THE KOULANGO
GEOGRAPHIC SITUATION:

The Koulango are local to the northeast of Cote d’Ivoire, the Zanzan region; more precisely, they live in the departments of Bouna, Bondoukou, and Tanda. They have a population of around 183,865. 

HISTORY: 

The Koulango origins are in the Volta or Gour region. According to history, the Koulango are descendants of the Lorrhon that moved west of Korhogo, and settled in Saye (a village 50 km from Bouna). As far back as the 11th century they seem to have already established a chieftain government  ruled by the King Haingere.  His seat, or throne, was in Kodo, a village about 60 km from Bouna, located between Varale and Doropo. Around 1583, Bounkani, the nephew of the king, took power with the help of his companions in arms by organizing a disciplined army of young Lorrhons. He created a conquering mentality in his people by dubbing them with the name “Koulango”, which means “those who do not fear death.” The Koulango fought against the Abrons when fleeing the menacing Ashanti during the 17th century.  They totally subjected the Abrons to themselves (the Koulango), especially those located in the south (Nassian, Tanda, and Bondoukou). The Koulango have been and still are greatly influenced by the Abron (the Akan group) and the Malinke-Dioula cultures. The Abrons have hidden their language except to be used for confidential messages only and have adopted the natives’ language (koulango).  This explains the downright mix between the Koulango and the Abron.  As a result, it is difficult to distinguish these peoples today.

SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC LIFE:

In order to populate their region after the Islamic conquest of the region by Samoury Toure around 1896, the Koulango recruited the Lobi as farmers, and the Malinkes as the think-tank of their commercial sector. Consequently the Koulango share their guests’ life style today, and live in a moderate style of life. 

Their economy is based on the agricultural production of ignames (a white and dry tuber), cashews, coffee, and cocoa, which they sell. 

CULTURE:

Originally animistic, the Koulango are dominated by the Mande-dioula culture since their massive conversion to Islam. This was followed with the loss of their Koulango culture identity, as seen by the following practices: the collective adaptation of the name Ouattara (meaning “those who have strength”), the abandonment of their religious places of worship and their traditional dress (the Kohora) for the big boubou (delegueba), etc.

Birth: (in the Islamic culture) 

A child will bear the name of the day of his or her birth. Today, the names of the children are given by looking at the Koranic verses, or a name is chosen. 

Ceremony: 
Three days after his or her birth, the parents will consult a fetish priest (witchdoctor) to find a good name and his future. The eighth day following this, they will “baptize” the child, giving a sacrifice of mutton, kola nuts, or two packages of hard-candy that replace the kola nuts. After this, they will distribute three to four thousand francs CFA (6 to 8 U.S. dollars) to all those who came to the “baptismal” place. The maternal side of the family will give a welcoming sacrifice. 

For boys, circumcision is done by a qualified elder on the eighth day following his birth. For girls, female circumcision is done by a matron during the months of February and March after she becomes 16 or 17 years of age. The practice is completed in a forested area located not too far from the village.  The circumcised girls stay for about 2 to 3 months in that location using a simple cloth to cover themselves. After this period of time, they come out on a Friday and dress themselves in Kita (a large, colorful hand-woven cloth).  On Saturday, the day of the public dance, the circumcised wander around naked throughout the entire village. This practice is still done to this day in certain villages, like Sorobango. 

Marriage:
Whether they are young or grown, the Koulango girls are promised. The dowry is four chickens, a female underwear garment (kodjo), a bit of salt, and a bit of cornmeal. Today, they will often add a bottle of gin to the dowry. 

In the Malinke-dioula culture, the choice is made by the parents (or family). The girl is promised at a young age, usually without being consulted. The two families will do favors for one another until the marriage happens. 

In Islamic practice, the marriage event can last for 3 to 7 days. During this time a bride is shut up by her friends and spends the night with her husband. In this practice, the dowry consists of the following items: 12 kola nuts, a length of cloth, a scarf, shoes, prayer mats, a beaded strand, a Kita length of cloth, two packets of hard candy, and 5,000 CFA (about $10 U.S.). All of this is given to the woman. 

