
THE CHANGING ECONOMIC SITUATION AMONG THE BAKWE: The Bakwé economy and the role 
generosity has played in todayˈs economic crisis. 
 
 
 
 
0. Introduction  
 
 In this paper I describe the traditional Bakwé economy.  From the literature and 
personal interviews I attempt to describe how it has changed over the years, and how generosity, 
a highly upheld Bakwé value, has influenced the types of economic activities that the Bakwé 
have chosen in the past and continue to choose today.   
  
 
1. Background 
 
 1.1  Ethnic identification and geographic location 
  
 The Bakwé people live in the southwest of the Côte dˈIvoire (see map in Appendix A).  
Their territory spans from the Gô river in the west to the Sassandra river in the east; from the 
right bank of the Sassandra river at Soubré down to the San-Pédro river in the south.  These 
physical boundaries represent also, although not entirely, ethnic boundaries with the following 
ethnic groups:  the Néyo, the Kodia, and the Bété to the east (going from south to north along 
the Sassandra river), the Néyo and Wané in the south, the Kroumen in the west, and the Bété 
again to the north.   
 Before the arrival of the French colonial powers and the subsequent penetration of the 
interior, the Bakwé were situated along the rivers in this area.  Today most villages are situated 
along the roads.  Schwartz (1989) records 24 Bakwé villages, not including the Oubli or Wané, 
and Gokou (1977) records 22 villages.  Presently there are 34 villages and numerous 
campements or work camps where the Bakwé live.  Their estimated population in 1993 was 
10,318. 
 The area is characterized by a once lush tropical rain forest which today exists only in 
pockets.  Typically the seasons are as follows, a dry season runs from the middle of November 
through March; the rainy season stretches from April to June, and a little dry season in July and 
August, followed by a little rainy season in September and October.  Land use is not intensive 
and the region was markedly under-populated before the 1970ˈs.   
  
 
 1.2  History 
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 We moved to Touadji II in September of 1989 and stayed for eight months.  We returned 
in July of 1991 and have been there until present.  Touadji II was chosen after two informal 
surveys for several reasons.  It is the most prestigious Bakwé village and equally as important, it 
is part of the main dialect of Bakwé (the d‰pl‰‰ dialect). 
  
 1.3  Time of research 
 
 Research for this paper was carried out for the most part in early 1993 in the form of 
interviews with various people although some facts and details were taken from an anthropology 
journal database that I have kept over the years. 
 
2.  Traditional Bakwé society 
  
 The Bakwé are a patrilineal, patrilocal lineage society.  There seems to be a lack of any 
centralized political power structure beyond the clan level.  The Bakwé are shifting hunter 
gatherers and do some shifting agriculture. Given their low population density and the vastness 
of the southwest forest region, they have always had a low impact on their physical 
environment.  In the past villages (usually one clan) were governed by the elders, usually all 
related, and one headman who was the final authority in village affairs.  The idea of a chief is 
one introduced by the French colonial powers. 
   
 2.1  The "Glügbö" and the headman (benefactor) 
 
 The patrilineage is called the "glügbö" and is the strongest cohesive unit in Bakwé society, made 
up of all the descendants of a common ancestor.  It is the nucleus of traditional Bakwé social 
organization.  Within the "glügbö" is "gbö"  which consists of the household.  Obviously the "glügbö"  is 
made up of many "gbü" (pl) .  Historically villages were made up most often of one "glügbö" and one 
headman governing this patrilineage, usually the oldest living member of the patrilineage.  However, 
since the government regrouped villages, several "glügbü " (pl) are often found in the same village.  
Léna (1979) notes that in the past, when there was need of federations or alliances there was 
something called the "gbado"  that was made up of many "glügbü".   
 The headman of the "glügbö" was usually someone who had many wives and many 
children.  Thus he had many farms and a large work force.  He was also typically a generous 
man --a model for the rest of Bakwé society. 
 
 2.2 Menˈs roles 
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 Schwartz (1989) notes that according to the old men that he interviewed, in the past the 
average Bakwé man spent not much more than 15 days out of the year doing agriculture.  Most 
of the rest of their time was spent hunting and gathering.  Agricultural activities consist 
essentially of clearing and burning land for the annual rice farm.  If there were a lot of big trees 
on the land, this is started as soon as in December.  The men can participate in the harvest but it 
is generally considered the womenˈs role. 
 Men leave for the fields at the break of dawn and return around three in the afternoon.  
The rest of the year, since the arrival of cacao as a cash crop, the men spend their time working 
their cacao plantations.  Men make the houses and kitchens.  They also spend time making palm 
wine for their personal consumption.   
   
 2.3  Womenˈs roles 
 
 Bakwé women plant, weed and harvest the rice farms along with their domestic 
responsibilities of taking care of the cooking, washing and the children.  Food preparation alone 
takes up much of the day.  Harvesting other foods such as manioc and various vegetables and 
fruits for sauces also are womenˈs work.  When the cacao seedlings are still small on the cacao 
plantation, corn manioc, tobacco, and various other vegetables are planted in-between, helping 
keep clear the bush that is always trying to make its come back.  These small Vegetable plots are 
also made the rice farm as well, usually in the valleys where the soil stays moist. 
 
