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Before I left on ISP, Baba Jack lent me a great essay by Friedrich 

Nietzsche (admittedly, the only Nietzsche I’ve ever read) called The Use 

and Abuse of History. With no intention of spending the next thirty 

pages swimming around dense German philosophy, I will cite the 

essay’s main points here so that they might lurk beneath the surface, as 

they did during my study period. History, he says, comes in three 

varieties, each one useful to an extent but dangerous in excess: 

monumental, antiquarian, and critical
1
. 

“What is the use to modern 

man of this ‘monumental’ 

contemplation of the past, 

this preoccupation with the 

rare and classic? It is the 

knowledge that the great 

thing existed and was 

therefore possible; and so 

may be possible again.” 

“How could history serve life 

better than by anchoring 

peoples to the homes of their 

ancestors…the happiness of 

knowing one’s growth to be 

not merely arbitrary and 

fortuitous but the inheritance, 

the fruit and blossom, of a past 

that does not merely justify but 

crowns the present.” 

“Men must have the strength to 

break up the past, and apply it, too, 

in order to live. He must bring the 

past to the bar of judgment, 

interrogate it remorselessly, and 

finally condemn it.” 
QuickTime™ and a

 decompressor
are needed to see this picture.

Cover Images, clockwise from top: Jumatitu, farmer 
from Mgwashi; Mwanamvua, tailor from Mgwashi; 

Picture-requesting children from Mgwashi. 

Source: Kerry Martin, April 9th/14th/22nd, 2014. 
Right Image: Nietzsche 

Source: David Levine, 1980, New York Review of 

Books, NYBooks.com 
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Claire, Abu, and me in Sagara village, nearby Mgwashi. 

Source: Emma Chapman, April 23rd, 2014 
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Abstract 

This study’s goals were twofold: first to collect this history of the Sambaa ethnic group 

according to a non-random sampling of its members in the predominantly-Sambaa village of 

Mgwashi; and second, to determine how this knowledge is distributed, preserved, valued, and 

lost in Mgwashi, as well as how it relates to language, culture, and identity. Avoiding 

presuppositions, I made no hypotheses about the Wasambaa’s specific history. However, I 

estimated that older people would know more history, identify more strongly as Msambaa, and 

have more faith in the preservation of Sambaa language, culture, and history than younger 

generations have. After conducting 67 semi structured interviews and 2 focal groups with 

Wasambaa elders, parents, students, teachers, and other professionals in Mgwashi village 

between April 7
th

 and April 23
rd

, 2014, I found that older people, especially men, do in fact know 

more extensive and specific Sambaa history than younger people—concerning topics such as 

Sambaa traditions, celebrations, religion, communal spirit, colonial exploitation, ethnobotony, 

agriculture, and others—but having this knowledge is not a correlate for believing in its 

preservation. Wasambaa who know less about their own history have more confidence in its 

never-ending preservation, despite being living evidence of the contrary. Those who know the 

history often don’t teach it or teach it only to a few people, and some grieve the public’s neglect 

of ethnic history in lieu of other matters. And since virtually no one is recording Sambaa history, 

Wasambaa tend to give each other the responsibility of spreading and preserving it, a 

responsibility which, in the face of Westernization, formal education, Christianity, Islam, and 

other external, diluting forces, few people take into their own hands.  
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Glossary 

A note on Kiswahili affixes: There are several basic prefixes in Kiswahili which change the 

meaning of their root, and which I have used with relative frequency throughout this paper. 

First, the prefix M- refers to one individual, meaning that Msambaa is one member of the 

Sambaa ethnic group, Mtanzania is one Tanzanian person, mzee is one elder, etc. The plural 

form of this prefix is Wa-, so Wasambaa is Sambaa people, Watanzania are Tanzanians, 

wazee are elders, and so on. The prefix Ki- refers to a language, making Kisambaa the 

language of the Wasambaa, and Kiswahili the language of the Waswahili, and now, of all 

Watanzania. The prefix Ku- usually indicates a verb in its infinitive form; this prefix is 

replaced with a subject and tense prefix in most conjugations. The suffix -Ni pluralizes the 

object of a word: Asante means thank you to one person, Asanteni to multiple.  

asante: thank you, or a small cash tip 

askari: wildlife ranger, guard 

baba: father 

babu: grandfather 

Bantu: group encompassing many of 

Tanzania’s tribes and languages 

biashara: business 

bibi: grandmother 

bora: best 

CCM: Nyerere’s party, still in power 

Chaga: tribe near Mt. Kilimanjaro 

duka: small store 

Hadzabi: hunter-gatherer tribe in Tanz. 

Julius Nyerere: Tanzania’s first president, 

ruled for 24 years, called Mwalimu 

mama: mother 

Marahaba: response to Shikamoo, lit. 

“Do it seven times.” 

Mgwashi: town in West Usambara Mts. 

mkulima/wakulima: farmer(s) 

mwalimu/walimu: teacher(s) 

mwanafunzi/wanafunzi: student(s) 

mzazi/wazazi: parent(s) 

mzee/wazee: elder(s) 

mzungu/wazungu: outsider(s), white(s) 

nchi: country 

piki-piki: motorcycle 

pole: sorry, expression of sympathy 

rafiki/marafiki: friend(s) 

Sambaa: tribe from West Usambara Mts. 

sana: very (much) 

shamba: farm 

Shikamoo: term of respect, lit. “May I 

hold your feet?” 

Tanga: coastal city, region in Northeast 

Tanganyika: name of Tanzania before 

combining with Zanzibar in 1964 

TSH: Tanzanian shillings, 1600 in 1USD 

Ujamaa: post-colonial period of 

socialism under Mwalimu Nyerere
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Introduction 

Time and time again, it’s not until I reach a place that I resign myself to its complexity. 

This planet is convoluted enough looking from America outward, and by now, I’ve given up on 

this notion that getting out and seeing things with my own eyes brings clarity. Clarity is 

inauthentic. Go far and deep, and find a thousand new stories, all equally true and false and 

contradictory. That’s the trouble with human history: it’s everywhere around, constantly 

becoming, and therefore inaccessible, impossible. 

Yet, as the cars climbed the West Usambara crags, bouncing up roads unfit for tourism, 

past steep shambas that barely feed the endless roadside children, the first piki-pikis and Coca-

Colas sprouting from the dukas with shy modernity, and the faces staring for genuine curiosity 

instead of a ten dollar photo-op, in those bumpy moments, for me, the pursuit of history 

transformed. These weren’t the attractions of some cultural tourism production or some 

anthropologist’s adventure story; these weren’t the tell-tale Maasai, powerful Chaga, primitive 

Hadzabi, their stories retold and reinvented since they first struck a nerve in the mzungu 

imagination; these Sambaa people, tucked in this ancient forest in the mountains, lived how they 

did simply to live, and if they had pride in their way of life, it was from and for themselves alone. 

