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Abstract 
 

Jɔ culture has changed dramatically in the last generation. The most influential single factor 

bringing about these changes appears to be the commercialization of cotton. Changes in 

social structure, farming methods, economy, and education are described and linked to the 

production and sale of cotton.  
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1111 IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

1.11.11.11.1 PurposePurposePurposePurpose    

In the eleven years1 that my family has lived in Koura village (pop. 1,603) [ATS, 1997], in 

Mali, I have observed Jɔ (pronounced “Jaw”) culture changing rapidly. The social 

organization of families and the entire community has changed. New agricultural methods 

have been adopted. Barter, the exchange of goods for goods, has almost entirely been 

replaced with a market economy based on money. Literacy, and education in general, is 

being given more value than ever before. The most influential single factor bringing about 

these changes appears to be the commercialization of cotton.  In the pages that follow I will 

attempt to validate this claim by describing these changes in more detail. 

1.21.21.21.2 BackgroundBackgroundBackgroundBackground    

The homeland of the Jɔ people is in hills along the mutual border of Burkina Faso and Mali. 

It lies in a 

remote area 

approximately 

10:50 - 10:39 

North and 5:33 

- 5:24 West. 

This area is 

surrounded by 

Senoufo villages 

as well as a few 

Duun and Wara 

villages.  

 

The Jɔ number 

about 11,000 

and comprise 

one distinct 

people group who speak a Mandé language known as Jɔ or Jɔwulu. Many outsiders know of 

the Jɔ only as "Samogho" (as ethnonym and glossonym), which ignores the differences 

                                           
1 1995 – 2005. The author is an American member of SIL International, who led a team in 

first analyzing and then writing the Jɔ language. 
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between the Jɔ, Duun, Dzuun, Banka, Seeku, and Samo languages, and the people who 

speak them.  

 

Most of the research for this paper was conducted in Koura in December 2003 and January 

2004 through interviews with nine individuals in addition to notes from conversations, 

observations, and a few written materials collected over the years. 

1.31.31.31.3 Significant events (tipping points) that shifted Significant events (tipping points) that shifted Significant events (tipping points) that shifted Significant events (tipping points) that shifted JJJJɔɔɔɔ culture culture culture culture    

Three events, more than any others, have shaped the way Jɔ people work with cotton. They 

could be called tipping points in that they shifted the direction of Jɔ culture from that point 

forward. The first of these is the fall of Sikasso to the French on May 2, 1898 [Cahoon, 

2005a]. This ushered in the colonial period in the larger region of Sikasso. The second 

tipping point was independence from the French in 1960 [CEE, 2005], and the third one 

was the creation of the "Compagnie malienne pour le de développement des fibres textiles 

(CMDT)” in 1974 [Fichet, 1998].  

 

In the early 1990s the CMDT cleverly introduced the idea of village-level associations 

(referred to in French as “Association Villagoise” or simply AV) for growing and selling 

cotton. Widespread acceptance of this strategy propelled Mali to become Africa’s second 

leading producer of cotton by 1998, surpassed only by Egypt [Fichet].  Koura’s village 

association was founded in 1994 and will be presented in chapter two.  

2222 Changes in social orChanges in social orChanges in social orChanges in social organization ganization ganization ganization     

The Jɔ people are patrilineal and patrilocal. Traditionally the sons of the patriarch (family 

head), along with their wives and unmarried children, had their houses in the same 

courtyard, and together as one group they worked the family's fields, up to as much as five 

hectares total. Work, property, and goods were managed by the family head. The system 

had some problems, however, as certain family members lacked motivation to work very 

hard, since unless everyone else worked harder too, their extra effort would be insignificant. 

Local agricultural practices as well depleted the soil of nutrients.  

 

Before the French came, each village had a chief. The most powerful chief in the traditional 

state2 would demand goods and services without compensation from surrounding chiefs, 

                                           
2 The name of this traditional state is called Kenedougou and extends into Burkina Faso. 
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according to what he considered reasonable. The power he wielded earned him the title of 

fama3 [Cahoon, 2005a].  

 

When the French conquered Sikasso in 1898, a jamana tigi (state chief) appointed by the 

French governor supplanted the role of fama, although tribute was then compensated for to 

a small degree (as explained in 4.2). The jamana tigi  for the state of Kenedougou, based in 

Sikasso, was Daraman Berthé. Berthé had representatives referred to as Daraman baradenw4 

(Daraman's workers), each one having his own territory. Each representative required each 

village chief under his jurisdiction to report how many families comprised his village, and 

from those figures the jamana tigi calculated the quantity of cotton each village would be 

obliged to give him next season.5 This would eventually get shipped to France. In order for 

the village to meet the jamana tigi’s (state chief’s) quota, each courtyard (i.e. extended 

family) needed to contribute about two laborers each day the village cotton field was 

worked. Jɔ farmers today refer to cotton produced for the French governor as faan juu 

(forced cotton) because of the imposed quotas and the adverse consequences if a village 

failed to meet its quota. 

