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of Burkina Faso.

On the one hand, people in this area have always
straddled the artificial, colonially-drawn borders with
Ghana and the Ivory Coast. On the other hand, a lot
of Burkinabé moved here after being chased from the
Ivory Coast in the wake of its civil war in 2002.
During my research, I'm trying to find out as

much as possible about migration
issues (peoples’ motivations, net-
works, strategies, etc.). More
generally, | would like to learn
how people organise and live
their lives in this corner of
the world. One thing | am

particularly interested in is

the friendly coexistence of

various, culturally distinct
ethnic groups in Batié.
Compared to my German
background, people here seem
to have relationships of a different

type.

seemingly effortless
multiculturalism

Burkina Faso is a multiethnic state hosting more than
60 different ethnic groups. Some of them are small,
counting just a few hundred people. Others are far
more numerous, like the major group, the Mossi,
which makes up about 40% of the population,
roughly five million people. Multiculturalism is recog-

On the front page
Burkina Faso: People mix and mingle
ANDREA RIESTER

Since September 2007, I've been doing fieldwork

e for my doctoral thesis in Social Anthropology, which is on labour migra-
i;.;g'_"d"".-- o tion between Burkina Faso and the Ivory Coast. | chose to stay in Batié,
: . ..| asmall town of roughly 10 000 inhabitants, in the southwestern corner

nized on the state level, and there are four official
languages: Mooré, Dioula, Fulfulde, and French. The
name Burkina Faso itself is a multilingual creation:
Burkina means “the honest people” in Mooré, while
Faso means “the country” in Dioula. The inhabitants

of this “country of the honest people” are
called Burkinabe, a term which makes
use of the grammatical ending -be
which is used in Fulfulde to indi-
cate a group of people. And the

On the way to the market to sell
wood

title of the national anthem is

usually given in Lobiri, yet
another language widely spo-
ken in Burkina Faso. The entire
text of the anthem has been trans-
lated into nearly all of the existing
national languages.

Burkinabe are accustomed to multiculturalism and
don’t make much fuss about it. I'm amazed how swift-
ly they can switch from one language to another
when meeting someone from a different ethnic
group. Practically everyone speaks two languages,
one of the official ones, and their mother tongue.
Furthermore, if the person had the chance to go to
school, he or she most certainly speaks very good
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French. And if someone travels a lot, in search of a
job or as a trader, he often acquires communication
skills in some other regional or local languages.
Although | pride myself in speaking three languages,
| am currently struggling with Dioula and deeply
admire the Burkinabé capacity to pick up languages.
They make it seem effortless, even without formal
teaching.

A joking relationship

But communication is not just about language. It is
also about how you per-
ceive the person in
front of you, your
mutual relation-
ship, and the
social norms
regulating

your interac-

tion . In

Burkina Faso,

one way of
dealing  with
others is struc-
tured by the so-
called “joking relation-
ships”. Different ethnic groups

are linked through this mechanism, which allows
members of one group to make fun of anyone from
the other group, irrespective of age, sex, social class
or the fact that they might have never met before in
their lives. The latter, for example, would induce an
average German to be at least slightly polite and
reserved towards the person in front of him. In
Burkina, however, one can observe some astonishing
first encounters.

While going from household to household in Batié,
gathering data about family and migration patterns,
| witnessed the following situation: My colleague,
who is Dagara, entered the courtyard of a Toussian
family. As soon as they had found out about their dif-
ferent ethnic backgrounds, they started to mock

;@f_
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each other. My colleague said that she’d take the
youngest son of the family to the market, sell him to
slave traders and buy local millet beer from the
money he would earn from her. What a double insult!
Not only are allusions to former practices of slave
raiding and trading in Western Africa still a delicate
topic, but, additionally, my colleague had insulted
the Muslim family’s religious feelings by suggesting
she would buy alcohol with the illicit money. | gulped
and expected someone to become angry and break

off the conversation. However, the fam-
ily members just laughed and, in

Dolo beer bars are places to
meet and to exchange.
Dolo beer is made from

millet. It is an important
element of social
gatherings.

return, made fun of my col-
league’s physical features,
saying she was far too skinny to
attract a decent man.

