majority in Burkina Faso (then Haute Volta) from the small minority south of the border. The Bissan were already divided by dialect -- those who spoke the Bareka dialect to the west, and those who spoke Lere to the east; now they were divided also by the imposition of two different colonial languages. 


In the early 1900s Bissan from both sides of the border were recruited to the service of pre-independence Gold Coast, and the Bissan earned a reputation as soldiers and police. The name “Busanga” remains today a mark of reliability. Bissan look back to the great sergeant-major Kilba, the first man to hold that rank in colonial Gold Coast, and the only sergeant-major in the country till his death in 1930, when it is said that twelve men were appointed to replace him [1a)  we must check this with Bissa soldiers and with a Ghana military historian]


The 2000 census found twice as many Bissan in the seven southern regions of Ghana as there were in Upper East and Northern Regions. In 2003, the Bissa held their first annual national gathering or Zekula, and similar events have been held annually since, in the attempt to hold together a people in danger of fragmentation by migration to the south.  The aim is to increase awareness of their cultural heritage; to promote a sense of responsibility to care for their people; and particularly to develop their Ghana homeland on the northern border. They have adopted the slogan Bissa woo Bissa, which may be paraphrased “We are united as Bissan” (despite fragmentation and different dialects).


Universal primary education has helped the small Bissa people to see themselves as the equal of any Ghanaian ethnic group. Prominent Bissan include two MPs: the late Hawa Yakubu (Bawku Central) and Hon. Dr Mustapha Ahmed (Ayawase East); also Musa Seidu, a university lecturer [where? in what subject?]; Dr. Asore, formerly General Superintendent of Assemblies of God and member of the Council of State; and Major General Inusah Yakubu, Ghana Army.

BISSA POPULATION

Table 1
BISSA COMPARED BY YEAR  (various sources)

	
	PLR 1984 estimate
	2000 Census
	Ethnologue ’03 estimate
	Josh P 2006 estimate

	3 Northern Regions
	10,000
	    56,569
	    
	 

	7 Southern Regions
	  2,000
	           81,171.
	             .
	             .

	GHANA Total
	12,000
	137,740
	165,900
	165,530

	
	
	
	
	

	BURKINA FASO
	
	
	400,000
	

	CÔTE d’IVOIRE
	
	
	63,000
	

	TOGO
	
	
	3,000
	


Table 2
BISSA COMPARED BY REGION  (2000 Census)

	3 Northern regions

	Upper East
	Upper West
	Northern
	NORTH TOTAL

	49,941
	6,441
	187
	56,569

	7 Southern regions

	Western
	Central
	Greater Accra
	Volta

	9,211
	2,053
	14,156
	853

	Eastern
	Ashanti
	Brong Ahafo
	SOUTH TOTAL

	3,552
	39,302
	12,044
	81,171

	GHANA Total
	
	137,740


PEOPLE, LANGUAGE, and DIALECTS


The Bissa are an island of Mande speakers surrounded on all sides by Gur-speaking peoples: the Mossi to the north (in Burkina Faso) belong to the Gur language family; so do the Kusasi and most other peoples in Ghana north of the Volta Lake.


Dialects    Two main dialects of Bissa overlap: Lere, spoken by the Lebbri to the west; and Bar’ka, spoken by the Bar’ka to the east. Varieties of Lere and Bar’ka are spoken in Burkina Faso and Togo, and there is a New Testament in the Lere dialect of Burkina Faso Bissa, but it is difficult for Ghanaian Bissa to read it. 


A dozen sub-dialects are spoken by some 150 different clans in Ghana and Burkina Faso



Lere: 
Busma, Kotenga, Leaa, Lerigu, Yakala, and Zigla 



Bar’ka:
Bittu, Kima, Lenga, Sandugu, Sarigu


Language use     Nearly all the above towns and villages use other languages as well as Bissa.; the only totally Bissa-speaking communities in Ghana now are Kultamsi and Kulbangu, where there are Bissa churches.

LITERACY WORK


GILLBT are working in Ghana on the Lebbri dialect, while the Catholics are at work further east at Garango and Zabre (TN).

ORIGIN


The only other Mande peoples in Ghana are the Ligbi, some 350 km to the SW, in the northwest corner of Brong Ahafo, and the Wangara, mentioned above. Therefore it is possible that all three peoples may have migrated from the Mande heartland in NW Mali. Shaibu suggests that Bissan are descended from the Mande, Dyulla, or Wangara.



Apart from the fact that the Bissa belong to the Mande language family, our only evidences for their origin are myths, legends, and controversies. 


