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Introduction

It is eminently évident from the literature ayailable on the pre-
colonial history of Uganda and Hast Africa in geheral; that one area wﬁich
has either been neglected, or peripherally treated is that of the fishiné
industry and the fishing communities. ‘A careful and close examination
of these literature show a definite bias towards the agricultural and
pastoral communities and ﬁheir economic activities., And as if that is not
enough, few that have tried to grapple with the fishing industry have largely
tended to be deseriptive/narrative, and mainly, talking about methods of
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fishing and the types of fishes caught. In fact the bulk of literature <\;

~——4z

—2/
on the fishing industry are basically, works of the physical scientists

who are mainly trained in biological sciences. These studies, therefore,
mainly focus on the fish species found in the waters of Last African
lakes, rivers, ponds and swamps, their food requirements and distribution.
They also concern themselves with the questién of density of fish popu-
lation, the growth rate of individual species, the age at which they
mature, the specific factors which cause ore tropical lake to support
many fish and another relatively few, the depletion of certain fish
species, the stocking of new species, and how to check the depletion of
some species, like, alestes (soga), Labeo (ningu), bagrus (semutuﬁdu).

to
What this-means in a nutshell is that these studies do not address themselves/
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During the preparation of this paper, I benefitted greatly from
discussions with colleagues and comrades at Makerere University.
Special thanks must go to Nyangabyaki-Bazaara, Associate Professor
Hilda K, Tadria, and Kambarage-Kakonge. Errors in such an exercise are
inevitable, It is, however, our hope that candid and constructive
criticism from readers will enable us to overcome them in the long run,
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the question of socio-economiqmgynamics_of the fishing communities in
the past and ét bresegé.

This paper, ﬁherefore, sets égtlto bridge this gap by specifically
looking at the precolonial social formations of the Bakenhe fishing commu-
nity of Lake Kyoga Region, between 1800 and 1900, In essence this is '
a preliminary attempt to explore about the past of the Bakenhe, a
people whose past have curiously besn neglected by those who have studied
or written about the past of Ugandan societies, The paper seeks to explain
how the interaction between the Bakenhe and their natural and social
environment contributed to the development of their precolonial social
formations.

Our ultimate contentioh in this paper is that human history is
nothing but the connextion established be£ween man and nature, and between
man and fellow men through the dynamic process of production and reproduction,
That is to say that human history of necessity concerns how man is able
to produce and reproduce his concrete material life., It is, therefore,
follows that for us to délienate the social formation that permeated the
Bakenhe society in the period méntioned aboveyt;ggnzggtgﬁ?¥zsythe L
means of production, whst were the objects of production, who controlled
the distribution and use of products, and above all what was thé nature
of socio=-economic relations in the society. .

The central thesis of this discourse is that before the advent
of colonialism in Uganda at the end of 1ast'éentury, the Bakenhe who were
the lzading . fishins community in the Lake Kyoga Region had an economy
characterized by a comrunal mode of production, The prime object of
fishing was to &cquire‘use-value products, consumption, Furthermore, the
instruments of production were qpllectively owned and used‘ﬁy the fisher-
men on }amily basis, and the.fighermen concerned had direct control over A
the instruments, the process of éroduction, and the products of their
labour,

The socio-econémic relations pe?meating the society was communal,
and hence collective and cooperative in patufe. The speial unit_waé the

clan, and the unit of production was theé household. There also existed
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a complimentary sexual division of labour in which both men and women
participated equally in the production of basic necessities and for the
jointlbenefit of all household members.1 Each male member of the clan was
eligible to participate actively and freely in the affairs of the clan
i.e. the election of the clan head, or deciding on where to fish. However,
given the existing gender structure of the Bakenhe community, "women
were to a large extent under the authority of men”.2
The Bakenhe economy, we contend was a "naturoj one, that is an
economy based on the production of use-value products, food, and whereby
. exchange (usually barter) is conducted to realize use-value produéts from
a different geographical location. It was essentially characterized by
non-existeqt of middlemen (fish mongers) up to mid=nineteenth-century when-
-the-Arab-traders-reached the-interiscustrine regionr;—and the last decade

“\'AQ,'\‘QQ h\’i’\ :
of theﬁgentury when Uganda was declared a British Protectorate; that was in
1894,3 The. establishment of British colonial rule in Uganda ushered in

new socio-economic forces which considerably transformed the social forma-

tions of the people of Uganda, the Bakenhe included. But a discussion

of such developments are beyond the scope of this paper.