 

As Mamadou Konaté, the deputy of French Soudan, began dialoguing with France 

concerning independence, and it became clear that independence was on the horizon, the 

jamana tigiw (state chiefs) lost their power. For a short time thereafter, the production of 

cotton for export ceased. Soon after Modibo Keita became president of the Mali Federation 

in 1960, cotton farming resumed with improved farming techniques (see chapter 3) and a 

new incentive program [Cahoon, 2005b]. Cotton was still grown in a collective village field, 

but not by imposition. By 1968, cotton had become a voluntary enterprise, based on families 

choosing to grow it in addition to other crops they raised as a family6.  

 

After the CMDT was created in 1974, a team of up to eight men would be sent out each 

year to villages to buy cotton and transport it to the factory for processing (see chapter 4), 

followed by another team who would pay the farmers. About 1991, the cotton company sent 

a man named Bayogo to live in Sirkasso7 with the goal of helping the surrounding villages 

                                           
3 Fama is a Bambara word meaning “ruler.” 
4 Bambara term. N'falé at Loulouni and Bakary Bamba at Misseni were Daraman’s 

representatives. 
5 Also the quantity of domestic animals, grain, honey, rubber, sisal, etc. 
6 This is generally remembered as coinciding with Moussa Traoré becoming president of 

Mali (1968), although one interviewee thought the voluntarization occurred around 1965. 
7 A partly Senoufo, partly Jɔ village not to be confused with Sikasso. 
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form associations for facilitating the production and sale of cotton. Bayogo dialogued with 

Koura’s village leaders over a period of three years. Training seminars were organized in 

the region and on various occasions he asked for and received several men and women from 

Koura to attend them. The training the women received did not develop into lasting roles 

for them as it did for the men. The participants were told how village associations would be 

profitable and good for the whole community (explained in chapters 3-5). As this was a new 

idea, many villages were reluctant to try it.  

 

In Koura, a highly respected man, Oumar Ouattara8, liked what the seminar participants 

reported and encouraged others to join him in forming an association for growing cotton. In 

1994, Koura become one of the first villages in the region to form an “Association 

Villagoise,” with Oumar being their first president. He appointed three men to be sent for 

additional training sponsored by the CMDT.9 

 

Being members of a recognized association gave them credibility, permitting them to 

borrow money to buy farming supplies and equipment. As growing cotton became an 

increasingly viable enterprise for farmers, families found that it was less necessary to send 

their sons off to Ivory Coast to earn money for paying taxes. For every courtyard there used 

to be one or two of young men working in coffee or cocoa plantations in Ivory Coast. Now 

these young men could stay home and help in the family’s fields with equal hope of 

significant profit. On the other hand, some families having been ravaged by internal quarrels 

over how to grow cotton, eventually divided into smaller autonomous family groups, each 

with its own family head (patriarch). There have been families who have grown more cotton 

to the detriment of enough grain to live on.  And to make matters worse, they failed to buy 

enough grain with the money earned to sustain them till the next harvest. 

3333 Changes in agricultural techniquesChanges in agricultural techniquesChanges in agricultural techniquesChanges in agricultural techniques    

Before the colonial period, cotton was only grown for domestic use. By 1920 the French 

had decided to promote the small-scale farming of cotton as the basis of the colonial 

economy of French Sudan (which included present day Mali) [Michigan State University, 

N.D.a]. They chose this alternative to avoid putting farmers at risk of losing their land to 

plantation owners, and then becoming their hired workers [Michigan State University, 

N.D.b]. They introduced a strain of cotton that matured more rapidly than the indigenous 

                                           
8 Deceased December 26, 1999. 
9 The three men were Karim (tailor) Ouattara, Fonompé Djilla, and Bakary (son of Zié) 

Ouattara. 
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stock. These seeds were broadcast in millet and sorghum fields when the second ridge-

mounding work was done in September.10 Sometimes other fields were dedicated solely to 

cotton but with the view of meeting the forced village quota. At this time, commercial 

fertilizer and herbicide were not available. 