Some legends suggest that the Bissa were original inhabitants of their present homeland in the Mossi and Kusasi areas; if so they represent the last survival of an aboriginal population.  Others claim that, several centuries ago, the present Bissa area was the home of the Vagla and Sisaala. The various Bissa dialects also have traditions of origin, such as:


that the Busma were originally Mossi from Ouagadougou Busma;


that the Konterga (Kotenga) are of Mossi origin, and some of them still speak Moshi today; others originally spoke Moshi but their descendants now speak Bar’ka or Lere, for example the Zemma who live at Kultamsi, Kulungungu and other towns.


that the Lenga developed from a Mossi group moving southwards from Manga, near Ouagadougou;


that the Lebbri have their roots in the Frafra; 


that the Savi clans are Yadenga who moved from Yatenga as well as the Sandugu;


that the Zigla were Mamprusi / Kusasi who moved and settled in present-day Zigla.


One theory is that the Bissa and Kusasi moved into their present areas almost simultaneously, forcing the Bimoba to move further south and east.


During the 1880s and 1890s, before the slave trade was finally suppressed, the Bissa and the Kusasi were most of the time locked in petty battles for the capture and sale of slaves, causing fear and chaos in the sub-region.  


It is said that the chief of Mampurugu was interested in peaceful trade and therefore sent emissaries to build peace between the two warring factions in the troubled area.  They met at Manga, a huge pit was dug between them, and a live donkey put into the pit.  The two factions on either side of the pit simultaneously threw missiles at the donkey and killed it.  The death of the donkey symbolized the end of the conflict between them, and the spot became a market. Since then, Bissan in Ghana have coexisted peacefully with the  Bimoba and the Kusasi.

AUTHORITY


The Bissa, Bimoba and Kusasi are traditionally acephalous: they had clan heads and priests of the land, but since the mid-50s most of their villages have adopted chieftaincy.  Only now are they looking to have their own paramountcy.


The village of Kultamsi has this story explaining how their first chief was appointed. 


When Kupelna was a boy, his father gave him as a slave to a creditor in lieu of the money he owed; but as he was being led away he showed some resistance to his new masters and Dulgun, a prominent native of Kultamsi, paid the father’s debt to the creditor, and adopted Kupelna as his slave instead.


When he grew to adulthood he was always sent whenever the Kusasi chiefs from Pusiga made demands on the village, and became a valued liaison between the people of Kultamsi and the Pusiga chiefs.  


Later the need arose for a village chief, and since the people of Kultamsi were busy with their farming they gave Kupelna that responsibility, and he ruled the village for fifteen years. Though as a slave he was not much respected, he laid a solid foundation for the future.      


Today in Kultamsi the chieftaincy rotates between two clans, the Sarigu and Ware.  The present chief is from the Ware clan.  The chief or headman (kir) is appointed by elders in the family line that first started the institution.  One so appointed rules until he dies granted that he commits no taboo that demands his removal from office.  Then the right to the skin moves to the other clan, who also appoint according to the traditional order. 


Bissa chiefs sit on skins in their homeland, but on stools in the south. Bissa chiefs in the homeland are subject to the local Kusasi or Mamprusi chief, and they function within a group of Kusasi or Mamprusi village elders.


Because of their acephalous background, Bissan in Ghana have no paramount chief, but they are trying to develop a chieftaincy system and dream of having a paramountcy in future.


Bissan in time past used to give tribute to the Kusasi, but the two tribes have been living together for so long that the tribute payment lapsed many years ago. However, if the Kusasi chief is celebrating a festival, or there is a royal funeral, the Bissan make contributions. 


The Bissan accept the Kusasi as owners or caretakers of the land, perhaps because they contracted with the Kusasi to sacrifice on the land on their behalf. At the same time they see themselves as independent and not subject to the Kusasi, with whom they have a cordial relationship.  They also have good relations with the Bimoba.


Conflicts    During the slave trade the Bissa engaged in war with other tribes by way of self-defence, and there have been minor conflicts between them and Kusasi over internal controls, but these have not escalated.  The Bissa people are not warlike. 

THE COMPOUND


Bissa compounds tend to be more subdivided into small yards for each wife than their Kusasi and Mamprusi neighbours' compounds.   [still?]

They are built in a circular form with a common gate facing the north. When a Bissa man goes out to construct a new compound, the first room to be built will be that of his mother or father if they are still living. The next room will be for the first wife of the most senior male among the male children, which should be at the right hand side of the first room facing the north. The next should be the room of the next wife, also to the right. All other wives will follow according to seniority till all the wives are covered. Then follows the next male and his wife of wives to the last married male in the family. Every woman has her own kitchen, bath place, and yard for eating, for relaxation by day or night, and for drying foodstuffs. Unmarried men may not have a room; they all live in the zangu. In those cases where they have to build their own room, there will be no kitchen attached, because men do not cook.   [what about modern houses?]