Historical Background

Thé Bakenhe who were the major fishing community in Lake Kyoga
lived in the islands of Lake Victoria before they migrated into the
interior of Busoga and they practised fishing and cultivation, Their
traditions suggest that a number of the Bakenhe families left these
islands and travelled across the north-east corner of the Lake and
overland to the river system of eastern Uganda. This move was either in
response ‘to the rise of the Luﬁg?ish (mamba) clan Legemony over the
largér part of Lake Victoria /the ascendancy of the Bavuma on the northern
shores of the lake, who had "acquired considerable prowess in tﬁe minor
aspects of naval warfare using canoes manned by large numbers of warriors.
Thege must have posed a threat to the Bakenhe aﬁd other . residents of the
Lake.5 There is even evidence that some Bf the Bakenhe settled in the
eastern shores of the Lake, esﬁecially in Yimbo, Uyoma, and Asembo loca-
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tions of Siayw District of Nyanza Province of Kenya. Here they are known
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as Wakhenye, The Bakenhe then settled in the Mpologoma-Malaba River system
zone, The River Mpologoma where the Bakenhe settled is a tribuéig& of
the Nile and joins it aE Lake Kyoga, and it is more like a stretch of
swamp, for it is a mile wide and is full of papyrus, which grows fully
twelve feet high,‘and the Bakenhe settlements were rathe: "impermanent"
as they built their huts on floating and meandering masses of papyrus

{2 ands

huts, and river's banks and were generally dependent on the canoe and
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canoe, borne mobility. Here they probably "practised a mixed economy
of fishing and cultivation, and were involved in the emerging pattern
of interdependence among the different.economies of the regions".8

When the advance ‘team of Lwo migrants began to enter northern
Busoga from fhe'east flaAking the arms of Lake Kyoga, they found the
Bakenhe settled iﬁ the areé. As Langlands observes: "Lwo migration
encountered an already close settlemant of Kényi along theFMpologoma—Malaba
Rivers, and pushed them into the shores and waters of Lake kyéga".9

That the arrival of the Lwo pastoralists caused the§# departure
of the Bakenhe and related groups from the Mpologoma-Malaba River system
area is not disputable., Perhaps what is at stake is the time of their
departure, The %wo communities, the Lwo and the Bakenhe had essentially
different economies. The Lwo econémy wasvlivestock-ﬁased, while that
of the Bakenhe was riverain-based fishing economy., Given the néture of
these two economies there is no likelihood that the two communities
had immediate conflict. The Lwo relations with the territory was in terms
of pasturage and water resources for the livestgck, not in terms of
territorial control.b The Bakenhe, on the other hand, concentrated on
fishing and rudimentary cultivation of the river banks. It is therefore,
pfobable that these two sgroups coexisted, and bastéred their produce.
However, with time things changed, and the new conditions necessitated
the departure of the Bakenhe from the area of Mpologoma-Malaba Rivers.,

‘ The traditions of the Bakenhe and related groups suggest that the

coming of Lwo pastoralists, and the establishment of a pastoral economy
in the region soufh of Lake Kyoga, had/iigching effects on the hitherto

existing communities., First, it made possible a significant increase



s
in the producf;ye capacity of a region which was sparsely populated,
and mainly roamed Ey wild game.i Secondly its low and undulating plains
which abound with ample and favourable pasturage and water resources stimu-
lated the increase in livestock population. The increase in livestock
eSS re
population coupled with that of reople generated more}?# land for
grazing, cultivation and settlement,
These deVelopﬁents had profound impact on the Bakenhe, whose
territory was now subject to constant pressure from the Lwo pastoralists,
. In response to these ever incréasing pressurc,.they migrated to the mass
of papyrus islands north of the Mpologoma-Mglaba Rivers, and set up
their settlements along the shores of Lake Kyoga, near the effluence
of the Nile inéo Lake Kyoga and the sudd islands within the Lake,
Here fishing became the primary economic pursuit of fhe Bakenhe, and
e farulanhe Toh Congrankyprd) s 1s fremit sieck of Fheir
watermen,A The Bakenhe led a more or less nomadic life, moving fromﬁgL“ﬂ bmls
one fishing ground to the other, and also in fesponse to threats and
attacks from their neighbours.
The-Bakenhe—theresfter established their settlementalong the
They led a-normadic-tife; moving frou one fishing-ground Ty LR
dependinson-the-availabilityof fish, : 1 oz
from-their neishbours,

i
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The Bakenhe were, therefore, refugees who sought asylum from
very competitive and danierous political world on the firmer ground.
Later on they were joined by migrants from Mount Elgon area who arrived
on the Mpologoma~Malaba Rivers zone at different times..‘Hdwever, due
to similar experience, they gradually developed a reiatively gomogenous
group with a common culture,

The neighbours of the Bakenhe on the firm land practised agricultural
production of food crops,:cattle rearing and hunting, They were not
involved in fishing. In fact, these people despised fishing , and

Jenerally had low opinion about fishing groups. - it best they regarded
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fishing as an inferiof occupation meant for "lpw and lazy™ people who
could not dig usinghthe hoe iike the Bakenhé".1o

Perhaps what we ought to.note is that: "Onee a commﬁnity settle
in a given geographical 1ocatién, its process of change will depend
on variéus external; climatic, geographical, physical, etc. conditions
as well as their speéial natural make-up their tribal character.1
The same applied to the Bakenhe. Having been pushed from the firm land
to the shoreline and waters of Lake Kyoga, their historical and social
development(s) wéfe largely subject to and conditioned by the eéology
and resources of the Lake12, and the instruments of labour they
devised to cope with the demands Qf their environment, both natural
and social and the relationship they forged amongst themselves, and
with their neighboﬁrs in the process pf production and exchange of
their products. .