For this, I studied the Wasambaa’s history. Picturesque as their farms and hilltop hamlets 

are, the Wasambaa possess an everyday quality that absolves them of all pretension and novelty. 

Several Wamaasai I had spoken to fancy their history and culture Tanzania’s best; I never heard 

such things from Wasambaa, not because their history and culture are at all lesser, but simply 

because they are further isolated, strangers to the anthropological spotlight. Studying Sambaa 

history, apart from being fun and fascinating, has helped me escape the Africa fantasy that 

Tanzania’s better-known tribes, whether performing or not, keep alive. 

Maybe I’m still deceived, still twisted by deep, hidden Africa fantasies of my own; but 

my experience and research in this country have been convoluted enough to dispel any shallow 

myths and raise me into healthy disorientation. The history I’ve heard and here recorded is 

contradictory and inconclusive, and therefore, authentic. It neither glorifies nor demonizes the 

Wasambaa, it neither helps nor hurts them. But it complicates any simplifications that I or any 

reader of this might make in the future, about the Wasambaa or Tanzania or anyone or anywhere 

else. Rightfully so, I’d say, after realizing history’s biggest lesson:  every conception is a 

misconception to someone. 
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Study Question 

What is the history of the Sambaa ethnic group, according to a non-random sample of its 

members in Mgwashi? What are its cultural traditions? How does the nature, depth, and 

importance of this knowledge differ between different age groups and sexes within my sample? 

How is knowledge of ethnic history related to language, culture, and identity?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hypothesis 

Elders of all professions, education levels, and sexes will know more about Sambaa 

history than younger generations. They will care more about its preservation, they will teach it to 

younger generations, and therefore they will have more faith that it will not disappear. They will 

also identify more as Wasambaa than as Watanzania, and they will cite their values, religion, 

customs, and way of life as rooted in Sambaa history. Younger generations, however, will know 

less Sambaa history due to the growth of Western education and the spread of modern, Western 

ideas and commodities. They will identify more strongly as Watanzania than Wasambaa. If they 

do know Sambaa history or value it in any way, it will be for the preservation of history alone, 

not the practices and religion that it describes. 

Image 1: Idi Saidi, tailor in Mgwashi. 

Source: Kerry Martin, April 10th, 2014 
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Study Site Description 

Like a massive, crumbling wall, the Eastern Arc Mountains run down almost parallel to 

the coast of Tanzania, a few hundred kilometers inland from the Indian Ocean. Its individual 

ranges, oftentimes small and surrounded only by arid plains and valleys, are islands of moisture 

and biodiversity. The moist monsoonal winds that blow east from the Ocean, whose fluctuations 

create Tanzania’s wet and dry seasons, are captured by these mountains and their rainforests. The 

West Usambara Mountains, the range in which I did my study, is no exception; surrounded by 

flat, scrubby grasslands and sisal plantations, the West Usambara provide a pocket of wet and 

fertile land that attracts many different plants, animals, and of course, human beings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The West Usambara have been inhabited for millennia by pastoralists and agriculturalists, 

who have grown rice, beans, tomatoes, maize, bananas, and other water-heavy crops in its slopes 

and valleys. The Wasambaa and other groups arrived during the Bantu Migration between a 

thousand and two thousand years ago, bringing with them their crops and languages. The 

region’s richness in natural resources has allowed it to sustain a fairly dense population for 

centuries, and it even housed a stable and prosperous Sambaa empire, the Kilindi Dynasty, that 

ruled the region for much of the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries. However, its high population, quality of 

land, and proximity to the coast made it a prime target for Omani Arab slave raiders, who had 

moved their capital to Zanzibar in the early 19
th

 century. The slave trade, in which Arabs coerced 

many local chieftains into selling their own people to work on plantations in the region, on 

Figure 1: Map of Tanzania and the West Usambara’s location in 

it. My study took place in Mgwashi from April 7th to 23rd, 2014. 

Sources: ILiveToTravel.me and IrenteBiodiversityReserve.org 
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Image 2: Mgwashi village, Mgwashi A hamlet. 

Source: Kerry Martin, April 11th, 2014 

Zanzibar, or back in Oman, forced many Wasambaa to flee further into the mountains, causing 

land conflicts and disrupting the political, commercial, and agricultural order the kingdom had 

built. When German colonizers arrived in the 1890s, they found the region in disarray, and they 

continued exploiting the Wasambaa on coffee and tea plantations. Following World War I, the 

Treaty of Versailles placed the German colony Tanganyika in the hands of the newly-formed 

League of Nations; it essentially became an extension of the British Empire, though unlike with 

its colony Kenya, Britain had no direct colonial obligation to “develop” or “civilize” Tanganyika 

and spent the next forty years extracting its resources and leaving little behind
2
. 

Since independence, the Wasambaa and its neighboring groups—the Wapare, Wabundi, 

Wazigua, Wambugu, Wahehe, and others
3
—have continued to grow, cultivate, and utilize the 

land. The West Usambara rainforests, though still 

mostly obscure to tourists and social researchers, has 

caught the eye of conservationists, who have 

attempted to protect the forests from their neighboring 

populations. But as the region’s towns, roads, and 

peoples keep expanding at a staggering rate, its scars 

deepen, and “Even to the casual observer, West 

Usambara’s mountain landscape suggests a history of 

ecological degradation and decline
4
.” 

The Sambaa ethnic group—also known as the Shambaa or Shambala—has called the 

West Usambara its home for many centuries. The Wasambaa actually encompass several smaller 

groups, but these lines have become too blurry to distinguish after generations of intermarriage 

and cohabitation
5
. They speak Kisambaa, a Bantu language that, despite structural commonalities 

and cognates, is not mutually intelligible with Kiswahili. Little information is readily available 

about the Wasambaa, and estimates of their total population range from 445,000
6
 to 664,000

7
.  