 

About 1965, the Malian government sent Drissa Bangalé to live in Koura to teach farmers 

in the area how to plant evenly spaced, straight rows by using string. He also tried to teach 

them the benefits of crop rotation by having cotton planted in the village field the first year, 

sorghum the second year, and peanuts the third year. At this point, growing cotton became 

voluntary, and Bangalé was replaced by Mamori Nandié.  

 

About 1971, the Malian government granted a loan to Oumar Ouattara (same man 

mentioned earlier), Bali11, Zac and Zié12 (four heads of families in Koura) so they could 

each buy a plow and two oxen with which to pull it. Unfamiliar with this agricultural 

method, the men could not figure out how to use the plows to their advantage, so they 

abandoned this “new technology.”  

 

After the village association was founded, there was a rapid and successful introduction of 

donkeys, donkey-carts, plows, oxen, fertilizer, and herbicide. The CMDT had made an 

agreement with the Banque Nationale de Développement Agricole (BNDA) permiting 

village associations to borrow money to purchase these things. A number of young men had 

by this time learned how to plow with oxen in Ivory Coast, so they returned to apply their 

knowledge at home. The CMDT’s representative in Sirkasso taught the farmers in the area 

how to estimate the size of a field with the use of a compass and string and thereby 

calculate the total amount of fertilizer and herbicide needed for the year.13 He also taught 

them how to figure and apply the proper dose per application. It appears that the seminars 

and on-site field training largely account for the successful introduction of new farming 

methods and equipment. This stands in stark contrast to the well-intentioned efforts of the 

four men who tried on their own to figure out how to use plows in the early 1970’s but 

failed. Thankfully, they lived long enough to see that the method itself was feasible and 

worthwhile. 

                                           
10 Because of heavy rains during rainy season, crops grown in rows are typically planted on 

ridges about six inches high. If the ridges wear down significantly, soil between the rows 

are put back onto the ridges. 
11 Deceased September 7, 2002. 
12 Deceased September 24, 2001. 
13 The first instructor was Bayogo, followed by Dembele who chose to live in Nimbougou. 
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Today, families are managing ever-larger fields and increasingly earning more money from 

growing cotton. A plow and two oxen can plow half a hectare in one day. The potential for 

significant profit motivates family members to work their fields well. Members of the 

village association are allowed to buy on credit the kind of fertilizer used to grow grain, and 

some farmers appreciate that privilege.  

4444 Changes in exchange of goodsChanges in exchange of goodsChanges in exchange of goodsChanges in exchange of goods    

4.14.14.14.1 TransportTransportTransportTransport    

During the colonial period, cotton was harvested from the village field and stock-piled at 

the village chief's house. Villagers would improvise large conical cage-like baskets out of 

millet or sorghum stalks and then stuff the cotton into them in such a way that young men, 

accompanied by the village chief, could each carry one on their head to the jamana tigi in 

Sikasso. Jéliba, a farmer from Koura, recounted how he carried cotton to Sikasso like this as 

a youth, usually walking the distance in two and a half days.  

 

In the early 1960s, cotton was hauled from Koura to Loulouni (about 25 kms) on bicycles 

by young men of the village, under the supervision of an older man who served as toŋ 

jentɔnŋ  (group leader14). Cotton continued to be hauled on bicycles in stalk cages15 for 

some time even after growing cotton became voluntary and individualized. At Zié's request 

(the same man who tried the plow and failed), the villagers extended the road starting at 

Vadougou to Koura in 1962 or 1963 to facilitate the periodical visits of the government 

officer living in Loulouni. Jéliba, Zié, and Oumar were the only men who grew cotton the 

first year it became voluntary. For just these three persons, Nandié (the government 

representative living in Koura) would not send a truck to Koura to collect the cotton, so 

they were obliged to transport it on heads and on bicycles to Vadougou (about 7 kms). After 

the CMDT was created, the team of men who bought the cotton in villages would haul it to 

the factory in the company’s trucks. 

 

After the AV was founded in Koura, the work of weighing and noting the tonnage of each 

farmer’s cotton became the task of the association. Between the end of November and the 

                                           
14 Jéliba was the group leader at that time. 
15 When my family arrived in 1995, large woven plastic sacks had already replaced the 

cotton cages. This substitution probably occurred when fertilizer and grain sacks became 

readily available after the AV started in 1994. 
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end of March the CMDT sends to Koura several of its tandem trucks, each section carrying 

one huge removable metal bin. The empty bins are usually left beside an open silo for the 

farmers to fill and then the trucks return several days later to collect them and transport 

them to the factory. Each bin, when heaped full, contains approximately 10 tons of cotton. 