The ecology of the Lake and its swampy environment significantly
oonditioned the nature aﬁd s.ructure of production among the Bakenhe,
For the Békenhe to realize the ”éoncrete material life the fauna of the
Lake like fish; hippopotami,'water‘lilies (nymphaea), papyrus (ekitogo),
reeds, ambatch trees, and many otherSbecame the object of their
labour, All along the coasts and islands of:Lake Kyoga, there vire
dense papyrus and grass sﬁamps which oftén merge into the open water
th:ough an interméﬁiate zoné with floating leaves ogsgter lilies
(Nymphaea) and water chesnut (t;apa) with submerged wegds. This
narrow band-of ¢aln, well-aerated and nutrient riéh‘water is of great
ecological importance as it supports a large invertebrate fauna and is
the feeding ground of many fish{:especially the young and growing
- stages which also find protection from predators amonz the submerged
vegatation".15 Obviously such ecological factors favouredvmainly
fish production, and the Bakenhe devised fishing gears and crafts to exploit
the fisheries, k |

The other factor which crucially influenced the Bakenhe settlement
+and economic activities in the shoreline(and waters of Lake Kyoga was
the periodic or seasonal changes in the water level of the Lake and

. . § 3 et g 4
-its swampy environment., The records of missionariecs and other early
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visitors to Uganda, which is.corroborated by the traditions of the
Bakenhe indicate that between 1875 and 1880 the Lake rose to a height
above the high level of 1964 ,"and that by 1898 it had fallen to the
general level maintained during the.first half of the century"14
quever, we need. to add that the magnitude of the ecological effects
caused by the fluactuations of water level depend upon the area of the.
land that is periodically flooded and dessicated, Low lying shores are
clearly the most affucted‘and even the normal season .id year rise in
the level may temporarily inundate considerable areas of 1and.15

The logical consequence of these developmehts was the inerease in
fish population and fish production as the organic matter on the newly
waterlogzed land detomposes rapidly and the released nutrients stiffulate
a high rate of production in the shalloQ water which then becomes a rich
feeding ground for many invertebrates and small i.‘ish.‘|6 Fishermen aré W <
then able to land more fish., But on the other hand; the rise in water
level of the Like forced those 1iviﬁg.along the flooded coastal shoreline,
to move either to the unflooded areas or to settle on the mass of floating
papyrus islands in the Lake. Iﬁ such an environment the Bakenhe wefe
compelled to rely on dug-out canoes, and rafts for their movement., These
crafts were either paddled or punted by the Bakenhe using paddles énd
long poles respectively.

Fish, hippo meat, water-lilies and sweet pdtatoes were the staple
food of the Bakenhe. | R

From a material culture perspective, the Bakenhe had a low tech-
nology. The Lake Kyoga Region was not endowed with iron deposits with
which the people 'A. make ores for hoes, axes, hooks,
knives, as well as prongs for fish spears or‘harpoons. For these items
the Bakenhe and other related groups therefore relied on‘the outside
world, In the nineteenth cehtury,‘they were supplied by iron implements
‘from Bunyoro-Kitara and Samia in the Bast, The Bakenhe made journeys
in their dug-out cances to Kasatf) Beach, from where they bartered fish,

hippo meat, mats and baskets for hooks, knives, spears, potatoes grains,

etc, They moved in large groups to brave the Lake and also have greater
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‘confidence to bargaining and legeway with the people of the firmland.18

* 411 the above factors had considerable impact on the socio—economic
development of the Bakenhe, whose social formation was .inevitably a
product of the correlation between the physical environment, the mode
of production.arising.from:the exploiting, and the forms of social
relations forged in the process.

Hence our starting point. in delienating the pre-colonial social

formations of the Bakenhe is production and the socio-economic relations

that developed in the process of production and distribution.

Communal Mode of Productiop

The two main economic activities of the Bakenhe were fishing and
hippo huntiﬁg. The latter was ‘essentially supplementary. VIt was a male
occupation, 'The exercise was hapardous, and therefore required brave,
daring and skilful hunters, The two ;nstruments used by the Bakenhe
hippo hunters were dug-out cances and spears. For the purpose of killing
a hippo. three to four dug-out canoes were lashed together and the
hunters spear their pfey from.the midéle canoes which gives them a modicum
‘of safety in operation. The éahoes had a rack along one side on which
the crew's.spears and punting pole could be Jé%&;r The spear was attached
to a line with a float at the end, so that‘if the spear is hurled at a
hippo in deep water, its movement could be checked and traged. Once
the hippo was dead, it wouid be skinned using knives, and the meat
distributed to the huntefs and members of the clan, The hunter, who
speared the animal got the hind legs, and the rest of the body were appo-
rtioned in respect of the hunter's/participation in the killing of the
.animal.19 |

The meat was for domestic use, thoggh part of it was preserved
through salting 5r smoking for fuéurg use, or exchange for grains.
On the whole, the satisfaétion of immediate needs, consumption waS}fhe
main object Qf hippo hunting among these people.