 2.4  Childrenˈs roles 
 
 Babies are kept constantly with the mother from birth until roughly age three, when 
they can walk and then are weaned.  Male children tend to stay in the village while the girls are 
often taken with the mother to the fields.  This is not always the case however, as we have seen 
young boys also going with their father to the fields.  Children are often sent out to the rice farm 
during the time when it is ripening to make noise and chase away the birds.  They also 
participate in the harvest.  Children help some in family chores, washing pots, getting water and 
maintaining the cooking fire, etc.  Children are considered a blessing and people wish for many. 
 At around the age 16 Bakwé boys often will build their own sleeping quarters, usually a 
two-and-a-half meter by three meter mud and stick house nearby the family house and kitchen.  
Alexis, 18 years now, has lived in his own built house for the last three years even though he is 
not yet married and there is room in his parentˈs house.   
 
 
 2.5  Marriage 
 



Page -4 

 Normally at around the age 18 Bakwé men seek to marry.  During their visits to other 
villages, usually during funerals or when on errands for the parents, they  meet other girls of 
their age.  They may chose one and then see their parent about her, mainly to see whether or 
not there is any blood relationship between the two families.  The parents then are responsible 
to go to that family and ask the girlˈs hand in marriage for their son.  The parents offer a 
traditional bracelet called "tagbë" to the girlˈs family (BY, 1982) The girlˈs parents may have a 
collection of these bracelets offered to them already by other solicitors.  Custom dictates that the 
parents can not refuse the bracelet up-front.  One day the parents will bring out all the bracelets 
and have the girl pick the one of her choice.  Only then are the others returned.  At this time the 
son-in-law to be is incorporated into the in-lawˈs family for one or two years.  He helps in 
clearing the father-in-lawˈs rice farm.  He hunts for them, makes palm wine for the father-in-law, 
and may help in the building of a house.  Gagné of Touadji II remembers felling his first palm 
wine tree for his future father-in-law. 
 

"Cˈétait chaud, tout-le-monde me regardaient.  On mˈa montré un arbre tout près du village!  
Ils voulaient voir si jˈétait assez mûr pour leur fille." 

 
After this testing period a paternal uncle furnishes the dowry for the girlˈs family.  It is 
interesting to note that all during this time the son-in-law is never to see his future in-laws 
eating.  It is also worthy to note that the more prosperous the uncle, the more prestige he gets 
by furnishing dowries for his nephews or little brothers.  After giving the dowry, gifts are 
exchanged between the families and finally a celebration called "Ji wälɔ"́ is held.  Today, these 
celebrations are rare and the dowry is rarely paid.  Only one such celebration was held the year 
that we were building our house. 
 
 2.6  Funerals and their importance 
 
 Funerals are a very important Bakwé custom for many reasons.  At funerals respect is 
shown to the dead and to the relatives of the departed.  Such respect shown can help cement 
relationships for future times of need.  During funerals generosity is praised and other values and 
traditions are taught and clarified in public. 
 The funeral of an older person is a big event to the Bakwé.  As soon as the death is 
announced, relatives and friends from other villages start coming to pay their respects through 
the ritual of mourning and to offer gifts through the funeral president.  Usually two people are 
chosen by the elders of the village to preside over the funeral, a president and his assistant.  
These two then receive the news from each of the visiting guests.  Most often 500 - 1000fCFA 
are given as a "greeting" or condolence to the family.  This gift is then in turn announced to 
everybody sitting in front of the wailing house.  The gift of a generous man, one bringing a large 
gift, is announced with lots of gusto to all present and then everyone verbally thanks the person.  
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Others may get up from where they are sitting and shake his hand.  All gifts are recorded and 
the large gifts are often remembered for years to come. 
 In the past, when a very old man or a warrior dies, he was buried in the up-right 
position inside a giant cotton-wood tree.  A place was hollowed out in the middle.  The death is 
not announced although everyone knows of it.  The actual funeral celebration in this case could 
be held from six months up to three years later and is called the "tügbë".  The tree becomes a 
sacred place and sacrifices are often offered imploring this ancestor (BY, 1982). 
 
 
 2.7  The family as the productive unit 
 
 Traditionally the "glügbö"  is the productive unit in Bakwé society.  Each member of the 
"glügbö"  involves themselves in subsistence activities that are the base of the Bakwé economy.   
 Young men generally work for their fathers until they are married, but even after 
marriage, as the new couple usually have no children yet, the son continues to help on the 
fatherˈs farms.  Each wife has her own rice farm and plants and harvests her preferred variety of 
rice using her own techniques.  The young children help the mother in her chores of planting, 
getting firewood, etc.  Older male children will help the father in the clearing of the farms and 
in the dangerous burning process. 
 The more children a man has, the more influence and prestige he has in society.  On the 
one hand, he has a much larger harvest from his farms and can thus be generous with those that 
are in need because of crop failure or sickness.  This is so because farms are most likely started 
at different times and so even though some of them may miss the optimum rainy period others 
will be successful and so guarantee a harvest.  Families whose rice farm(s) fail or whom 
experience sickness will be bailed out by such families that have had a more abundant crop.  On 
the other hand, the sheer numbers in his family create lines of respect as each family member 
interacts in the community. 
 Older men normally occupy themselves with making palm wine and setting traps for 
small animals.  The rest of the time, when they are not gone for funerals, they stay in the village 
and are available for settling village disputes. 
 