 

As of February 1995 there were three donkey-carts in Koura, one lacking a donkey. 

Gradually more families purchased carts and donkeys such that today they are numerous. 

During harvest time it is still common to see men coming home from their field hauling a 

sack full of cotton on the back rack of their bicycle. The large majority, however, is 

transported home by donkey-cart to be stored in an empty house. When the time approaches 

for the CMDT to send a truck to pick up the cotton, farmers bring their cotton by donkey-

cart and bicycle to the plaza before the association’s open cotton silo. Each family piles 

their cotton onto canvases each measuring about 10 feet square. When each pile gets 

sufficiently high someone gathers the four corners of that canvas together and ties it, 

making a nice bundle suitable for weighing on a platform scale. The cotton is graded and 

weighed by a committee of the association, one family at a time, and the results recorded in 

a notebook. Once the results have been recorded, that family’s bundles will be carried into 

the silo and the cotton released, thereby making it the association’s cotton.  

 

The table below shows that cotton production in Koura has generally increased with each 

passing year. The two exceptional years (1999 & 2005) can be explained by unusual 

rainfall. Unfortunately production records have been lost for 6 of the 11 years that the 

Koura village association has been in existence. 
 

Year of 

Sale 

Total tons Comments Year of 

Sale 

Total tons Comments 

1995  notebook lost 2000  notebook lost 

1996  notebook lost 2001  notebook lost 

1997  notebook lost 2002 117.85  

1998  notebook lost 2003 124.98  

1999 136.18 extra rain 2004 133.11  

   2005 115.12 drought 

Cotton Sold by the Village Association of Koura Cotton Sold by the Village Association of Koura Cotton Sold by the Village Association of Koura Cotton Sold by the Village Association of Koura         [B. Z. Ouattara, 2005] 

4.24.24.24.2 CompensationCompensationCompensationCompensation    

During the colonial period, if the village chief failed to produce the full quota of cotton at 

the end of the season, he could expect a beating from the jamana tigi (state chief). The 
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French paid the jamana tigi money for the goods he collected, but it is thought that he 

largely did with it as he pleased. He and his representatives lived a life of ease from French 

cotton money, as they only paid the village chiefs a pittance. 

 

During the 1960s, cotton from the village field was sold to the government representative in 

Loulouni, and the money received (that same day) was exchanged for the equivalent value 

in goods offered by the government (e.g. salt, sugar, kerosene16, cloth). These goods were to 

be sold in the village and the money kept in a village cashbox.  

 

When cotton became individualized, it was graded and sold according to best, average, or 

bad quality. Money was paid to the individual the same day the cotton was sold and he went 

home with it. When the CMDT started purchasing cotton in Koura, their team that would 

weigh and note the tonnage of each farmer’s cotton and then give each farmer a receipt 

stating the total weight, value, credit to be deducted, and finally the net gain or loss. Within 

two days another team from the CMDT would come to pay the farmers. This payment team 

would come accompanied by a couple of soldiers in a covered pick-up truck transporting a 

heavy safe. Farmers who lost money on cotton that year had to borrow money from another 

villager to pay their debt, because all accounts with the CMDT were settled on that day.  

 

Since 1994, cotton is sold to the CMDT in the name of the village association. When the 

cotton is graded and weighed locally by the association's officers, a small fixed percentage 

of weight per kilo is deducted from each farmer's total tonnage.17 The CMDT only concerns 

itself with the collective weight of the association’s cotton, calculated from the weight of 

the loaded bin passing over the scales when it arrives at the factory. Money is eventually 

paid to the association at the going rate per kilo and the association is then responsible for 

paying its members according to the number of kilos that were credited to each person 

when his cotton was locally weighed, minus any credit he had taken for supplies and 

equipment. Any remaining money (almost assured from the kilos deducted from each 

farmer's tonnage) belongs to the association. In this way the association normally ends the 

season with a modest profit (spent as explained in 4.3). The practice of publicly announcing 

the names of debtors after a certain cutoff time motivates members with debt to find a 

solution to pay it off before the deadline, even if it entails negotiating a loan with a friend. 

                                           
16 Also known as paraffin or lamp oil. 
17 Cottonseeds lose humidity, and thus weight, as dry season progresses and the product 

remains unprocessed. This adjustment assures that the association will not lose money from 

the unknown amount of weight that will be lost between the time the association buys the 

cotton and it is sold to the CMDT.  
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Some farmers wish that the CMDT would pay for cotton on the same day it arrives at their 

factory. 