Hipbo hunfing among the Bakenhe compared well with that of the
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Basuba people (Muiche) from Muhuru Bay at the border of Kenya and Tangania,
These people used basically similar instruments, dug-out canoes, and spears
or harpoons, The latter were made by iron workers belonging to Wakienga
cla.n.20

The primary economic pursuit of the Bakenhe in Lake Kyoga and its
swampy environs was fishing., The Bakenhe fishermen used different

methods of production to catch or trap fish in the waters of the Lake.

But these methods of fishing Qere subject to the water depths the type
of fish to be caught or trapped; and £he season of the year. The
methods included spearing fish using harpoons, baskets (enjeru), hook
and lirte (malobo), fixed reed fences and seiﬁes.

Of all the instrument of fish production used by these people
the non=return baskets (enjeru) was the most impressive and ingenious
one, They were made of thé stiff rind of the raphia palm frondsg
papyrus; reeds or the stems of certain wiry creepers, A wide mouthed
basket with a short funnel stem pésses into another basket with a long
funnel, and this discharges into a largeish chamber of the same wicker-
work which has a hole at the back through which fish are taken ouf.
These weir baskets are usually fixed in a horizontal position with stone
weights, and more often placed across the neck of a small.inlet or
gults Sometimes large baskets of about 6-feet diameter and inches
mesh are put between a row of stakes fixed in the mud, often as many
as 50 baskets in a row.21 These baskets were weaved and operated by
men, and they belonged to individual fishermen in a given household
family, There were fwo types of seines operated by the Bakenhe fishermen,
The first one was operated from the floating papyrus islands. Fishermen
stood on the floating islands and propelled them with long poles in a
circle sweeping the fish before them into baskets. It involved more
labour power. At least six men were required for punting and each man
had his own few.baskets. As a method of fishing, it was only operational
in good weather, as it was coaducted mainly at night and at best times
as it was a hazardous business. - The catch dbnsisrud of nandere (tilapia),
and as many as 40 or more of these could be caught per Dbasket in one

22
nlg‘ht.
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The second type of seining was opérated from the sandy beaches.
In this case fish are driven towards the baskets by men wading into
the shallow water‘of the Lake, carrying after them a rude kind of seine
made of long strips of papyrus stalks or banana leaves fastened to a
floating or a sunken line., This seine is gradually drawn in towards
the narrower part where the baskets are placéd, and.thé fish in this
way_driven into the baksets, or may be driven right to the shore without
the use of baskets at all., The catch consisted of tilapia (nandgre),
labeo (ningu), haplochromis (nkejje), engraulypris (mukene)s. The catch(es)
were normally shared among the fishermen for consumption. This form of
seining also involved communal labour, mainlyimen.

The seine was considered property of the family, with the head of
SRS TRl s el et R, Gl Btk e s~ W uay

. dominant position in its opefation, and use and distribution of the
catch.,- The*crew operated as co-owners of the ihstrument(s) of production,
and each had equal right or say over the seine, the production process,
and the products.

The Bakenhe fishermen also employed long line (malobo) to catch
fish, These lines had floats and stone wéights, and were set from rafts
or dug-out cances along the shore line. Tﬁey mainly caught lungfish
(mamba), mudfish (male), bagrus (semutﬁndu), 1ébeo (ninzu) and barbus.
For baits these fishermen used fingerlings of tilapia, worms and small
fish species liké haplochromi (nkejje). The use of long line followed
the acquisition of iron hooks from the BunyorofKitara traders, who sold
their goods to the people of northern Busoga at Kasato, Bukungu, Kidera,
Iyingo along the séuthern shores of Lake Kyoga.

Bakenhe women and boys also fished using single line (rod. and line)
from rafts or dug—out canoes in the shallow waters of the Lake. The
fish fence traps were bullt by the Bakenhe along the skoreline. Part
of the trgp consisted_of two-reed fences anéled to one another with a
small gap at the apex through which fish enter but thch they cannot
locate to go out as it/;imost invisible from inside the trap.  The

fence was. the propsrty of a househcld, and it was checked every morning

(Mq(,l et ‘Mj @1/*‘01')2-9 7‘;\6“@}:)52}’__ : M of ‘ﬁnéf,}rmosb wag done
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by men assisted by their sons who in the process acquired the knowledge
of eonstructing the same.24 When a man was constructing a fence
—trap (likwira) no woman might approach it. He lived apart from his
wife (or wives) and might not wash or eat fish until he had tested his
fence, When he caught fish, these first lot were cooked and eaten as
a sacred mealhby members §f the household, and extended family.25
In the dry season(s) the Bakenhe fishermen banded together for communal
fish hunt, These fishermen démned the channel of the swamp at particular
points, and then moved up the stream up to the.dam, The men used spears
and when near the dam the conical shaped basket are thrust in the mud,
If fish is caught it ié removed through the hole/on the side of the
basket near the apex. Women at times used canoe-shaped dip baskets with
which they scooped up the mud and then sort out the catches of small
mommyrid, haplochromis (nkigej and barbel. During such dry spells
when the water were at a low ebb, even hands could be used to dig out

fish hidden underneath, /And the fish caught or trapped were for

. 2
consumption, and only exchanged to acquire other usevalue products.