  
 
3.  The economy of the Bakwé region 
 
 3.1  Pre colonial  
 
 From the 16th through the 18th centuries the only trading with the west was being done 
off the coast by the Néyo around Sassandra and San-Pédro and the Kroumen between Béréby and 
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the Cavally river (Schwartz 1989).  This trading changed rhythm over the years but was 
primarily with the English, French and the Portuguese. 
 The Bakwé occupied the right bank of the Sassandra river and all the way down to about 
twenty kilometers from the coast near the town of Victory.  Their primary activity, as has been 
noted above, was hunting and gathering with some subsistence farming.  Rice and bananas, 
along with taro, manioc, corn and yams were the major agricultural crops.  Hunting was done 
with spears, and bows and arrows although not long after the arrival of the European trade off 
the coast muskets soon became the preferred weapon.  Traps were made for all sizes of animals.  
Fishing was done quite the same way it is done today, either with poison, by nets or by line and 
hook.  Gathering included all kinds of food items, including: cola nuts, palm nuts, giant forest 
snails, larva and caterpillars, turtles, fruits, mushrooms, medicinal leaves, bark, roots, and 
tubers.  According to Gokou (1977) weaving was unknown before colonial times, and so clothing 
was made from a certain tree bark and raffia palm leaf fibers. 
 There was no commercial exchange of goods in the village because everyone was related 
(Ibid., p86).  Never-the-less some exchanging of goods took place with other neighboring tribes 
in the occasion of exchange for wives.  Schwartz (1989) notes that elephant tusks were used in 
the traditional bride price and were the symbol of richness. Industry was limited to the "glügbö"  
or village and the "gbö" or household.  Palm wine was extracted for the older menˈs 
consumption.  We are told that back then women were not allowed to drink the wine or be 
present at the extraction site.  Raffia palm leaves (ˈmarë ) were woven in the form of large 
shingles (today called "papo" in Ivorian French) for roofing individual houses.  Pottery was made 
locally.  Palm oil was extracted.  Some smelting and forging of iron in the area is mentioned in 
the literature.  All of these activities were not very specialized however, being done mostly as 
the need arose. 
 As European ships increased their trading visits to the coast after the 16th century, soon 
trade developed in the north-south direction with neighboring villages only, Bakwé or other.  
During the exchanges for these items, all the goods were put at the oldest manˈs feet and 
bartered for with another old man from the other village.  According to Gokou (1977) these 
exchanges were only for items of prestige such as: guns (Sudanese long mussels), powder, iron, 
money (the "vatè", a 22cm long, flat spatula-like on each end, piece of rough iron), "pagnes", 
copper bracelets called "manilles", cowry, alcohol, marine salt, and cows.  Everything else came 
from the vast forest.  For these prestige items the interior tribes would exchange the following: 
ivory, rubber, palm oil, and war captives or criminals.  Ivory was by and large the most sought 
after by the Europeans and Schwartz (1989) writes that both the largest and best in quality came 
from the west coast of Côte dˈIvoire, then known to the west as the "Côtes des dents". 
 These north-south exchanges became more elaborate as they came south nearer the 
coast.  The Néyo apparently controlled or monopolized the trade with the Europeans (Eric 
Léonard, personal communication).  They bartered with the ships and then in turn exchanged 
with the Bakwé.  It is interesting to note that in spoken Bakwé today there are many loan words 
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of English origin, most of which are words for foreign objects that were no doubt obtained 
throug �h this system of exchange .  
 As the years went by, Dioula salesmen would pass through the villages selling printed 
pagne cloth.  Gagné of Touadji II says that if someone wanted to buy anything he would ask for 
it and pay later.  The salesman would give the person the time to go into the forest and bring 
back elephant ivory.  After selling the ivory, the money (in what ever form) would then be paid 
the Dioula who may be waiting around or who may pass through the village later for his pay.  
Ironically, Gagné notes, the Dioula would be put up for the night or nights and fed for no 
charge.  To have charged a fee for hospitality was looked down upon by everyone in Bakwé 
society.   
 
 3.2  The colonial period 
 
 3.2.1  Brief history  
 
 By the year 1900 the French finally moved in to occupy the southwest, though not 
without much difficulty.  Eventually a government post was established at Soubré from where 
the Bakwé population could be dominated.  A road was made from Sassandra along the river to 
Soubré and the Bakwé were forced to provide the labor force (see Schwartz 1989, p297).  French 
businessmen began establishing plantations in the new colony and vast tracts of land were often 
given to them.   
 