After rooms for all the family are built, those of animals, for instance sheep, goats, and birds are built either on the left or right of the living rooms. 


At the northern side is a door, which sometimes passes though the zangu. The door faces north in order to limit rain and sun from coming through.

INHERITANCE   

Patrilineal, except for chieftaincy.

MIGRATION


During the past 50 years Bissan have migrated from the border area into Kusasi and Mamprusi territory, forming colonies in Manga/Nayoko and in Buguri (south-west and south-east of Bawku respectively), and in Nagbo, south of Nalerigu, and over 60 km from the border.  Some of these migrants came direct from Burkina Faso and families retain links with relatives in their ancestral villages there. Others have migrated to the south, where many work as watchmen.

RELIGION

Traditional Religion 


The Bissan have a triangular spiritual world view, comprising God, ancestors and the rest of the spirit world: Bidema Hunsu (Almighty God) is at the apex; below him are the ancestors, then personal soul gods normally called nhunsu, finally protective charms and other spirits.


Permission is always sought from Bidema Hunsu before libation is poured to the ancestors, their personal hunsu and other deities. He is the giver of rain, children, and good yield. Since he is far off and they cannot reach him, the solicit the help of the ancestors who are now spirits and can talk to Bidema Hunsu and plead with him for their needs. 


For one’s hunsu, it is the individual’s responsibility. Before a man can set up his own hunsu, he has to be married, for it is the wife who should provide flour water for the libation pouring. A man who is twenty years and above and who has no wife may set up his own hunsu, but it is normally seen as a disgrace, and he will be mocked secretly whenever he has to provide the flour water by himself to perform the sacrifice. 


Lesser gods   Besides we have the rain god, the god for hunting, the blacksmithing god, the fishing god and many others who are specifically consulted in times of crisis. 


Ancestors   The firstborn venerates the father and the mother when they are deceased. A beautiful stone fixed on top of an earthen dome represents the father, and a broken pot fixed on an earthen dome represents the mother. A stone is used as a symbol for men because men use stones to sharpen their farming tools eg., hoes and knives. The sarr (blacksmith) moulds new hoes or cutlasses on special stones.   


The duty of offering sacrifices to the ancestors goes according to seniority. That is, whoever is next according to age takes over the sacrifices. Sometimes the seniority of one’s mother in terms of who is the first wife in polygamous homes may also be considered. This goes for all household gods, spirits, and the ancestors. 


Ancestors were formerly remembered only up to the third generation, by which time their memory would have faded in the family. Currently, paper documentation may be changing this.


Household spirits are in the form of dwarfs and juju for protection, achievement, fertility and so on. The senior person in the family makes sacrifices to them so that they don’t turn and cause harm to the family for being neglected. These gods can be kept by succeeding generations as long as their services are needed. 


Charms, amulets and talismans have been adapted from some adherents of Islam or traditional developers of power charms, love charms, and vanishing charms for social exploits. 

Islam and Christianity


There is probably a higher proportion of Christians, mainly Roman Catholic and Assemblies of God, in Burkina Faso, than on the Ghana side.  Bissan migrants into Ghana, like northerners who have migrated to the south, tend to be Muslim traders and to be attracted to live in Muslim zongos, so the Muslim proportion may be greater in Ghana than in Burkina Faso (TN).

RELEVANT LITERATURE

Martin Nabor   Developmental Hazards of Female Genital Mutilation  (27pp Printed by GILLBT Press)  [who published it, ie paid for printing?]  2005

Isaaka Mubarik Shaibu    The Bissas in Ghana: Past, present, and future  Unpublished paper (12pp photocopied ) 2001  (Dr Nabor is searching for a copy)


Appendix     SOME MAIN BISSA-SPEAKING VILLAGES IN UPPER EAST REGION


14 Bissan towns and villages within the area of origin shown above   a) shown on map  (west to east)

Sapeliga, Bugula, Mogonori, Baribari, Bado, Kulungugu, Kulupieligu, Pusiga, Bimpielega, Widana, and Pulimakom   b)  not shown on map   Garugas, Kulbangu=Kulungungu, and Kultamsi.


4 towns with Bissan communities, not far from area of origin     Bawku has a large population of Bissan but most inhabitants speak either Kusaal, Mampruli, or Hausa; (MN) other nearby Bissan communities are in Zebila, Binduri, and Garu.  


12 More distant towns and villages in Upper East Region with Bissan minorities (alphabetical order)

Baribari, Bugri, Bulgu, Gagburi, Gagiri, Ganbudgu, Mandago, Tempane, Woriyanga, and Zamballa; also, just across the border in Northern Region,  Nakpanduri and  Sakogu.
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