Unit of Production

+ The basic unit of production wes the household, save in the seining
form of fish production where members of different households,: belonging
to the same extended family worked cooperatively. TFishermen were primaril;
co-owners of the instruments of preduction (crnkts-and gears), and had

direct control over the process of production and distribution of the

catch(es). In the course of fishing the crew members operated as equals,

and all and sundry decided on whether it was opportune to go to the lake /)
and fish or not. \\e— ok &133‘:“&‘&“

There was a division of labour based on age and sex and the nature
of work among the Bakenhe fishing Community. Mgn went to the Lake to
fish and bring the catch ashoré. They were also the ones responsiblé
for weaving fishing baskets, construction of fence—traps and fishing
canoes and rafts,

The Bakenhe women specialised in the prog%ssing of fish with the

assistance of children for immediate use at home., They scaled and gutted

fish at the landing beach, and then tock them home for cooking.
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- Part of the catch were preserved, They were either smoked or sun-dried,

Women also participated in actual fishing by using single line
from the floating islands or dug-out canoes in the shallow waters of the
lake, Young boys and girls assisted their parents with the collection
of firewood for cooking and smoking fish, They also looked after fish
left in the sun to dry. Such fish were often eatén by monitor-lizard
(enswaswa) and birds like hammerhead stock, hawks etc. In fact young
boys did ;Ere than that. They acted as apprentices to their parents,
as they were weaving baskets, constructing fence traps, hollowing
dug=out canoes or moulding hooks (malobo) etc., and in turn they learnt
about fishing, and how to make the fishing instruments.

Perhaps the important question to pose is whether there was aﬁything
in the structure of the canoce fishing as a form of production that more
or less determined the sexual division of labour or whether it was a
matter of what Marx éalled;

"an extension of the natural division of labour imposed
by the family" 27 , '

The meaning of the word "natural® (natural wiichsig) in this context
could refer toc heavy and laborious nature of canoce fishing in Lake
Kyoga. The dug-out canoces were propelled by human labours Besides that,

the process of fish production entailed paddling to the fishing grounds,

\gvﬁf;etting the long lines (malobo), baskets (enjeru), and returning regularly
A}

mendr
to inspect the catch, and the subsequent medgggéjéf baskets, fixed fences,

i&ﬁireplaqing floats and stone weights, hooks and repairing the canoes,

\
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A1l these tasks left the fisherman with very little time to engage

in the processing and preservation of fish once brought ashore, Further-
more some of the fishing took place at night, and of néecessity women
remained behind to look after. children.,

It is therefore logical for us to deducé that there existed a
iimited and rudimentary division of‘labour among the Bakenhe fishing
community of Lake Kyoga and' its swampy environs, and that this kind of
division is complementary and not antagonistic, as in a class society,

In any case all these fishermen had access to the instruments
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of fish production, and the fishing ground, and hence had not developed

antagonistic relations,

Production of Use-Values

The primg object of fish production was to satisfy immediate needs,
consunption, The Bakenhe fishérmen engaged in the industry not to
acquire wealth, but for self-sustenance, that is their own "material"
repyoduction" as individuals and as part of the widei comrunity. The
bulk of the fish caught were consumed, . The rest were either smoked or
sun-dried for future use. At the landing beach(es) part of the catches
were doled out to those who assisted the fishermen to land and unload
fish fpom the canoce, or to old and disabled people who could not go to
the lake,

The Bakenhe made use of their environment to mould efficient
instruments of production and consumption. However; like all peoples
without a widely extended system of communications' and trade, they
depended entirely on their environment. Local® natural vicissitﬁdes
such as drought, or floods, br storms, meant famine and movement to
them., They were further affected by certain physieal characteristécs
of their habitat which constrained their techniques and limitedA@SE;s

of settlement.

opecialisation

Specialisation among the Bakenhe was rather limited. However,
particular clans specialized in certain cr;ftmanship. The leading
craftsmen among them were canoce-builders., The cance builders often de~
voted more time to their crafts than did their household or villagemates;
they did not, however, specialise to the exclusion of the ordinary

