THE LOBI
GEOGRAPHIC SITUATION:

For the most part, the Lobi people reside in the northeast region of Côte d’Ivoire—the region Zanzan, more specifically in the sub-prefectures of Doropo, Bouna, and Tehini. The total Lobi population in Côte d'Ivoire is 268,648.  Their primary center is Doropo, but they can also be found in the neighboring West African countries of Burkina Faso and Ghana. 

SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC LIFE:

Many elementary schools and wells in the Lobi region end up useless and abandoned after the village fetisher (witchdoctor) announces that the village is cursed or should be abandoned. Moreover, the fact of the matter is that most Lobis would rather send their children to the fields than to a school. 

Medical centers are few and far between in this region. Most are found in the chief centers of the sub-prefectures. Electricity and drinkable water are also startling needs. 

The average Lobi earns his living in agriculture. Their attachment to agricultural work is evident by their massive movements in the rainy season. This nomadic life leads to the fact that there are very few large villages. 

They live in rectangular houses, which are formed with either flat mud roofs supported with wood or rounded thatched roofs supported by bamboo. 

HISTORY:

The Lobis in Cote d’Ivoire originated in Ghana, and then transitioned to Burkina Faso before finally settling in Côte d’Ivoire as their final home. Others will even go as far as saying that this tribal group originated in Chad, before moving through Ghana and Burkina, and finally settling in the Zanzan region. This movement would have happened sometime during the 19th century. 

While the Ivorian Lobis made it through this difficult journey, there are others in the Lobi tribal-family that did not. In fact, Lobis are still found in their older settlements of Ghana and Burkina Faso. 

CULTURE

Birth:
The name carried by a Lobi from birth is only temporary. The name he will keep for the rest of his life is the one that he will receive after his ceremony of initiation, called “Djoro”. However, their given names do follow a particular pattern.
Boys will be named according to the order of their arrival: first is Sié, second is Sansan, third is Holo, etc. The girls are named from the first that arrives to the last: Yeri, Mini, Mèmè, etc. 

Twins are named by the same set of names, whether they are boys or girls: Naba, for the first, and Djeni for the second. 

Besides these naming patterns, children who are born after a death of former babes and thought to be reincarnations of those dead children are named “Kèrèburu” or “Bikimber.” 

Marriage:

Lobi marriages only know one limit: a man’s son does not have the right to marry a girl from his maternal family. Even so, if it comes about that a young man of marrying age loves a daughter of his paternal aunt, then his father will take care of the payment. He will deliver a string of 20 cowry shells to the parents of the young lady. They are then to deliver this gift to their daughter. If the girl accepts this gift, she becomes engaged to the young man, her cousin. If, on the contrary, she will not marry her cousin, then she must go herself to return the cowry shells to her uncle. Outside of this situation, the most common way of marriage is by stealing a woman.

A man will usually speak with the woman or girl that he likes and if he persuades her to come with him, he’ll wait for nightfall. Then he will ride his bike to her house and take her back to his village or house without informing anyone. He then sends men to tell the parents not to go searching or worry about their daughter since she is with him. 

This stealing of women will happen with young girls, mothers, and older woman already stolen and married. In these cases, the husband of the stolen wife will feed hatred toward the man who planned the wife-stealing. Then, armed with a bow and arrow at his hip, along with an habitually sharpened machete, the husband will search for the thief. 

Ceremony:
While the “Djoro” is an initiation ceremony, it is also an institution that needs to be observed by all Lobis who live to the adolescent age and want to be seen as adults. Any Lobi who wants to be recognized as “true” or, a genuine Lobi,  must pass this ceremony. When they participate in Djoro, they are retracing the tracks of their ancestors and “re-finding” their origin. When the first Lobis emigrated during the 18th century, they had to cross a river—the Black Volta. The initiation of Djoro is done by making a pilgrimage back to the Black Volta, and by observing certain steps so that they ritually “die” and can be “reborn”. Even more than a pilgrimage, the Djoro is one of the Lobi’s greatest fetishes. By participating in the Djoro ritual, a Lobi can then consecrate himself to the fetish Djoro.   