 3.2.2  The consequences of the colonization 
 
 The consequences of the arrival of the French were great on the traditional Bakwé 
economy, setting it into a recession from which it still has not fully recovered today.  The 
traditional economic base, the " glügbö"  and the forest, were threatened by the introduced idea 
private ownership of land and a change in economic activities. 
 Traditional Bakwé economy, which had as a pre-requisite first of all of large tracts of 
forest land, and secondly, freedom of mobility, soon went into a recession (Eric Leonard, 
personal conversation).  The pre-colonial bartering system soon changed with the arrival of the 
colonists and a more or less stable monetary system was introduced.  The bride price increased 
with the increased availability of money and eventually was not paid.  Ten of 22 Bakwé villages 
were moved by military force to their new locations along the new road from Sassandra to 
Soubré (Schwartz 1989, p425).  Little by little, hunting and gathering activities began to 
decrease in favor of the planting of cash crops.  By the 1920ˈs coffee and cacao were already 
introduced and the colonial powers required villages to provide them with certain quantities of 
such items as: palm oil, wild rubber, coffee, cacao, and rice.  Although these cash crops were 
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introduced and the planting of them was encouraged, because of the French system of "forced 
labor", Léna (1979) mentions that few young people were free enough to devote much time to it.   
 At least three effects were felt by the Bakwé economy since the arrival of the French.  
First, the availability of money increased so the dowry price increased as well.  Second, the 
traditional north-south barter/exchange circuit was broken.  Finally, the idea of private property 
was introduced with the advent of cacao and coffee cash crops. 
 
 The French controlled the trade off the coast for the most part and French businessmen 
began establishing plantations and securing laborers along the coast and in the interior. 
  
 3.3  Since independence 
 
 Since independence in 1960 the Bakwé have experienced even more drastic changes to 
their economic base.  First of all, several successive waves of immigration increased the foreign 
population in their homeland and put strains on traditional ideas of land ownership.  Secondly, 
the Bakwé experienced an emigration of their young people, leaving for the cities for various 
reasons. 
 Although immigration of foreigners into the Bakwé area started during the colonial 
period, the rhythm increased drastically between the years 1965 and 1975 (Léna 1979).  Baoulés 
were followed by other northern peoples and the Bakwé quickly became a minority 
demographically.  Faced with this rapid influx of people the Bakwé developed different 
strategies for apportioning land, all the while assuming that this apportioning was only 
temporary and that they retained rights to the land.  In some cases land was sold.  We have 
heard many complaints about how so-and-so sold so many square kilometers to the Baoulé 
because the traditional user of that land was away in Abidjan.  In more cases, however,  rights to 
farm the land were exchanged for promised labor.   
 Because the Bakwé had moved to the roads, vast areas of forest land and traditionally 
farmed areas around old village sites were left open.  In many cases this last strategy of land 
apportioning did not work and foreigners instead planted their own plantations, even sometimes 
giving land away to their family members behind the backs of the Bakwé proprietor.  Although 
the Bakwé soon developed campements or work camps in order to maximize there surveillance 
of their lands, the foreigners still took advantage of the Bakwé numerically as well as in terms of 
the land ownership misconceptions mentioned above.  To further cope with the situation the 
Bakwé, in line with their conception of land ownership, have developed certain practices that 
we have noticed first-hand.  Because the foreigner is in-debt, so to speak, to the Bakwé who 
apportioned him the land, the Bakwé profit from this by requiring the following:  1) asking for 
food items produced on the land, 2) gifts of condolence during funerals, 3) asking for financial 
help during sickness, 4) asking for use of land for the annual rice planting.   
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 Emigration of the young people has been taking place ever since schools were 
introduced by the French.  Today most of the secondary schools are located in cities 
necessitating a move out of the village.  Although going off to higher education is one major 
reason for the urban exodus, it is not the only reason.  From our conversations with the Bakwé, 
many go to the city to live with another family member and try to find some kind of work.  
Those that find work and succeed are considered "cadres" or "elite" and usually do not come back 
to the village unless for funerals.  In Touadji II no "elite" that has come back to build a house for 
retirement.  In other villages I have noticed that this is the general reproach the Bakwé make of 
their "elite".  A few exceptions exist, but this seems to be the general rule.   
 During this emigration period, which seems to have waned somewhat today, the 
remaining family members in the village often gave away or sold land that had been understood 
to be reserved for these people.  In cases where Bakwé were forced to come back to the village 
and during the green revolution "return to the land" campaign, many returned only to find that 
there was very little land left in the family. 
  