T
work required for every adult who did the work., They remained actively

involved in fishing. In any case most dug=out cances were hewn during

the dry seasons, and canoe~builders were not full-time specialists,

awnre : _
exchange-value, but toﬁpse—value products for the household and the

and were, therefore, not engaged in the craftsmanship for purposes of

community at large. This point is reinforced by Raymond when discussing



=1

the activities of the islanders of Tikopia in the Salomon archipelago
in the Pacific. He notes:
"Bvery Tikopia man is an agriculturalist and a fisherman,
and to some extent a worker in woodj every woman weeds
plantaticns, uses her scooper net on the reef heats
bark cloth and plaits mats. Such specialisation as
exists in the development of extra capacity in a craft

and not the practice of the craft to the exclusion of other
cthers"28

F%é*ﬁds observation about the Tikopia man is applicable to the Bakenhe
of Lake Kyoga, In fact what he.articulates on the social organization
of the islanders of Tikopia is iisg?r?ip¥eat all stages of mankind's
economic deveiopment.: the division of labour betweén sexes, That is
to say that any society characterized by a low level of technology, and
whose production and reproduction is largely linked to the environmental
constraints, needs the labour services of every member, and the social
norms prevailing at the time militates against accumulation in excess
of,tﬁe averagé, end no adult has the option of holding back from parti-
cipating in labour,  Every member of the society is a worker, save the
aged, young children and disabled. But even these categories of people
are assigned some duties i.e tendering children, handgofk,and locking
after fowls and other domestic property.

Usually the weaving of fishing baskets (enjeru), plaiting carpets,
mats and bags wers commonly practised by the Bakenhe men and women.
Often draffsmanship were undertaken at frec 'times' when people were
not engaged in fishing, hunting or collecting of water lily tubers.

At such times, the Bukenhe men and women would also go swimming, and the
young boys and girls would either be ensaged in the making of mock crafts
and gears. However, the presence of numerous crocodiles (gonya), snakes,
hippopotami and mosquitoes wexe comstraints as ﬁany a time swimmers
fell victims of maraudiqg crocodiles in the_Léke.

Some of the fishermen and their Qémen also specialized in weaving
of baskets, or carpets made of papyrus stalks or wiry_créepgrs, plaiting

mats, and weaving bags.
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- Exchange

For many years there was a limited degree of trade among the Bakenhe
and their neighbours., This kind of trade was facilitated by friends
and relatives, and was largely casual and ocassional., But the trade
was relatively undeﬁeloped, consisting of the barter of usevalues products.
The. use-values products traded could not strictly be termed "surplus"
because they consituted a part of necessary consumption, balancing

production excess in one good with deficits in another".

As few of the Bakenhe lived on the mainland and practised agricu-
ltural food production, they relied on their neighbours for the supply
of obugeke (dried banana), grains, sweet potatoes (emb%}i), goats,
etc., These they exchanged with fresh, smoked or dried fisﬁ.

Furthermore as we noted above, the commodity most lacking in
the floating islands and swampy environs of lLake Kyoga«was/is the iron
stone with which to make iron ores for axes, hoes, hooks, knives as
well as prongs for fish spears. For such items the Bakgnhe used to
be absolutely dependent upon outside people. They often made journeys
in a dozen canoes up: to Kasato. They‘went with fish)mats, baskets
and hippo meat to barter.for requirements: of hoes, axes, hooks,
kni?es and. spears and bark clothes. In mass they were able to brave
the lake and also have greater confidence and leeway to bargaining
with the Banyoro and Budiope traders.

In Bunyoro as Bazaara puts it: Iron deposits were found in
various parts of the country like at Bujenje, Masindi, Kyempisi and

29

Kiryana". The southern shores of Lake Kyoga, that is northern
Busoga on the contrar} was not endowed with iren deposits, and hence
the people relied extensi;;ly on imported iron tools. To quote
Bazaara again:

"Apart from the hoes, the iron industry produced axes

for futting down trees, knives for domestic work,
spears for hunting and defence and hooks for fishing."Bo

The Bunyoro traders also supplied these people with salt. Lake
Kyoga Region had no salt licks. Salt was made by burning reeds and other

water plants, and passing water through the ash , The water is then
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boiled and étrained‘énd a rough gray salt is made. This kind of salt
was of poor quality comparedlto&salt (omunyo) coming from Bunyoro-Kitara,
Hence the people of the Region relied on salt from Kitara which reached
them through Kidera Peninsula at Kasato.

The contacts between the Bakenhe and their neighbours were not
very extensive, and even after the introduction of cowrie shells as a
medium of exchange in the mid-nineteenth century, barter of use-values
products continued as the principal form of exchange among the peoples
of Lake Kyoga, especially the Bakenhe. In'fact the impact of regional
trade on the Bakenhe eéonomy and 35cial ofganisation remained limited.
Thus the sustenance of the society and its members remained the principal
driving force behind trade adventures, and not the accumulation
of wealth, as the commodities bartered by the Bakenhe did not reproduce
themselves, Above all there was no class of middlemen who specialised
in trade, those who paddled their canoes to Kasato and . other landing
beaches to barter fish, meat, mats, gaskets etec for 'foreigﬁi goods
were themselves actively engaged in fishing, They did engage in
trade oﬁiy to realize use-value products produced elsewhere, and which
they could not produce in their immédiate environment,