Polygamy is acceptable.  A Koulango male may have four wives, according to the Koran. However, the husband has to be fair with all of his four wives. 

Funerals:
The supreme expression of family piety is an homage given to their ancestors.  This is where the importance of funerals comes to the Koulango. The announcement of a death is first given to the chief of the quarter, who will communicate it to the Imam, the village chief, and the chiefs of other quarters. 

Note: Every quarter has a public place for funerals or other big ceremonies. In Islamic practice, the burial is done the same day as the death. The Imam leads the ceremony with other “disciples”, reciting Koranic verse so Allah will give his kingdom to the deceased. The family of the deceased will take along 5,000 CFA, hard candies, and kola nuts to distribute to those who recite the Koranic verses. Of particular note, women do not go to the cemeteries. On the return from the cemetery, the Imam will recite the last verses to free the participants. The family of the deceased will make a meal (Todjougou – meaning “bad meal”) which will be then split into three parts and given to the Imam, those who buried the body, and those who washed the body. After this happens, others can go and give their condolences to the family. 

After the funeral, there is a sacrifice of three plates of food on the third day (gbreko-sambi), another sacrifice of seven plates of food on the seventh day (gbreko-trofigno), and yet another of twelve plates of food on the twelfth day (gbreko-nounlessibila). Then there is the one-year anniversary. 

The after life: 

Like all good Muslims, they believe that Allah is their creator and he will resurrect the dead. In their belief it was Allah that killed them, and, according to the Koran, the family has to pray for the resurrection of their departed. 

The King: 

When his subjects address the king, they call him “Dabo”.  This title means “the worthy representative of our fathers” or “majesty” in Koulango. Others call him “Djara” meaning “the lion”. To greet him, they bow and then clap their hands three times. 

The royal throne (Kondja), is inherited from generation to generation; that is to say, by lineage. At the king’s death, the news will be announced by three shots of a gun. From that instant, an interim king begins to manage the community’s affairs. The new king is crowned seven days after the death of the first king. 

RELIGION

Islam: 

We’ve already said that in origin, the Koulango are animistic but that they are dominated today by the Mande-dioula after their massive conversion to Islam. The Malinke and the Koulango have always maintained good relations, as seen by their intermarriages. Near the end of the year 1896, with Almamy Smoury Toure troups being led by his son, Sankare Mory, the Koulango kingdom was put in the bag. 

Christianity:
It must be said that a large part has been done, but that there is still a great many things that need to be done today among the Koulango. The first Catholic missionaries arrived at Tanda in 1934. Brother Theodore Kalbernmatten opened the first religious parish. This was followed by another in Bondoukou by Father Joseph Pfister in 1939. After this, Protestant churches like Free Will Baptists, Pentecostals, and recently the Assemblies of God, started to appear. The religious distribution of the Koulango is as follows:

· Muslims:

36.2% 

· Catholics:

28.5%

· Protestants:
0.7%

· Harristes:

0.1%

· Animists:

20.8%

· Other: 

13.7%

It should be noted that since 1957, Free Will Baptists have made important efforts in the region, even in the social works domain, thinking they were reaching the Koulango. Not sorting out the typical Koulango villages brought about that most churches will have more Abron than Koulango. There is a readjustment being made remedy the situation. 

Animist  Worship:

 The Koulango worship forests (Kossian), rocks (yebouo) like at Lahoudiba, rivers of sacred fish (like at Sapia in the sub-prefecture of Tabagne), and a school of witch doctors Gbanhui. 

The Pentecostals and the Assemblies of God have targeted the Koulango. Please note that in this region, we have seen lots of villages without churches, and most of these denominations are concentrated more in towns than in villages. 

(The report in French concludes with another 14 pages profiling key communities concerning Christian presence and then locates and identifies the ethnic background (Abron, Koulango, Nafana, etc.) of specific communities that speak Koulango. It tells of the work yet to be done in claiming this tribe for Christ.)