 
4.  Society Today  
 
 4.1  Waning power of the headman and the "glügbö " 
 
 Sometime in the 70ˈs the government established ARSO (lˈaménagement de la région du 
Sud-Ouest) for the economic development of the southwest.  Villages were told to re-group and 
move to the new paved road from Soubré to San-Pédro in order for schools and medical clinics 
to be built. 
 Touadji 2, originally one "glügbö " (the children of To), had already split much earlier 

�into seven smaller villages .  Two nearby split-off villages, Kradji and Kpeugreadji, decided to 
move together at the present day village site.  We are told that since each clan had their own 
headman, a chief was needed. Monsieur SARE Play Christoph of Krohôn explained how the 
choice of chief was made. 
 Not just any man is chosen to be chief.  For someone to be chief he must have the 
following traits:  he must be wise, he must be generous to all, he must know how to make peace, 
he must be enterprising, and he must be respected by all.  At the time YAOU François was living 
on his campement along the road to Soubré.  He had several wives, many children and practiced 
hospitality regularly.  Being along the road to Soubré in the days when cacao was carried to 
Soubré by foot, YAOU was known for putting people up in his house for the night.  It didnˈt 
matter if they were Bakwé or not; he was a generous man.  Because of these and other traits of 
character YAOU was asked to come to the new village and be the chief over the two clans.  He is 
still chief today.  It so happens that these same traits are the traits of a good clan headman. 
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 One of the results of the re-grouped villages was increased quarreling and a lack of 
solidarity that exists to this day.  The chief is the recognized power by the government and the 
headmenˈs roles have changed slightly.  Families have become more nuclear and independent of 
the clan headman. 
     
 4.2  The independence that money has brought 
 
 The increased availability of money since the arrival of cacao and coffee cash crops, as 
mentioned already, has had an effect on the "glügbö"  style of organization.  No longer are young 
men working for their father.  Most of the young men in the village today have at the most two 
to three hectares of cacao on the average.  With the income from this they are less reliant on 
their parents for money and can almost do as they please. 
 The increased independence from the family head has also changed marriage patterns.  
It is rare now for a Bakwé young man to go through an uncle in order to obtain the dowry for a 
wife.  Most people we know have not paid the dowry.  As a result of this development, no doubt, 
we have witnessed many a funeral where the family of a departed husband are required to pay 
the dowry for the wife and each of her living children.  If they refuse, the children and wife go 
back to the motherˈs village. 
 
  
 4.3  Changing marriage patterns  
 
 Only one traditional marriage has taken place in Touadji 2 since we arrived in the 
village.  In most cases there is no ceremony.  Sakiˈs situation is typical for his age group.  Saki is 
about 20 and just recently got a girl pregnant from another village.  She claims him as the father 
and it pleased him to bring her to his village as his wife.  So far no dowry has been paid.  In 
Sakiˈs case it is early to say, but often when a husband and wife have a fight the wife will take 
off to her village and leave the husband.  In Touadji 2 there are many such women that have left 
their husbands.  Many of them are now living totally new lifestyle unknown to Bakwé society 
until recently, making ends meet as they can. 
 Promiscuity  and illicit relationships are very common.  Young Bakwé women, once-
married or not yet married, see to their own needs (perfume, clothing, etc.) by boy-friend 
relationships.  One Bakwé young lady said that she preferred to have a foreigner (Mossi or 
Baoulé) as a boy-friend because they had more money and negotiated less.  The children from 
these relationships are not considered Bakwé and at the age of two are most often sent by the 
parents of the girl to the boy-friend or his family. 
 
 
 4.4  Current economic trends 
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 Immigration has drastically decreased today, yet even so the Bakwé in 1993 made up 
around 20% of the total population in the area.  Foreign immigrants, more productive and more 
effective in marketing, have surpassed the Bakwé in terms of production and thus wealth.  The 
Bakwé have retained their unofficial rights to the land and continue to make the best of the 
situation, however, the future is uncertain.  So much land has been given away or sold, that in 
more than one case the Bakwé have to ask the immigrants for land in order to put in their 
annual rice farm.  I personally accompanied one such man as he went from client to client 
asking for a piece of land.  In each case he was turned down.  As a result of this, the Bakwé are 
forced to make ends meet in other ways that are foreign to their traditional way of life. 
 One other factor has also played an important role in the Bakwé current economic 
situation, if only at least in limiting their choices of economic activity.  This factor is the value of 
being generous in Bakwé culture.  I would like to take a look at this value before going on. 
 
 
5.  Generosity 
 
 As we have seen above and throughout this paper, the Bakwé highly value generosity.  
The importance of generosity as an important Bakwé value can probably be appreciated best 
when a lack of it is manifested.   
 
 5.1  Examples of lack of generosity 
 
 5.1.1  Worst sins 
 
 Once I interviewed a newly converted Bakwé lady, asking her to list several of the worst 
sins.  On the top of her list was the lack of generosity.  She said that when you have something 
and say to someone that you donˈt have any, this was very bad.  I talked with others after 
interviewing her and this was always high on the list of worst sins. 
 
 5.1.1.1  Among children 
 
 Generosity is reinforced time and time again in childrenˈs up-bringing.  Another time I 
witnessed an uncle disciplining his brotherˈs children by publicly swatting their out-stretched 
hands with a bamboo stick for not having shared their food with their Mossi classmates.  The 
Bakwé children had come home quickly from school and eaten up all the rice and sauce.  Their 
classmates were late in arriving but the uncle expected the children to have saved aside their 
share.  To have something and not share it when someone else has a need is very much looked 
down upon.   
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 5.1.1.2 Possessions 
 
 As children grow up they will share possessions although usually with older siblings of 
the same sex. Expensive clothing or a wrist watch may be shared.  The Bakwé even have a name 
for this kind of sharing --"päpläkƲ" To refuse to do this is considered very mean. 
 