Burkinabe keep telling me how useful the joking rela-
tionships are in order to reduce tensions and avoid
conflict. At first, | was sceptical about this, because |
imagined the rough jokes might also cause bad feel-
ings. But | was told that it is, on the contrary, a secu-
rity valve for anger and frustrations. One can let off
steam and the other person knows that it is not
meant personally. It is even forbidden to hold a
grudge against someone with whom you share a jok-
ing relationship. If a serious conflict is about to break
out between two people in a joking relationship, a lot
of bystanders interfere and remind them of the
sacred status of this relationship, which they are
obliged to honour.

Everybody needs good neighbours

Another important form of interaction in Burkina
Faso is the constant contact with the neighbours.
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Currently, | live with my colleague in a small “two-
bedroom apartment” that belongs to a cluster of five
similar houses gathered around an open well. Most of
our social life is outside, as the concrete houses are
pretty small, dark and bare. We cook outside, wash
our clothes and dishes outside, listen to the radio
outside and, last but not least, chat over glasses of
sickly sweet tea. It is easy to get to know each other
fairly quickly and fairly well. When | tell my
Burkinabe neighbours, that | hardly
know the names of the

Two Burkinabé
women who came
back from the Ivory
Coast are watching
the street life

neighbours  back

home in my Berlin
apartment block and
that | have never
exchanged more than a “good
morning” with them, they find it hard to believe, and
very sad, too. So do |, actually, now that | come to
think about it.

Here in Burkina, | love to share little everyday stories,
problems, achievements, and losses with the families
surrounding me. And it is obvious that multicultural-
ism is also working perfectly well here in my neigh-
bourhood. In my courtyard, there are two Mossi, one
Sénoufo and one Lobi family, who get along in a very
friendly manner. Ethnic differences are nothing but a
topic for amusing comparisons into which I, the new-
comer from Germany, am easily integrated.
Neighbours are very important, not only because
they live so close that it feels like you're living in their
kitchen anyway, but also because they are the first
ones to help out if problems arise. This is particular-
ly important if you fall ill. They will simply take over
your household tasks until you're feeling better.

Fuzzy patterns in Batié

Being a social anthropologist, | am trained to look for
settlement and marriage patterns in order to grasp
some basic social principles of the society. In Batié
however, the patterns are pretty fuzzy, which is to say,
if they exist, | haven’t found them yet. The town is as
varied as Burkina Faso itself. Although originally
founded by Birifor, over a cen-
tury ago, the town has
attracted many
migrants over the
last forty years
due to the high
amount of annu-
al rainfall, which
generally allows
for good har-
vests. People mix
and mingle, and
there is no “migrant”
quarter, or ethnically sep-
arated settlement.

As a young male Burkinabé in Batié, you can find a
particularly wide ethnic choice of prospective wives.
One man | interviewed had four wives, all of whom he
had married in Batié: One was originally from north-
ern Burkina, one from the southwest, one from the
east and one from neighbouring Ghana. In general,
although not always, as we will see later on, sons are
allowed to marry whomever they want if they can
afford to do so. A 65-year-old Lobi, who was born
and raised in Batié, told me the following:

Are you married to a Lobi wife?

| am married to a Lobi wife and a Birifor wife, but
the second one is dead.

And are your daughters married?

One is married to a Mossi, one to a Lobi and
three are married to Birifor.
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Wasn't it difficult to pay the dowry?

No, no problem. Two of them have already lost
their husbands, but apart from that, there is no
problem.

Ethnic origin is transferred via the
male line. In terms of ethnic
heritage, it is therefore
interesting to see
whether  families
allow their daugh-

ters to marry out-

side their ethnic

group, and why.

However, there are

also people who
prefer to  marry
strictly within their own
ethnic group as shown by
the following conversation | had
with a 60-year-old Mossi, who has
lived in Batié for more than 30 years:

Did you find your wife in Bati€?

No, no. | went to Ouagadougou to find my wife.
Afterwards, we came back together. Here in
Batié, it’s the Birifor. You cannot take a Birifor
wife without paying the beef, the dowry.

With Mossi, you don’t pay a dowry?

Yes, we pay. But it's lower than their dowry. For
example, if you are the mother of the bride, |
come and | give you two kola nuts as well as 100
Franc CFA or so.' It's an expenditure that you
cannot compare to three or four ox!

But how much does an ox cost?
| paid 25 000 Franc CFA for my first two ox. But

today, an ox costs 75 000 or 100 000 Franc
CFA!