The Djoro is celebrated every seven years. Before the year of Djoro, the young initiates will strike all the non-initiates and start stealing the poultry of the local chief of Djofra.

The men will look for chickens and roosters, while the young women who have come of age will gather any guinea-fowl. In stealing the poultry and sheep, the young initiates are considered to be purifying the village from the crimes and offences that have been committed. As the day of departure approaches, the candidates start gathering essentials and money so that they can eat at the place of the initiation. When the day of departure arrives, the young people will sacrifice a chicken to Djoro so that their journey will go well during the travel, the ceremony, and even on the return trip. This is when the spirits’ priest will prepare a black liquid that all the initiation candidates drink. This beverage is made from charred human bones, and the person who refuses to drink it will be not be admitted for the initiation.  He will be refused passage to the place of ceremony with the other candidates. 

The journey for the initiation ceremony begins late in the dark of the African night. During this voyage to the land of Djoro, special sacrifices for those candidates that have taken wives, stolen, or committed grave crimes will be made. When their journey is complete, and they arrived at Djoro, the supreme chief of Djoro will give the young people special water containing some product, and then present the youth to the Djoro fetisher. There the fetisher will sprinkle them with water from the Black Volta that he has gathered in a pot, while saying these words: “Out of this water came your ancestors and today you also know this place.” 

It is after this rite that the chief proclaims them “Djorobi” or “Children of Djoro.” From then on they will carry the name of their initiation. These names contain different senses. For example Helahara means “the woman who didn’t want to marry the hatred of her heart.” Bikoure means “the murderer of children.” These initiation names convey prevalent feelings of hate or enmity. They reveal that a Lobi is not a secure man, but is instead sure that there is always some enemy lurking about him.  He is always on the defensive or ready to attack. Even in his conversations he shows that he is always on his guard. The Lobi never feels completely safe. Other names convey messages like, “the man who keeps a grudge”, “the man who speaks and destroys”, “the man who crushes cranes”, etc.

Funerals:

When a Lobi is gravely ill, he goes to consult the fetisher to see how badly he is sick, why he has this sickness, and whether it will lead to death. If and when the fetisher decides that a person is going to die, and that there is nothing to be done to save the person, they instead do everything they can so that person dies quickly. Dead Lobis are buried, excepting children who can “reincarnate” two to three times or those babies born deformed. These babies are called “Kerebourou” and are thrown—alive—into an opened termite nest. Similarly, those that are called “Sidoumoudara”, people who were malicious, or those that had horrible diseases, will be taken far out of the village and their bodies will be covered by just a little bit of dirt, like dogs. 

CHRISTIANITY

Christianity made its entrance into this northern Zanzan territory by the work of well-known Free Will Baptist missionary named Doctor Miley. Arriving in the 1960’s, he constructed the Free Will Baptist Clinic in Doropo to care for the Lobi people. It was he that started to medically treat the people and announce the Gospel to them. Some of the Lobi responded and Dr. Miley gathered a number of them and taught them medical know-how and theological lessons so that he could use them as aids in his hospital. With these aids and other missionaries that subsequently arrived, he went from village to village planting Free Will Baptist churches.

Today, the marvelous work started by this man needs a helping push. The Lobi villages are still not all “Christianized” and large is the Lobi territory where few have heard the gospel. Even more than this, the number of backsliding Christians among those who have heard the gospel keeps growing in number, since it’s easy to find villages where there are only 4 to 5 Christians without a place of worship. 

So, while the “official” number of Christians among the Lobi is 12.68%, in reality, they are less than 1% Christian. 

PRAYER REQUESTS

1. That God will save the Lobi people from slavery to Djoro. 

2. That God will strengthen the church amid the Lobi people. 

3. That God will arouse carriers of the gospel and give them a burden for the Lobi people. 

4. That God will encourage the missions AMI, FMC, and Free Will Baptists by letting them see the fruits of their effort. 

5. That God will show the Lobi their miserable spiritual state. 
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