However, with the rise of states in northern Busoga, the command
of canoes permitted the Bakenhe to serve as important functionaries
of state organization, controlling landing beaches; and ferriage,
handling trade and fishing, Thése were mainly the Bakenhe who lived
on the firmland. The majority of the Bakenhe as we noted before
left the firmland, and went.to settle in the floating papyrus
islands of Lake Kyoga. This saved them from being caught in the
cross=fires of the feuding warlords of the burgeéning states in
Busoga..31 Invariably the command of: the duzs-out canoes enabled the
Bakenhe to escape the subjection experienced by their contemporaries
in the states., They 1 propelled the oanoes.into the thick and swampy
areas of the Lake which were not easily accessible to the rulers
of Busogd states and their retinues, whenever they felf:ﬁkug%%égggC/

or oftacked,

s
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. buted to the process of socio-economic: foriations Amons then’ i
in the: precolonial era. To use Mukherjee's own‘WofﬁSé"“*

"The Bakenhe having cut themselves off from the mainland,
and living at a very low stage of economic development
(being interested. in fishing% their social orgeni%ation
remained essentially tribalti?

%

The Bakenhe llved on clan bas1s, and each, clan had 1ts own v111age.
There was 'no person respon31b1e forthe government of . the whole

tribe° each had 1ts own headman . to whom members look for advice

33

and redreso should there be any dlspute among_members"l 7 The clan

head was eleoted by hlS male clenmates. The clan leaders had the

mandate of these people who at the same‘tlme had the rlght to get

SR Let! 2o B Gt 87 U HDANW Fadban  led  wiaww

rid of thoee who proved lncupable and 1nefflcient 1n dlscharglng ‘

1

Y

their dutles. As Roscoe obeerves’

»

L MDhe headran is®ehosenh by the clan when a vacancy occurs
through death, When chosen a man hold office until
death, unless he forfzits his right through vice or in
some ways shows he is unworthy and incapable of ful-
filling his duties, Such cases were rare"34 léﬁan
authority was, therefore, restricted to men, and women and
children 4id not directly participate in choosing the
clan heads, and it was assumed that their interests were
catered for by the male adults. There was hence discri-
mination based on age and sex, which is characteristic
of transitory societies.
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-$ﬁ thé~abaen0§'dfrw ruking crassfllvingeOn the sdeat of ordinary

menbexsjofrthﬁtOQmmunlty, thédBakenhe flshefmen‘had no compulsory tri-
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butes  to pay to their cldn heads,ﬁth’were ﬁhémselVes also enggged
;n productive activities. .The fishermen did not pay any taxation,
"except when there was a case to be tried, when the parties concerned
pay an amount of fish to the headmanm btfore the actiqn is commenced,
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they sometlmes paid a goat".”” . Such fees were only paid if the issue

of”
at stake was the sort/problom that could 00851bly lead to the spllt
of the clan or more specifically where loss of life was involved,

~—% The goat or ckicken would be slaughtered and sacrifice made to

. appease the gods and ancestral splrlts.

.. This sometimes led to difference in wealth but these dlffere-
nces wer; seldom‘on avlarge.scale; The socio=-economic:* functlons and
wealth 6f differént famiiies Wer; offen too similar to glve rise to
social‘différentiatioﬁ. Above all wlven the: soc1al organlzatlon
of'fﬁé,éoéiéty, whiéh Qasibas?d-on_kinship'(clan)y'the headman was
mer@ly'the.embbdiment ofﬁ%he cbamunal customs: and ri%es,;thé correct
fulfillment of which hs ensured when discharging his responsibilities.,

For example if a fisherman drowned in the Lake, the head fisherman

took charge of the ceremoniss for the propitiation of the spirits
of the Lake, During such a time fishing would cease for several
days and ceremonies held, A red sheep was slaughtered, chopped up and
thrown in the water, and this was foliowed by a sacrifice of.a white
coek which was roasted, eaten and its bones thrown irito the Lake,
Under the direction of head fisherman Egg; was brewed and various
dances performed, with frequent prayéré askinz fhe‘spirits of the
Lake to keep fishermen safe and continue to provide them’wifh
abundant fishes. At the same time the canoe which caused the death
of the fisherman or fishsrmen woyld néf be used for a yeaf or more
depending on the number of peopie who drowned,

It is evident from the foéegoing analysis that the Bakenhe
due to the low level of their technology did not have control

over their physical environment, and hence whenever there were
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deaths caused by accidents or epidemic diseases, or decline in

the number of fish caught, they would attribute them to the super-

49 thepa

natural forces, Deathsvitherefore, occured whenever the spirits

of the Lake were angered, and so/gﬁgid future occurences sacrifices
of éhe type alluded to above would be offered to appease the spirits.
Such practices also demonstrated the céntral place of the canoe

in the fishing industry at this period. Fishing was essentially a
religious écti?itj charactérized by the worship, praise, thank giving
and dedication at the time of -cutting the tree, hollowing the canoe,
its launching at the beach and when it capsized. and the religious
aépect of the pre-colonial Békenhe community must be grasped on the
basis of their concfete material conditions. As Marx said: "All
religioNee.eso is nothing but the fantastic reflection in men's

minds of those external forces which control their daily life,

a reflection in_which the terrestial forces assume the form of
supernatural forces".315
Tribal democracy hence remained the cornerstone of the