In the midst of all this, the village of Mgwashi spreads over the hilltops, a center of 

commerce for the smaller hamlets nearby but a far cry from the region’s larger towns like 

Bumbuli, Soni, and Lushoto. Mgwashi village, according to the village chairman, has 3,923 

people (1,894 men and 2,029 women), 781 homes, two primary schools, one secondary school, 

two mosques, and three churches. The village is divided into six hamlets: Mgwashi A, Mgwashi 

B, Kito, Kishewa, Shemghogho, and Kizelui
8
.  
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Methods 

During the first two weeks, from April 7
th

 to 11
th

, April 14
th

 to 17
th

, and April 19
th

, I 

conducted semi-structured independent interviews with a non-random sample of my sampling 

frame, the Wasambaa in Mgwashi village, chosen by my translator Abraham, or Abu.  Each day 

we would walk from Mazumbai to Mgwashi, arriving at around 11am, and conduct five to ten 

interviews with people at their homes, businesses, or just sitting around. Interviews took 

anywhere from five to twenty minutes, depending on the knowledge and chattiness of the 

respondents. I divided respondents into three sampling populations, Elders (50+), Parents (21-

49), and Youth (20-), and I loosely tried to balance out the three populations by asking Abu to 

seek out the groups I had interviewed less. In addition, I visited the secondary school in town to 

get the student and teacher perspective. I also tried to have an even split of men and women.  

I succeeded in interviewing 67 individuals during these first two weeks, but my 

distribution between the sample populations and sexes could have been better. Out of 67 total, 18 

were Elders, 36 were Parents, and 13 were Youth. I also ended up with more Males than 

Females, 41 and 26 respectively. The majority of my respondents were farmers, as are the 

majority of Mgwashi residents, but I intentionally (and sometimes accidentally) found people of 

other professions in order to hear a diversity of perspectives: 38 Farmers, 10 Students, 5 

Teachers, 8 Retail Businesspeople, and 6 Other Professionals. Abu may have sought out more 

educated people, unbeknownst to me. However, I discovered that at least two of my respondents 

were not Wasambaa, which obviously limited their ability to recite Sambaa history or weigh in 

on issues concerning Sambaa history.  

To these 67 people, after asking their name, age, number of children, profession, and 

education level, I asked the same six study questions, included in the appendices of this paper. 

These questions were designed to ascertain several things about the respondents: their knowledge 

of Sambaa history; their preference between Wasambaa knowing Sambaa or Tanzanian and 

African history; whether they think Sambaa history is being forgotten; whether they think 

Tanzania is unified; whether they think Sambaa language and culture will be forgotten; and 

whether they identify more as Wasambaa or Watanzania. Some of these questions had sub-

questions that I would ask depending on their answers, such as where they learned Sambaa 

history, to whom they teach it, how they think Sambaa history is lost or preserved, etc. I 

conducted my first three interviews on my first study day with a different set of questions, 
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lacking these sub-questions; this question set limited my ability to gather data from people who 

knew no Sambaa history, so that evening, I amended my questions to the ones I used for the rest 

of the time. Also, after each interview, I paid my respondents TSH 1,000 as an asante and asked 

if they would let me take a photograph of them.  

During the third week, I conducted two focal groups—one with five men and one with 

five women, each group containing both Elders and Parents—in order to delve deeper into 

historical issues I had heard mentioned over the past two weeks. These focal groups lasted about 

an hour and a half each, as I asked questions about Sambaa life before, during, and after 

colonialism, Sambaa traditions, celebrations, and religion, Sambaa perspectives on Christianity, 

Islam, Mwalimu Nyerere, Ujamaa, modern times, Westernization, and other topics. I also asked 

their feelings about some of my findings and some of the major contradictions in my data. 

The ways these groups were organized were different and may have skewed the 

information gathered from them: I found a few possibly Muslim men on the side of the road who 

called over their friends to participate in an impromptu focal group in the shade of a half-built 

structure, whereas Abu asked a woman, a pastor whom I had interviewed previously, to organize 

a group of her friends (presumably all devout Christians) at her home for a scheduled focal 

group. Nevertheless, these groups proved to be an essential part of my study, greatly deepening 

and enriching the history of which I had thus far heard mention. 

For both phases of this study, I relied heavily on Abu. He was a great translator and 

friend, but his English was not perfect, and it was difficult to translate the full details and 

nuances of historical accounts that the respondents gave. Also, he was often speaking and 

listening not in Kiswahili but in Kisambaa, which certainly made translation more difficult. 

While I was ultimately very happy with his hard and good work, there were a few words and 

concepts in my questions that may never have been translated correctly. For example, he 

translated the word should as can, so when I would ask if Sambaa history should be preserved, I 

would get answers about how it could possibly be preserved or recorded, but not as to whether 

that would be worthwhile. Also, when I asked respondents which was more important, being 

Msambaa or being Mtanzania, he sometimes asked which history they thought more important or 

enjoyed more. These mistranslations may distort my data, for which I say, pole sana.  
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Figure 2: These charts present the answers to the question “Do you know any Sambaa history?” asked to 67 respondents in 
Mgwashi village from April 7th to 19th, 2014. Each chart represents the answers given by a different sampling population 

within my sampling frame. Top row: Elders, Parents, and Youth. Bottom row: Men and Women. 

Results & Discussion 

On the first day of my study, I hit a roadblock that, once overcome, transformed the 

nature of my project. I had arrived in Mgwashi, ready to ask the village elders deep and 

extensive questions about Sambaa history and unearth facts unknown to mzungu scholarship, but 

by my third interview, I had heard two feeble fables about the advent of roads and piki-pikis in 

the village
9
 and one long, badly translated tale about Mgande the Hunter from a blind babu

10
. 

Mgwashi’s streets were in fact not paved with historical gold (or with anything, for that matter), 

and though I was still bent on hearing this history from whomever knew it, I also realized I had 

to alter my questions in order to study how and why some people do not know any Sambaa 

history, an adjustment which proved essential. 

Several trends emerged in terms of who knew and did not know Sambaa history. As I had 

predicted, Elders had the highest rate of knowing history (61%), Parents had a lower rate (41%), 

and Youth had a much lower rate (15%). But also, Men had a much higher rate (56%) of 

knowing Sambaa history than women (19%), or at least Men were more eager to talk about it.  