 5.1.1.3  An old retired man 
 
 An old man living nearby us was literally rejected by his family and left to die.  He had 
had a successful job in Sassandra when he was younger and made good money.  During those 
years he refused to meet his familyˈs requests for money.  He did not share with them and we 
were told that this was his punishment now.  Now he was retired, sick and boarding on senility.  
The old man rarely received even a bowl of rice from his family, his clothes were not washed 
and he had bad sores on his body.  He eventually died from neglect. 
 
 5.1.1.4  Food 
 
 When someone lacks food in a family due to a failed rice farm, others are expected to 
share their rice.  Gagné mentioned to us a case in the past where another village came to Touadji 
II for rice and the village gave them some.  Gagné said that they would under no circumstances 
sell such rice; it would be unheard of and a shameful thing to do.   
 
 
 5.2  Motivations for generosity 
 
 Before we look at the economic decisions that the Bakwé have made in light of this 
value, it would be good to first look at two basic motivations behind generosity. 
 Generosity seems to be motivated by at least two factors.  First, it is motivated by 
reasons of survival.  "If I help you, you will help me."  We are continually told by the people that 
if they share this or that with their extended family and others, they are actually preparing for 
tomorrow.  Who knows when the future will find you in a position of need.  For example, 
sharing with other members in your "glügbö" insures you against times of sickness when the 
annual rice farm is not put in.  Second, generosity is motivated by the prestige that it gives the 
giver.  The person that can spread wide his generosity is looked up to.  SARE Play Christoph 
explained to me that Bakwé men seek after this benefactor position in the village today.  If many 
people owe their existence to you, you have control over many and your name will be in the 
mouth of many.  To be generous in this way is to announce the fact that you have done well and 
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increases your chances of doing well, i.e. increased opportunities for wives and thus children 
which increase the work force of the family.  In the past it seems that this prestigious position 
was held by the headman.  Since the advent of money and the many possibilities that young 
Bakwé have in making money independently of their elders, more people aspire for this prestige.  
One Bakwé teacher from Fayé would return to the village from the city will equipped with soap, 
matches, kerosene, oil, etc., for his relatives.  He is well considered by his village today. 
 With this in mind, it is interesting to see what types of economic activities the Bakwé 
have chosen.  Because they are traditionally not a commerce people, it is not surprising that they 
are not largely involved in commerce today.  At the same time it is surprising that not very 
many Bakwé are involved in some form of small or big commerce (shop keeping) in view of the 
difficult economic times ever since the fall of the price of cacao and coffee.  Although there are 
certainly other factors to consider, I feel that the value of generosity and the prestige that it 
brings has had an effect on the choices of economic activity of the Bakwé over the years. 
 
 
 5.3  Economic choices 
 
 5.3.1  Small commerce in Touadji II 
 
 Today the Bakwé are forced to enter into the world of commerce that is against a basic 
cultural value, i.e. the selling of things that would be normally shared or provided by a family 
benefactor.  In past times the Dioula were thought to have nothing better to do than walk 
around selling things.  The Bakwé would generously lodge them and feed them as they passed 
through their villages --to not do this would be contrary to their value system.  If a Bakwé is 
seen carrying things for sale on their head, Gagné tells me that they are scoffed at.  In light of 
this, it is interesting to find that the Bakwé have developed other niches in the world of 
commerce that fit better their culture and values.  These niches allow them to avoid the stigma 
associated with doing commerce even though some of their choices may be detrimental to their 
health or economic well-being.  Ultimately, however, they protect the person from charges of 
not being a generous member of Bakwé society.   
 
 
 5.3.1.1  Home-based activities 
 
 Bakwé commerce in Touadji II is by and large home-based and run for the most part by 
women.  By this I mean that the client comes to the Bakwé seller rather than the other way 
around and women are the ones mostly engaged in it.  I have considered it home-based even if 
merchandise is sold within the village as opposed to going to the nearby market town as do the 
Baoulé and other ethnic groups living in the area. 
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 I interviewed ten different Bakwé in Touadji II who are, or have been, engaged in small 
commerce activities.  From these interviews I came up with some generalizations. 
 
 Koutoukou 
 
 The most lucrative of these home-based businesses in the village today is the sale of 
home distilled rum (koutoukou), made from sugar and yeast.  We are told that you can make a 
100% increase on your investment.  The distilling is done either a slight distance away from the 
village, or in a cook-kitchen (the government has banned the making of this alcohol).  The drink 
is sold at home by the glass and wholesale to buyers that come to the village from Méadji and 
Touadji I.  There are eight such stills in the village, six of which are operated by divorced or 
unmarried women.  The others seem to be financed and run by men, at least in part.  The 
success of this business is due to the large presence of foreigners in the area.  Michel, one of the 
Bakwé men involved in this business, says that the foreigners pay their debts better than the 
Bakwé and thus are the main clients. 
  