4.34.34.34.3 How cotton money is spentHow cotton money is spentHow cotton money is spentHow cotton money is spent    

For families, cotton money is often used to pay taxes. It also helps buy plows, oxen, 

donkeys and donkey-carts, tin roofing, clothes, extra cows, motorcycles or mo-peds. In 1995 

there were about five tin-roofed houses in Koura; now nearly every courtyard has at least 

one. Some of the money provides funds for marriage celebrations and funeral wakes. Few 

farmers set aside money to buy seed, fertilizer and herbicide with cash the following year, 

in spite of the fact that buying on credit against next year's crop entails more risk and costs 

more. If the family head can keep enough money to pay someone to plow a field or to pay a 

group of youth to weed a field during the next growing season, he is considered a good 

financial manager. Some people have said it is thanks to money from cotton that families 

were able to contribute their share of the funds needed to finish building the first cement-

block schoolhouse in Koura in 2003.  

 

For the village association, cotton money has paid for a portable weigh scale and for tin 

roofing for the association’s storehouse. A motorcycle was purchased and is used by the 

secretary to go to meetings, to conduct business for the association, and for transport in 

medical emergencies. Two bicycles have been purchased for similar purposes.  

5555 LiteracyLiteracyLiteracyLiteracy    

Bambara is the principal language of wider communication throughout the southern half of 

Mali. The first Bambara literacy class in Koura was taught sometime during Modibo Keita’s 

presidency. But it was not at all clear to the students how this would benefit their lives, and 

consequently little became of it.18 It was not until 1986 that another Bambara literacy class 

was taught in Koura, this time sponsored by the CMDT. A stranger taught the course, and 

again it was not clear to the students how this would benefit their lives. By 1993, the 

CMDT had figured out that closely associating Bambara literacy with how to raise more 

and better cotton made sense to farmers and benefited everyone. In 1993, two men from 

Koura, Fonompé Djilla and Karim Ouattara, went to the village of Sieou-courani to learn 

how to teach their people to read and write Bambara. The following year the village 

association was formed, and soon thereafter it became clear to the farmers that if only they 

could read and follow the instructions the CMDT had written in the Bambara language, the 

                                           
18 Likely sponsored by UNESCO's Experimental World Literacy Program [see Florida State 

University]. 
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potential would be high for them to profit monetarily from growing cotton. Since then, there 

has been a 45-day Bambara literacy class taught in Koura nearly every dry season by local 

instructors.  

 

In 1997 a school was started in Koura with the help of curriculum, funding and training 

from G.R.A.T.19 This was the second school in Jɔ land, but first among Jɔ villages in Mali.20 

In 2004 the Jɔ language received an alphabet, and now it appears that many Jɔ persons are 

even more eager to learn how to read their own language. 

6666 ConclusionsConclusionsConclusionsConclusions    

There is no doubt that Jɔ society is rapidly changing. The commercialization of cotton has 

played a major role in this change making the economy more money-based than ever 

before. Fewer goods are being exchanged for other goods, as was the dominant pattern forty 

years ago. More goods are being exchanged for money, and the money then used to 

purchase foreign goods which are coming into the country in ever increasing amounts. This 

directly impacts the social fabric of the Jɔ people.  

 

Young men are not leaving home as much to earn money elsewhere. Some families have 

splintered, however,  over squabbles about how fields and money should be managed. 

Improved farming methods and technology have made it possible for families to reap 

greater financial profits than ever before. The decision of French colonial administrators to 

develop the private sector of cotton farming spared Malians from losing their land to large 

plantation owners, as has happened in some other African countries (e.g. Zimbabwe).  

 

The village association provides the credibility needed for farmers to buy supplies and 

equipment on credit, and they like that. The way it is organized, with ties to the CMDT and 

the BNDA, has effectively enabled farmers to grow more and more cotton. Literacy has 

been promoted and is seen as a means to make more money and to improve one’s quality of 

life. 

 

I feel that the CMDT’s insight into associating Bambara literacy with the production of 

cotton is what validated formal education in Jɔ land. Many peasant farmers have seen the 

dramatic correlation between knowing how to read insecticide and fertilizer instructions, 

and increased yields from following them. This translates directly into more profit for the 

                                           
19 Groupement de Recherches et d'Applications Techniques. 
20 In first school in Jɔ land started in Tena village in Burkina Faso in 1994. 
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peasant farmer. With the arrival of my family in 1995 we started the process of getting the 

Jɔ language into written form. If we discover a way to link Jɔ literacy with a widely 

marketable product, it would potentially give great impetus to the literacy program. 
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