 

 

  

 

Of those who did know some or even a little Sambaa history, they mentioned a wide 

variety of topics, in varying levels of depth. Common ones included Sambaa dancing and 

ceremonies, including a male circumcision ceremony called Jando (23%); Sambaa ideas and 

customs about proper female behavior before marriage and during pregnancy (22%); the Sambaa 

religion called Mufika, based on ancestor worship and prayer in the forest (9%); Sambaa 

Do you know any Sambaa history? (Women only)

I know 

very little, 

No, I don't

know any, 54%

Yes, I know

some, 19%

Do you know any Sambaa history? (Elders only)

I know very 

little, 22%

No, I don't 

know any, 17%

Yes, I 

know

Do you know and Sambaa history? (Men only)

I know 

very little, 

No, I don't

know any, 12%

Yes, I know

some, 56%

Do you know any Sambaa history? (Parents only)

I know very little, 

31%

No, I don't

know any, 28%

Yes, I know

some, 41%

Do you know any Sambaa history? (Youth only)

I know 

very

No, I don't

know any, 47%

Yes, I know

some, 15%
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ethnobotony and the use of natural medicines from the rainforest (7%); Colonial exploitation on 

German and British coffee and tea plantations (10%); the development and technology that was 

changing Mgwashi and the Sambaa way of life, like cell phones, motor vehicles, and the 

village’s new secondary 

school (10%); agricultural 

degradation due to 

overpopulation, land 

overuse, and destruction of 

the environment (7%); and 

several other topics. These 

categorizations are broad, 

and I only formed them 

after I finished my 

interviews and needed to 

turn all the qualitative information I had 

heard into quantitative data. However, 

discussing this history only formed one of six 

questions during this first phase of my study, 

and though I learned a lot from people’s answers, it was difficult to ask in-depth questions about 

them. So, as I continued learning snippets of Sambaa history and asking questions about this 

knowledge—its source, value, preservation, loss, relation to language, culture, identity, etc.—I 

formed many questions for my focal groups about the particulars of Sambaa history and culture. 

So first, I will present the detailed history of the Wasambaa, as I ascertained from my 

interviews and in large part from my two focal groups. I will also describe several Sambaa 

traditions and customs, the particulars of which I also learned from my focal groups. Finally, I 

will present and discuss the data that I actually gathered first: about the spread, loss, and value of 

this Sambaa history to the Wasambaa, including my data’s more interesting and problematic 

trends. 

Sambaa Historical Topics Discussed

Academic

history, 7%

Ethnobotony,

medicine, 7%

Celebrations,

dancing, 23%

Sambaa 

treatment

Sambaa

communalism, 5%

Sambaa 

religion, 

Development,

technology, 10%

Agriculture, 

environment, 

Colonialism,

plantations, 10%

Figure 3: This chart presents the different topics mentioned by 

respondents who knew any Sambaa history, 48 people out of 67 

total interviewed in Mgwashi village from April 7th to 19th, 2014. 
Many of these 48 respondents mentioned multiple topics, each of 

which I counted, for a total of 82 mentions across 9 different topics. 

 

9% 

7% 
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The History 

Little is remembered of Sambaa life colonialism, because even the oldest surviving 

Wasambaa were born long after the first German colonists arrived. The trace memories that 

remain of that time paint a picture of even harsher exploitation at the hands of the Arab slave 

traders who, as one babu in my focal group put it said, sold the Wasambaa people and treated 

them like animals. This babu said he had learned some of this history from his own babu, but he 

confessed that it also came from school, and that in a nearby town called Kirwa, the ruins of an 

old slave market still stand
11

. The facts and indeed the architecture of this Omani Arab slave 

trade remain intact, but if it had an oral history, it appears to have faded with time. 

Unfortunately, even the earliest stretches of Sambaa history are tainted with pain and oppression. 

The two other snippets of pre-colonial history I heard are very telling of this history’s 

contemporary preservation. One is from my first interview, the aforementioned story of Mgande 

the Hunter told by a babu named Jione
10

, which I now realize may have been a slightly alternate 

version of the myth of Mbegha, a legendary hunter from the 18
th

 century and the Wasambaa’s 

first “Lion King,” so named for killing a lion during his pilgrimage to the West Usambara. 

Mbegha’s life has become somewhat of a fairy tale and origin story for the Wasambaa, yet he 

was a proven historical figure and founder of the Kilindi Dynasty that united the West Usambara 

until the Arabs’ arrival in the mid-19
th

 century
6
. The last member of this dynasty before it broke 

down into chaos was Kimweri ye Nyumbai, a well-respected and many-wived king who 

maintained peace in the region and, in his last days, was even met by the famed British explorer 

of Africa, Richard Burton. Writes Burton of the king: 

Kimweri ye Nyumbai placed sons in the chiefdoms, and he was respected…in those days there 

was nothing but peace and good will in the land…Such peace is not seen in the days of every king. 

It was seen in the days of Kimweri, because if a person had no wealth, if his wife's lineage was 

about to take her from him, he could say, ‘Oh king, my wife is being taken.’ Kimweri would say, 

‘Go to the following place. There is a cow of mine which you may take.’ He didn't like to be told, 

‘This is the son of so and so.’ He liked to say, ‘They are all my children.’ And when he sent a son 

to rule, he would say, ‘You are to build a village, and live nicely with your companions, so that 

there is no conflict. In judging cases, show an evil man his own evil. But if there is a man with no 

evil, don't introduce evil into his life.’ 

 

Burton’s account
12

 confirms the existence of pre-colonial peace and prosperity in Sambaa 

society, and Jione’s tale confirms the remaining Sambaa memory of a peaceful, even glorious 

time in the past. At the time, I dismissed oral tales like Jione’s as ahistorical and did not make 

them a focus of my study, but I later discovered that the story of Mgande/Mbegha the Hunter has 

indisputable historical basis. Still, if Jione’s tale may be taken as an example, then this method of 
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Image 3: Above, Jione the Tale-Teller. 

Image 4: Below, Kikoti the teacher and researcher. 

Source: Kerry Martin, April 7th/19th, 2014 

preserving and transmitting pre-colonial history is revealing in of itself: the pre-colonial has 

become a fantasy world, a receptacle for myths and fables, whose realism is less important that 

its values and monumentalism. And perhaps this is why, once I changed my interview and focal 

group questions to focus more on history than stories, I heard no more stories like Jione’s: 

because even to the Wasambaa, these pre-colonial tales have lost all sense of history and could 

have occurred either two hundred or two thousand years ago, 

it would make no difference. To the small extant that the oral 

tradition has preserved the pre-colonial, it has also embossed it 

in myth. As time goes by, the same might occur with colonial 

history, if there weren’t another force of preservation already 

smothering the oral tradition. 

This other force—modern, Western education, 

scholarship, and research—explains the second snippet of pre-

colonial history I heard, from a teacher and a few students. I 

found Jione’s polar opposite in my last interview, with a 

young primary school teacher named Kikoti. He said he had 

been part of a project investigating the history of the Sambaa 

people (sounds familiar…) and told me some of the project’s 

findings: the Wasambaa migrated to the West Usambara from 

somewhere in West Africa (presumably modern-day 

Cameroon, the alleged starting point of the Bantu Migrations
2
) 

with two other major groups, the Wazigua and the 

Wabundi, bringing their languages and agriculture
13

. 