Bakenhe social organization in the precolonial era,

The Bakenhe were numerically small, and as such they made
very little impact, if any, on the other communities of the southern
sﬁores of Lake Kyoga. This as Mukherdee articulates:

Meese 18 a common trait.of communities who maintain

a secluded life in unfavourable regions, so that

neither internal or externmal forces could initiate

signifi-ant changes in their societ;gé_le ding
them out of their tribal existence". 3'?

The Bakenhe as a community lived as equals, dha'every adult had
AS .
access to the means of production, and%ﬁgy therefore, expected to

participate in the process of production. In their daily activities,

these people behaved '"not as labourers but as owners of the instrume-

t

-

. 2B
nts of production and as members of a community who also labour"¢3

o, Conclusion

The Bakenhe was, therefore, a communal, "classless"

society where the prime object of production and exchange was to
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promote or satisfy the material needs of society, and in which each
person had an obligation to render assistance to his fellow kinsmen
in need of agsistance to overcone their unusual burdens, And for many
years even the Bakénhe women related to the means of production and
reproduction as owners and had a say over the use of their products,
womern
ThlS is not say that the Bakenhe/were equal to men., They were not
as the payment of bride wealth gave men authority over their wives,
and hence subordination of the latter., But they were not subject to
similar conditions as their cowterparts elsewhere in Busoga, Buganda,
Bunyoro, etc., who were bartered or exchanged for grains, iron, hoes,
spears, and at times even sold as slaves.: A social structure broader
than the clan was not yet formed.

It was, however, not a static society. Its increasing comtacts
with neighbouring peoples especially in the second half of the
nineteenth century were gradually, but steadily sowing seeds of trans-—
formation, They had trade like links with Basogaz, Iteso, Jopadhola,
Langi'and Banyoro, and these relations were becoming more and more

regular towards the end of the nineteenth century.

e

gyﬁ Perhaps equally important was the functionary roles they were
Q\éégﬁ playing for the rulers of the burgeoning states of northern Busoga

Jflike Bulamogi and Bugabula, as controlling the landing beaches, and

%

§%§$ ferriage and. handling of érade across the Lake, and Mpologo%%ﬂalaba
: Riversg,. 4 : e
The Bakenhe were thus not completely cut off from the outside
weorld, and with time and spéce such céntacts were bound to influence
the nature and trend of social formations of the community. But in
1894 Ugande was declared a British Protectorate, and this set in
motion new socio=-economic forces which later_on shaped the @&ynamics
of socio=-economic deveiopments améng the Bakénhe, and the peoples of
Uganda as a whole, . | “\Y\\oC’»A f‘;vfwj’r{ : @
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4e Ingham,ﬂ oy A History of East AfrlCd, Longman, London, 1970,
Pe 38

He Cohen, D,W, Historical Tyadition of Busoga, Oxford

- University Press,London, 1972, p.123

6, I owe a great deal to Kisolo Kaundo, Onyango Otakna,
Stephen Augo and Alfred Obenge Kalyoch on this point.

T Cohen, D.W. opecit., p.130.

8. Ibid’

Qe ° Langlands, B.W. Notes on the Geography of settlement

of Ethnicity in Uganda,.Department of Geogrephy,
Makerere University, Occassional Paper No.62,

1975, p+130.

TEe See Ngobi Robert, The Fishing Industfy in Lake Kiogas
8 A Case of Iyingo Fishing Village, B.A. Dissertation,
Dept. . of Geography, Makerere UanPrSlty, Kamppala, 1983.

5 See Marx, Ke Pre—Capltallst Bconomlc Formations,
translated by Jack Cohen, International Publishers,
New York, 1966, p.68.

2. By ecology I mean the sum total of climate, soil, negata-
tional, animal, fish, insects and human resources of the -
Lake Kyoga complex. ¢

13 See Beadley LiC, The Inland Waters of Tropiéal Africa,
Longman, 1974, pp.244-45. ,

14. Ibid. Also discussions with the elders in the region
do corraborate the same. :

154 0Pe CLE, Pe198.
16, Ibid,

1T Blablo Klbangall of Bukungu Fishing Village gave this
' valuable information in December,” 1984, -

18, Ibid,
19 I owe this information to elders at Bukungu, Kyankole,
Iyingo, Kiwantama, and Kibare along the southern shores of

. Lake Kyoga. (Sept./Dec. 1984.)

20. Wakienga is one of the Basuba clans, who specialized in iron-
werking in the pre-colonizl era. They settled in Rusinga islcnd
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