 Prepared food 
 
 Other home-based activities consist of making and selling food items.  Such food items 
as plakali, galettes, alloco, and Ghanaian bread, are made up and sold at home or taken by the 
woman over to the school grounds in the village.  This is as far as their selling goes.  In contrast 
with the Bakwé, the Mossi and other foreigners will usually pass on the selling of such food 
items to their young girls who then go around the village to sell them.  The Bakwé do not as a 
rule do this.   
 Furthermore, the Bakwé do this type of commerce only as the need arises and not as a 
way of life.  For example, a widow nearby us wanted to save up enough money to buy a pagne 
so she began making galettes and taking them herself over to the school grounds to sell.  When 
she reached her goal she stopped doing this.  It is interesting to note that the majority of school 
children that buy these snacks are the children of foreigners that live in camps and not in the 
village itself.  Without them the women would probably not have a market.  Most Bakwé 
children can come home during lunch-hour for food. 
 
 
  
  Unprepared food (rice, bananas, corn & manioc) 
 
 We know of two women that are sporadically selling unprepared food items, sometimes 
even making a small farm for this purpose.  In contrast to the foreigners in the area, the Bakwé 
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only do this sporadically as the need arises.  Furthermore, they will not walk these items to the 
market even though they see the Baoulé and other ethnic groups carrying and selling the same 

�things in the Méadji market every Sunday.   The Bakwé strategy is to have the buyer come to 
them, or put the merchandise on the main road and sell it to whoever comes by.  When their 
goal has been met, they will stop production until the next time a need arises.   
 
 Kerosene 
 
 Quite a few people have at one time or another sold kerosene at their homes towards 
dusk when people are thinking about nightfall and their empty lanterns.  One young man was 
trying to save up money for going back to school.  The profit margin is very small and not many 
stick with it.  A couple months after beginning this he stopped and began making small cakes for 
sale. 
 
 Pharmacy depot 
 
 A retired man that once worked at a pharmacy in Soubré is now back in the village 
working his large cacao plantation while on the side keeping a small pharmacy depot.  He or one 
of his sons is always there to serve customers.  Talking with him revealed that the depot was just 
squeaking by because the Bakwé want to get medicine on credit and then they never pay back 
the credit.  From my observation and from what others say, the man actually does quite well and 
this is due to his "white-man" attitude towards the relatives.  This is looked down upon by most 
people.  He has not been generous by everyoneˈs standard. 
 
 
 
 
 5.3.1.2  Non-home based small commerce 
  
 Soap, and frozen or smoked fish 
 
 Two Bakwé women in the village from time to time go to San-Pédro and buy fish.  They 
bring this back to the village and try to sell all that they can.  If it doesnˈt sell there, then they go 
to Méadji or just smoke the rest for sale in the village.  Again, this is done sporadically and only 
as the person has a need.  Our coworkerˈs sister is selling fish right now and since there is a lack 
of fish in the area since the devaluation of the currency, she is making out quite well.  She plans 
to save up money in order to go back to school.  Another woman has off and on sold soap in the 
campements. 
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 "Prostitution" 
 
 By "prostitution", I mean boy-friend and one-night-stand relationships.  Many unmarried 
and single(divorced) women are involved in this activity.  It is quite probable that this form of 
commerce has a larger profit margin than the above mentioned forms.   
 One woman told us that since her father doesnˈt provide for her as she would like, she 
has to look after herself.  Another once told me that without a husband now, or family, how else 
was she to see to her and her childrenˈs needs.  Her boy friends provide her with clothing, 
jewelry, soap, perfume, medicines and even food.  Yet another young girl said that she preferred 
to have non-Bakwé boy-friends because they negotiated less and had more money than the 
Bakwé men.  Unfortunately, when a girl gets pregnant the child usually is given to the 
foreignerˈs family.  We know of several cases of self-induced abortions as a way of dealing with 
these unwanted pregnancies.  If the father of a child is not Bakwé, then the child is not Bakwé 
even if kept by the mother.  It is rare that the mother keeps the child.  It may be that there is too 
much pressure on her from her own family. 
 
 5.3.2  Commerce outside of Touadji II 
 
 From my interviews and observations over the years there are only a few cases where 
Bakwé have entered the larger world of commerce.  The ones that have done well would seem to 
be the ones that have adopted non-Bakwé lifestyles and values. 
 One man from Touadji I runs a pagne selling business out of the city of Gagnoa.  He is 
said to rarely come to the village and that he is secretive about his work.  Gagné of Touadji II 
said that if he were to run his business here in the area, the business would probably fall.  His 
reason for this is that family members would ask for credit on cloth to the point of his ruin.  It 
seems that he is doing quite well in his business. 
 Another Bakwé man that works in Man started a pharmacy depot in Méadji and left it in 
the hands some young Bakwé relations.  Unfortunately only after a year or so no new stock was 
coming in.  I inquired about this and was told that the capital was being used up and there was 
no money to replenish stocks.  This depot is out of business today.  The young man that had 
worked there explained to me that Bakwé were not able to do commerce, especially when the 
family is around.  They feel that they cannot say no. 
 I have already mentioned the large plantation owner that has the pharmacy depot in 
Touadji II.  This man started out in Soubré working for a French man in a pharmacy.  He was 
also in the war fighting alongside the French and those I interviewed say he has picked up many 
western practices. 
 