Indeed, a few of the students I talked to echoed Kikoti by mentioning migrating peoples who had 

settled in the West Usambara many centuries ago and given their town its name
14

. This sort of 

academic, researched history is certainly more professional and accurate than the oral tradition, 

and as it becomes history’s dominant medium, it may even reclaim pre-colonial Sambaa history 

from the world of fantasy. But it will be a more sterile history, leeched of its values and 

character. Kikoti and other antiquarians may unearth real historical relics, bring them to the 

classroom, and even give Wasambaa a new pride in their history, but it may rob the Wasambaa 

of their mystique, which might even now still imbue them with an unseen pride. 
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Moving forward, an oral tradition does still exist surrounding the colonial period, and its 

memory is fresh enough that it might still be a greater source of this history than academia. 

During my interviews, colonialism was brought up by eight different people, usually in relation 

to the Mazumbai tea and coffee plantations where many people (some of my respondents’ own 

babus) worked in terrible conditions for very low wages. The focal groups added even grimmer 

details, saying that the German and British colonizers paid plantation workers only small 

amounts of food for long and grueling labor, no different than slavery. The Germans and 

especially the Brits only took, giving nothing back, keeping Wasambaa in an essentially neolithic 

existence. Under colonialism, Wasambaa made their fires by rubbing sticks together, used stone 

tools (which, in pre-colonial times when there was thriving trade with the nearby Wapare 

metallurgists, was not necessary
2
), and made everything by hand

11
. They were still treated like 

animals, all in the name of distant, faceless kings
15

. Both focal groups mentioned the same telling 

anecdote: the colonists reduced the Wasambaa to such a sub-human condition that they had to 

say Shikamoo to not only European people, but to European objects as well, like a white man’s 

hat lying on the ground, they had to bow to it and say Shikamoo.  Colonialism was such
16

. 

I would like to analyze this hat anecdote briefly, not to question colonialism’s undeniable 

horrors in any way, but to study how a piece of history like this can affect the bigger picture. 

First, it has a tall-tale quality and poignant poeticism that set it apart from other historical facts, 

putting it closer to Jione’s side of the spectrum than Kikoti’s, a product of oral tradition rather 

than professional scholarship. It is a brief monument or memorial to the oppression that is either 

too far back to remember or too horrific to perceive. However, the anecdote could serve a 

political purpose too: whether the anecdote itself was actual party propaganda, or an exaggerated 

story that Nyerere liked to tell, or simply a reflection of CCM’s anti-colonialist tropes that was 

popular in the region, stressing and even exaggerating colonialism’s anti-humanitarianism could 

have served to make independence—and the man responsible for it—seem all the sweeter. 

In 1961, Tanganyika gained its independence; however, both focal groups agreed that 

Tanganyika’s fusion with the nearby island nation of Zanzibar to form Tanzania in 1964 has 

become a more important event, the fiftieth anniversary of which will be celebrated this summer. 

Both of these events are attributed primarily to Mwalimu Julius Nyerere, who, after winning 

Tanganyika’s independence from the United Kingdom without conflict or bloodshed, went on to 

rule the country for 24 years, until retiring in 1985
16

. (He died in 1999.) Indeed, every president 
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Image 5: Mwalimu Nyerere mixing the earths of 

Tanganyika and Zanzibar to symbolize their 1964 
unification. I also saw this image in a history textbook 

for Tanzanian Form 1 secondary school students. 

Source: JuliusNyerere.info 

since then has essentially been handpicked by Nyerere, all members of CCM, his political party. 

The 2015 elections, though greatly favoring CCM candidates, will nonetheless determine the 

first president not chosen personally by Nyerere. However, since Nyerere’s retirement, the 

Soviet Union’s collapse, and rise of the World 

Bank and International Monetary Fund’s structural 

adjustment programs, Nyerere’s brand of Maoist 

African Socialism, called Ujamaa, has ended, with 

a range of effects on the country
17

. 

The reality of life under Ujamaa in 

Sambaa society is hard to pin down, and it may be 

skewed by Nyerere’s almost legendary legacy. 

Both focal groups praised Nyerere as the bringer 

of independence and liberty, freeing Tanzanians 

from colonial enslavement, connecting Tanzanians to 

each other and to other countries, and fostering a 

national pride
16

. Also, every person I interviewed 

thought that Nyerere succeeded in unifying the country, at least with one common language and, 

according to some, with one common culture, and they nearly unanimously think that this is a 

very good thing. Some respondents mentioned Tanzania’s peace and lack of conflict and civil 

war as a testament to Nyerere’s success, with one man, a tailor named Elia, contrasting Tanzania 

with countries like Sudan, Somalia, and the Congo, where ethnic divisions and conflicts have 

waged on since independence
18

.  Next to those stark examples—and some even closer instances 

of ethnic violence like the Rwandan Genocide and Kenya’s recent post-election violence—

Tanzania does seem to be a success story, and Nyerere’s incredible reputation among the 

Wasambaa seems warranted. 

However, my focal groups were somewhat more evasive when asked about Nyerere’s 

leadership itself and life during Ujamaa; they praised Nyerere primarily for winning 

independence without mention of the 24 years after that. Once pressed, they painted a still 

positive but certainly more complex picture of Nyerere’s Tanzania. The women had a higher 

opinion than the men of Nyerere’s ability to provide social services: they said that Ujamaa 

treated Tanzanians as a community for the first time, spreading equal education and healthcare to 
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all, and that the post-colonial spread of Christianity and Islam helped this feeling of Tanzanian 

communalism
15

. The men contradicted this point about social services, saying that there were 

very few schools built during Ujamaa, only two in the whole Tanga region, and that since so few 

Wasambaa were educated, Nyerere emphasized farming above education. They also mentioned a 

severe shortage of money and an inability to buy basic needs, like soap and clothes. Yet they still 

said this was a good period in their lifetimes
11

. The women also conceded that basic needs, 

though cheaper than they are now, were hard to come by simply because there was no money
15

. 

Tanzania’s human development index was indeed quite high by the time Nyerere retired, in the 

top thirty worldwide
17

, but the sense I get from the Wasambaa is that this positive impact was 

concentrated in cities and communes. But while the services provided there may not have 

proliferated far into the West Usambara, the good feelings apparently did. It is difficult to say 

whether this prevailing positivity about Nyerere’s time is due more to its differences from 

colonialism, or from a cult of personality around Nyerere, or from a genuinely higher standard of 

living during that time. With the history surrounding Nyerere’s time, the folkloric, oral tradition 

and the political control of information become hard to distinguish, or one in the same. 