LARCHE

And say your son came and said, “Well, | would
like to marry a Birifor wife.” What would you
do? Would you pay the beef?

Well, to be truthful, | married a Mossi wife so we
wouldn’t lose our ethnicity. For example, if |
leave with my wife to go to Ouagadougou, we
can live where we were born. But if the children
don’t know this place, it’s really a shame.

But don’t you think that they will stay in
Batié and get married here because
they grew up here?

My friend Harouna at the
entrance of the village

I will make them leave so
that they meet their rela-
tives in Ouagadougou. The
relatives will show them our
traditional customs. If they
don’t go, well, we have a problem.

| don’t want to draw an overly romantic picture of
Batié and its inhabitants. Of course, there are con-
flicts and quarrels on economic, political, or person-
al issues. It is also true that Batié is poor. Water can
only be fetched from wells and bare holes, electricity
has only just arrived in a few better-off households,
malaria and other diseases are prevalent, and people
are entirely at the mercy of the unpredictable cli-
mate, which determines whether they will go hungry
in the coming year. Nevertheless, they share some-
thing very valuable, too, which is peace and hospital-
ity. And they offer these to everyone who comes to
town. Those who come should be glad.

1100 Franc CFA = $US 0,20, 0,15 Euro
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personal success and power. This friendship trans-
forms a vision of ourselves and our society and our
world. All this takes time; we can begin in a relation-
ship of generosity, but little by little, we discover who
the other person is. We meet them and these meet-
ings transform us. Peace will come into our world, not
when we are doing good to others who are different
from a place of power and which serves our interest,
but only as we become their friends, appreciating
their gifts, their value. Differences, then, are no
longer an occasion for power

and superiority. They are no
longer a threat, but a gift.
Communion becomes a
place of joy and of per-
sonal fulfilment and of

a new and deeper
peace.

So it is that the walls we created to protect ourselves
and to protect others from crushing our deeper per-
son, from possessing us, begin to disappear. Others,
different, are not a danger to our person but a place
where we can become ourselves. We discover a trust
that totally accepts the other and that is given to us,
also, by the other person. This is a treasure for
human beings, peace which is communion, mutual
appreciation, working together for a better world.

It is not easy to let the walls disappear and to no
longer want to prove we exist by our own power and
capacities. My experience has shown me that it is
only as | get closer to God who is the fundamental
unifier and inspirer of all creation and of all humani-
ty and of every person whatever their culture, reli-
gion, capacity or incapacity, who lives in each one,
that my defence mechanisms can begin to disappear,
little by little. An experience of God in faith brings us
closer to each human being, exactly as they are.
Through and in God, we begin to see others, even

—_—
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those we fear or dislike, as people precious to God.
We see that we have to change so that the one who
appears to be an enemy, the one we dislike, can grad-
ually become a friend. But we have to work at it.

A relationship with God does not close us up in a
religion, but it opens us up to all humanity. At the
heart of Christianity is the seeking of a true relation-
ship with Jesus: it is not, first of all, obedience to a
law, but a meeting with a person, a person who
humbly invites us all to grow to inner freedom, who
does not force us to do things, but
respects our freedom. We dis-
cover then that this person,
Jesus, is himself born and
held in a relationship with
his father. They are differ-
ent, they are one, and in a
communion, one with
another, to such an
extents that to see Jesus is
to see the Father. The word
that became flesh, vulnerable
and weak — Jesus — came precise-
ly to liberate each one of us from the
walls we have created because of the fear of others
and the fear of our own vulnerability. Jesus reveals
that we are loved as we are and so we can live a rela-
tionship with him as we are, in our brokenness, in our
poverty. He became vulnerable towards us. We do
not then have to hide it or be frightened of God and
of all the others. We do not have to hide behind
things to be done, to prove our power, our worthi-
ness, our goodness. We can open our hearts to live
this love that flows through God and permits us to
open our hearts to others without fear. This growth
in love is a struggle. Little by little we are called to die
to our desires to be the best, to win, in order to help
others to rise up. Maybe it is not only a struggle, it
is also a growth. But to grow, we need human, intel-
lectual, and spiritual nourishment. We need to better
accept ourselves, our weaknesses and our strengths,
our fears and so on. In LArche, we are, little by little,
transformed by our relationship with those who are
weaker. We are transformed as we grow in the peace
and stillness that come from God.
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