  
 5.4  Conclusion 
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 In the course of my interviews many Bakwé told me that they have been slow in 
entering the world of commerce for several reasons.  First, naturally the Bakwé is generous and 
does not sell food.  To the contrary he strives to be generous and thus acquire prestige and have 
influence on many, having them owe their existence to him.  This form of prestige was usually 
reserved to the heads of family and clan in the past.  Although times have changed, this 
esteemed virtue hangs on. Second, the Bakwé ridicule anyone that goes against the cultural 
norm.  Since the Bakwé hates to be ridiculed, he is reluctant to do anything publicly that would 
attract the charge of being an un-generous member of society.  Third, the profit margin is so 
small on such sales as kerosene that other more profitable avenues are first sought out.  Fourth, 
to have a small shop and sell things like the Mauritanians or Mossi do would be a sure 
destruction of your capital, since family members would come and take things on credit only to 
never pay you back.   
 For the above reasons the Bakwé have been reluctant to enter into the world of 
commerce as a way of life.  Even though they are only now beginning to try certain types of 
commerce that are for the most part home-based and goal motivated, it would seem that on the 
surface the Bakwé are not yet as desperate as they would appear given that they still can receive 
some revenue from the foreigners that they have attributed land to.  The higher profit-margin 
activities are the ones that are sought after, one of these being "prostitution" as described above.  
This and other forms of income still come with a certain amount of prestige in the eyes of most 
and allow the Bakwé to remain a generous member of society. 
 
 
6.  General Conclusion 
 
 It has been my objective to describe the changing economic situation among the Bakwé 
people with a cursory look at the role that generosity plays in Bakwé society, influencing the 
types of economic activities that the Bakwé choose.   
 First of all, we have seen that the Bakwé are a patrilineal and patrilocal, hunting-
gathering shifting-agriculturist society.  The family is the economic productive unit and villages 
in the past were mostly made up of one "glügbö" or clan.  Within the "glügbö" in the past, there 
was no buying and selling of things, and between "glügbö", nothing aside from the dowry 
exchange.  Prestige items seem to be the only types of things that were traded for, and then only 
on a need by need basis.  Generosity within and outside the "glügbö" is a strongly upheld value 
and motivated in part by the desire for prestige.   
 Since the colonization the Bakwé economy has gone into recession, partly due to the 
lack of land along with the advent of private property, and partly due to the increased 
availability of money through cash crop agriculture.  In the late 60ˈs through the mid ˈ70s the 
government encouraged immigration into the southwest and quite soon the Bakwé were 5 to 1 
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out-numbered by other ethnic groups.  Faced at the same time with the emigration of their 
young people, the Bakwé found it profitable to give land away in exchange for promised work 
rather than planting their own extensive cacao When the Bakwé realized that their concepts of 
land ownership were different from those of the government and those of the immigrants, the 
Bakwé developed strategies in order to not be at a total loss.  Today they continue to ask for as 
much as they can get from those that they have given or sold land to.  This revenue however is 
not enough today and so the Bakwé have finally started to enter the world of commerce to meet 
mostly one-time needs.   
 The choices of economic activity the Bakwé have made have been influenced by a 
strongly held value of generosity.  Activities are chosen that do not subject one to situations 
where they must be un-generous to family members and yet still have high profit margins.  Goal 
motivated commerce seems to meet specific needs and also distance oneself from being un-
generous.  For example, in a few weeks a woman can make what she needs to buy a pagne and 
then stop her selling.  Most would agree that a pagne cannot be shared with everyone in the 
family.  Prostitution is another form of high profit margin commerce that provides for specific 
needs of women and at the same time distances her from being un-generous.  Unfortunately, 
however, these promiscuous relationships are detrimental to the Bakwéˈs health.  Schwartz 
(1989) found that the Bakwé fecundity rate was lower than the national average, as is the 
fecundity rate of the Kru population of the southwest in general.  He also found that the 
fecundity rate dropped off at the age of 30, probably due to sterility from venereal diseases (see 
Schwartz 1989, p.75).  Venereal diseases and AIDS would be expected to be high today and 
certainly AIDS on the rapid increase.    
 In conclusion, it will be interesting to see over the years to come how the Bakwé go on 
to cope with the increasing pressures on land-use.  No doubt some traditional values like 
generosity will change and the Bakwé will continue to seek out their niche in the fast changing 
world around them.  Yet at the same time, given the high level of promiscuity that we see today 
and the rapid increase of AIDS in Côte dˈIvoire, the future for the Bakwé may lie only in todayˈs 
pre-adolescent generation.  It will be interesting to see what values they take on and what way 
of life they will choose. 
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Appendix A 
 
 
Map showing traditional Bakwé ethno-political boundaries (taken from Schwartz, 1989 p. 150)
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Appendix B 
 
 
 
People interviewed: 
 
 
 
 John TOH, Bilini, Cecile, Alla, Toua Michel, Louise, Honorat, Gagné, femme de Gagné, 
Doré, Bleh, Alexis, Saré Play Christophe, Gangbé Hervé. 
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