Finally, since Nyerere left office, Wasambaa seem to agree that some things have gotten 

better and others worse. Without their gut allegiance to Nyerere, the picture of recent and present 

times seems even more jumbled. On the one hand, basic goods like clothes and soap are more 

accessible; on the other, they are far more expensive
16

. The male focal group say that the two 

presidents after Nyerere, Mwinyi and Mkapa (a West Usambara native, I later discovered), 

brought many more schools and social services, including many secondary schools built by 

Mkapa
11

, who may indeed have tried making up for lack of schools in his homeland during 

Ujamaa. The women, however, grieved the lower enrollment in secondary school in recent 

times
15

. Both focal groups and several interviewees agreed that the environment and agriculture 

have indeed worsened in their lifetimes, that due to overpopulation, destruction of the forest, and 

other causes, there was less rainfall and lower crop yield paired with more mouths to feed. In this 

respect, life had gotten harder, especially for farmers. At the same time, technological and 

infrastructural development—like the advent of roads, piki-pikis, cell phones, tin roofs, and 

televisions, particularly during the fourth and current President Kikwete’s time—had greatly 

improved regional commerce, access to goods and services, and quality of life for Wasambaa in 

Mgwashi village. The cultural impacts of these developments, however, are another story. 
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Image 6: Francis the Pastor 

Source: Kerry Martin, April 15th, 2014 

The Culture 

Sambaa history is indivisible from Sambaa culture practices, especially since these 

practices have transformed alongside Sambaa society. The changing times that I just illustrated 

had an almost parallel impact on culture in the West Usambara, and many traditions that were a 

guaranteed part of life are now no more, their memories fading into obscurity. These aren’t just 

minor cultural quirks, like the Sambaa belief that pregnant women must not eat eggs. Critical 

parts of Sambaa culture are dying out, for a number of reasons that I will discuss in the next 

section. But while the memory of Sambaa culture still lives, I will describe it as it was told to me.  

Mufika is the Kisambaa name for the Sambaa pagan religion that preceded Christianity 

and Islam in the West Usambara by centuries and is very invested in the Wasambaa’s close-knit 

community and landscape. The rites of passage and celebrations that I will describe later are all 

features of Mufika. The values and practices of Mufika are primarily based around the worship of 

Mzimua Seuta, or God Ancestors
15

. Mufika mandates a strong respect and adherence to the 

values and wishes of ancestors, and violating their desires is thought to bring bad luck to 

individuals and the community. For example, according to a male pastor I interviewed named 

Francis, ancestors were thought to control the harvest and 

rainfall, and during times of famine they were worshipped and 

prayed to for forgiveness. He also said that animals were 

sacrificed to ancestors
19

, but the male focal group refuted this. 

However, the men also emphasized that Mufika involves a 

great respect for the natural world: people worshipped not just 

ancestors but animals and trees, and they often go to the forest 

to pray
11

. During my interviews, I had heard passing references 

to both the ancestor and animal worship aspects of Mufika, but 

during my focal groups, the men stressed the worship of flora 

and fauna more than ancestor worship, whereas the women only 

mentioned the latter. Perhaps this is less of a sex bias than a religious one: as I mentioned 

previously, the female focal group was a pastor and her close friends, who may have been more 

willing to associate themselves with ancestor worship than with the more overtly pagan, heathen 

worship of plants and animals.  
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Image 7: The student tries out Jando for himself. 

Source: Claire O’Connell, April 20th, 2014. 

This religion cannot be separated from its main ceremonies, celebrations, and rites of 

passage, which defined the life of Wasambaa for centuries. The primary example of this, and by 

far the most well known among my respondents, is Jando. A rite of passage for all adolescent 

Wasambaa boys, Jando was a circumcision ceremony. I think it is the most well remembered 

tradition because many Wasambaa boys still get circumcised, and though most do it in the 

hospital these days, it is still sometimes accompanied by a small ceremony
11

. It may also remain 

strong in Sambaa memory simply because they find it funny: when I asked each focal group 

about Jando, the women spent about half a minute laughing quietly to themselves before 

answering, and several of the men made garish penis-cutting gestures. Many interviewees had 

mentioned dancing and celebrating in the context of Jando, but my focal groups told a more 

detailed story of the process: the celebration did not occur until at least a month after the 

circumcision, once the man had recovered. Then, they held a ceremony called Sherehe, for which 

they slayed a goat or cow, had a feast, drank beer, prayed, and danced
16

. (A woman named 

Miriam I interviewed knew more about this dancing than most, referencing traditional Sambaa 

dances called beling, done to the chime of bells, and dumange, done to the beating of drums
20

.) 

Sherehe was also sometimes a marriage ceremony, as the newly circumcised and recovered 

young man would choose a bride, or have a bride chosen for him. The female focal group also 

described an element of Jando that no one else had mentioned: after circumcision, during the 

month of recovery before Sherehe, the men 

would go live in the forest, fending for 

themselves and praying
15

. 

The question of female circumcision 

seems to be one of great contention between 

Wasambaa. While eight of my interviewees 

mentioned female genital mutilation as a 

part of Sambaa history, with a couple saying 

that it still goes on, both focal groups denied 

this fervently. The men laughed at it and mocked other 

nearby groups, like the Wapare, for circumcising their 

women, saying they even still do. They also said that with independence, Nyerere outlawed the 

practice
11

. Surprisingly, the women also insisted that circumcision and Jando were for men 
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alone
15

. It seems strange that while nearly 12% of interviewees mentioned female circumcision 

without me saying anything about it, 0% of ten focal group members admitted to the Wasambaa 

using it after I asked them directly. Perhaps it is a secret or a sore subject among the Wasambaa, 

and people are more comfortably talking about it one-on-one than in a group setting. 

Regardless of whether the Wasambaa practiced female circumcision, they still had a rite 

of passage for their young women, a tradition called Kimbizi. Basically, as five interviewees and 

my female focal group described it to me, women who were about to be married were locked in a 

room for seven days. Far from sadistic, Kimbizi was a period of learning for young women: in 

their confinement, women were visited by their babus and bibis, who would teach them about 

respect, being a good wife, and bearing children. The female focal group described it as a good 

tradition that passes on many valuable lessons that women can then teach to their own daughters 

and granddaughters
15

. Kimbizi and its lessons may still seem oppressive to Western eyes, but in 

the context of Sambaa history, my limited research did not expose and moral qualms that 

Wasambaa have with Kimbizi. Or with Jando, for that matter. Or with other traditional Sambaa 

ceremonies mentioned in brief, like Gao and Oza
11

. Yet for one reason or another, these 

traditions have almost entirely ended. 

Sambaa cultural practices are indeed disappearing, and they may be taking the Kisambaa 

language, Sambaa cultural identity, and Sambaa history with them. True, several interviewees 

said that some cultural practices are still in use and will continue to be used into the future, but 

these cases were mentioned in obscurity, implied to be on the fringes of Sambaa society. In 

general, the large, public features of Sambaa religion and culture have all but vanished, and 

though an ethnic identity and pride still exist, they have few tangible traditions left on which to 

base themselves. 
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Figure 4: This chart presents the responses to the 

question “Do you think Sambaa history is being 
forgotten?”, asked to 67 people in Mgwashi village 

between April 7th and 19th, 2014.  

The Spread, Loss, and Value 

Things have already set Sambaa society spinning, and it’s far too late to stop it, or even 

slow it down. Many forces work for and against Sambaa history, and it’s difficult to gauge the 

final result or to estimate where Sambaa history will go in the future. This applies not only to the 

knowledge and discourse of Sambaa history, but also the lives and culture of the Wasambaa. 

Overall, the discourse of Sambaa history, as well as Sambaa language and culture, seems to be 

losing ground to outside influences like Western education, religion, and Tanzanian integration 

and intermarriage. I will discuss these forces, as described by the Wasambaa themselves, and try 

to present the current state of Sambaa history, language, and culture. 

The exact definition of “Sambaa history” in this context—let alone its connection to 

culture, language, and identity—is debatable, particularly concerning whether scholarly Sambaa 

research like Kikoti’s should be grouped in with the ideas and oral traditions of everyday 

Wasambaa. Kikoti may very well be a bastion for the never-ending preservation of Sambaa 

history. However, not only is this history much more 

sterile than Sambaa oral tradition, as I said before, but 

also Kikoti is an exception to the rule, since very little 

research is being done on the history of the 

Wasambaa, and after the current generation of elders 

dies, it may already be too late.  

The Wasambaa are very conflicted on whether 

or not their history is actually being forgotten, let 

alone the ways in which it is preserved or lost. There 

is nearly an even split between those who think it is being forgotten (36%) and those who don’t 

(37%), and the remainder (27%) thinks that some parts of Sambaa history are being forgotten 

and others not. Considering the vast range of responses I heard concerning people’s personal 

knowledge of Sambaa history, this divide is not surprising. What was surprising, however, was 

the strongest correlate I found for whether or not people thinking Sambaa history is being 

forgotten. I will explore this later. 

There are still people bent on the history’s preservation. According to those who know at 

least a little Sambaa history, people’s babus are by far the biggest source of it (36%), with 

Is Sambaa history
being forgotten?

No,

37%

Yes,

36%
Some yes,

some no, 27%
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Figure 6: This chart presents responses to the question “How are 

Sambaa history, language, and culture preserved?” asked to the 
49 respondents who indicated that these are being preserved in 

some way, in Mgwashi village between April 7th and 19th, 2014. 

Some respondents gave multiple responses, for a total of 76 
responses between 49 people. 

village elders in general also constituting a large amount of it (20%). This makes sense, 

considering that the people I tended to get the most information from were Elder Males (see 

Figure 1 again). There certainly were bibis, babas, and mamas who knew a good amount about 

Sambaa history, but the babus could be counted on the most to provide information (perhaps 

simply because, like old-timers in my own country, they are the most talkative). Also, of those 

who know Sambaa history, 66% of them teach it to at least someone. One babu I spoke to named 

Bakari answered that he identified more as Msambaa than as Mtanzania because he is one of the 

people trying to keep Sambaa history alive
21

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to those who think that some or all of Sambaa history is not being forgotten, 

the vast majority (59%) attribute this to those who know the history passing it down through the 

generations. This oral tradition is allegedly 

strong and accurate enough to preserve Sambaa 

history, either partially or fully. When this 

history involves language and cultural practices, 

some respondents (30%) attribute its 

preservation to the fact that Kisambaa language 

and indeed Sambaa culture and Mufika are still 

in use. From this vantage, the preservation of 

Sambaa history, language, and culture through its 

oral tradition seems successful and sustainable. 

Also, a quick note about the gender 

How are Sambaa history, language, and culture 

preserved?

Written or

recorded, 11%

Still in

use, 30%

Passed through

generations, 59%

Where did you learn Sambaa history?

(Or, whom would you ask?)

School,

7%

Seen with

eyes,21

Siblings

,

Parents,

10% Elders

,

Bibi,

4%

Babu,

36%

If you know Sambaa history, to whom do you teach it?

No 

one,

Other people,

15%
All children,

15%

Young siblings,

17%

Own children,

19%

Figure 5: The left chart presents the responses to one of two questions, asked to 67 people in 

Mgwashi village between April 7th and 19th, 2014: the 48 respondents who knew any Sambaa history 
were asked “Where did you learn Sambaa history?”; the 19 respondents who knew none were asked 

“Whom would you ask if you needed to learn Sambaa history?” The right chart presents responses 

given by the 48 knowers of Sambaa history to the question “To whom do you teach it?” 
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Figure 7: This chart presents answers to the question “In what ways are Sambaa history, 

language, and culture lost?” asked to the 47 respondents who indicated that these are 
being lost in some way, in Mgwashi village between April 7th and 19th, 2014. Many 

respondents gave multiple responses, for a total of 99 responses between 47 people. 

In what ways are Sambaa history, language, and culture lost?
Public 

neglect,

Tanzanian 

integration, 

Religion,

14%
Globalization, Western

education, 31%

Not recorded, gets

forgotten, 14%

Not taught, elders

die, 17%

divide in knowledge of Sambaa history: my interview data does indicate that men were more 

likely to know this history than women, but I don’t think this should be fully trusted. Men were 

generally more talkative and eager, but I think to take this as proof of their superior knowledge is 

a false assumption. The male focal group defended their superior knowledge boldly, saying that 

they were more involved in social affairs than women and therefore had more opportunity to 

learn things
11

. Possibly, the men are more often asked or expected to provide this information 

than women and are simply more used to articulating it, but this proves little. The female focal 

group asked me who I thought knew more history, and when I said it was equal (especially since 

the women in the focal group were very talkative and informed), they actually asserted that 

women know more history since they spend more time with their bibis and have more 

opportunity to learn it
15

. Clearly, it’s a hot debate 

However, only a minority of Wasambaa believe in their history’s full preservation, and 

things said by those who think it is getting lost present a starker picture of Sambaa history and 

the oral tradition. First, the forces working against Sambaa history double those working in its 

favor. While Sambaa history is supposedly preserved by being passed through generations, still 

being used, and (according to a small few) being written or recorded, it is also lost by elders 

dying before teaching it, not 

being remembered, written, or 

recorded, being taken over by 

globalization and Western 

education, being taken over 

by religions like Christianity 

and Islam, being diluted as 

Tanzania integrates and 

intermarries, and being 

neglected by the Sambaa 

public. And also, over a third 

of people who know Sambaa history admitted to not teaching it to anyone, which may even be a 

serious under-representation. There seems to be a reason for everyone to give up on Sambaa 

history, and possibly on Sambaa culture and language as well; those who don’t find a refuge in 
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Western culture or religion must live with the fact that they and their traditions are largely dying 

out. 

Perhaps the most revealing data as to the loss of Sambaa history (and the unreliability of 

those who say it is being preserved) is the aforementioned correlate for whether or not people 

thinking Sambaa history is being forgotten. For me, this finding was the most interesting and key 

discovery of my research, as well as the largest irony of the situation. While the answers to some 

questions correlated to basic demographic information—Male Elders being the most likely to 

know Sambaa history, for example—whether or not people think Sambaa history is being 

forgotten correlated most to their knowledge of that history itself, but inversely. In other words, 

the most likely people to say Sambaa history is being forgotten are those who know Sambaa 

history, and the most likely people to say Sambaa history is not being forgotten are those who 

don’t know Sambaa history. So really, those who place so much faith in the oral tradition’s 

ability to preserve Sambaa history are living evidence of its failure to do so. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These findings definitely harm the legitimacy of those who claim Sambaa history is not 

being forgotten, since most of them don’t know and Sambaa history in the first place. However, 

Is Sambaa history being forgotten? (according to 

those who know it)

Some yes, 

some

No,

32%

Yes,

50%

Is Sambaa history being forgotten?

(according to those who know very little)

Some yes, 

some

No,

30%

Yes,

30%

Is Sambaa history being forgotten?

(according to those who don't know any)

Some yes, 

some

No,

53%

Yes,

21%

Figure 8: These charts present responses to the question “Do you think Sambaa history is being forgotten?” asked to 

67 people in Mgwashi village between April 7th and 19th, 2014. These charts divide those 67 into three groups based 

on how much Sambaa history they knew. Top row from left: those who know some Sambaa history (28), those who 

know very little (20), and those who don’t know any (19).  



 21 

Figure 9: This chart presents the rate of commonality between the responses 
to two questions: “Which history is more important for Wasambaa to know, 

Sambaa history or Tanzanian and African history?” and “Which is more 
important to you personally, being Msambaa or being Mtanzania?” 

Commonalities include saying Sambaa history/identity, Tanzanian 

history/identity, or both histories and identities. These questions were asked 
to 67 people in Mgwashi between April 7th and 19th. 

Figure 10: This chart presents the responses to the question “Will 
Sambaa language and culture eventually disappear?” asked to 67 

people in Mgwashi village between April 7th and 19th, 2014. 

that doesn’t mean that their opinions on history’s preservation should be thrown away as bunk 

evidence. Some respondents admitted to having heard Sambaa history from their elders but 

having since forgotten it, and this is probably the case with many more people. That doesn’t 

mean that the oral tradition has ended, but that its teachings aren’t sinking in as much as some 

people think. And with so much to learn already from Western education and religion, it makes 

sense that there might not be as much space in people’s memory for Sambaa stories as there once 

was. 

The extent to which the fate of Sambaa history is tied to the fates of Sambaa culture and 

the Kisambaa language is difficult to determine, for me and for the Wasambaa themselves. 

Everyone seemed to have their own idea as to how intertwined language, culture, and history are, 

though the majority expressed at 

least some relationship between 

them. For example, when asked the 

questions “Which history is more 

important for Wasambaa to know, 

Sambaa history or Tanzanian and 

African history?” and “Which is more 

important to you personally, being 

Msambaa or being Mtanzania?”, most 

people (64%) gave the same response 

to each question, whether that was Sambaa history and identity, Tanzanian history and identity, 

or both. This exhibits a genuine connection between the value of history and personal identity 

among the Wasambaa, so perhaps as 

Sambaa history keeps losing ground 

to the forces working against it (as I 

estimate it will), Sambaa identity may 

go with it. 

As for language and culture, 

their relation to each other is another 

source of debate among Wasambaa, let alone the world, and people have many different theories 

Same response to "Which history.." and "Which identity is more 

important to you: Sambaa or Tanzanian?"

Different 

answers , 36%

Same answer, 

64%

Will Sambaa language and culture
eventually disappear?

Culture some 

traditions,

language some words, 

5%Culture some 

traditions,

language no, 13%

Culture yes, language 

some

words, 5%

Culture yes, language 

no

34%

No, 

never,

Yes, 

eventually,
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as to what the future has in store. One man, an agricultural officer named Peter, postulated that 

Nyerere’s unification of Tanzania’s ethnic groups has “diluted” the country, to use his own 

English word, and that while much of the Kisambaa language and some of its cultural traditions 

will persevere, most will disappear in time
22

. The teacher and researcher Kikoti told me that 

Sambaa culture will disappear except for the few who keep practicing it, and that many 

Kisambaa words will be forgotten and other words incorporated into regional Kiswahili, making 

Kisambaa, in Kikoti’s own English words, “a broken language.”
13 

And if Sambaa language and 

culture constitutes as least a portion of the Wasambaa’s unique history, as it evidently does, than 

the fading of either may accelerate the fading of Sambaa history and, transitively, of Sambaa 

identity as well. 
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Limitations & Recommendations 

This study’s limitations were so abundant that at times it felt like a crash course in 

forming and executing a study, which it was probably intended to be. Simply the length of time, 

20 days, is insufficient to prove anything definitively about anything except the smallest sample 

populations. That said, I could have used those days more efficiently, considering that I took 

weekends off and left on Thursday of the third week to go chill on the beach. No regrets, highly 

recommended. However, the study days were often exhausting: it was essentially an hour and a 

half hike from Mazumbai Lodge to Mgwashi and an hour and a half hike back, totaling about 

fourteen kilometers. We often spent more time on this walk than we did conducting interviews. 

Admittedly, I could have stayed in a small guesthouse in Mgwashi instead of at Mazumbai 

Lodge with my friends, but once again, no regrets, highly recommended. 

Working with a translator also limited the study quite a bit. Translators fluent in English 

are nearly impossible to find in rural areas, or at least the West Usambara, and that Abu was one 

of the better ones does not mean he was flawless. Indeed, I had to explain quite a few things to 

him in broken Kiswahili and most likely did not get all my points across. Also, as he was often 

translating from Kisambaa to Kiswahili to English, much was inevitably lost in translation. Still, 

I would recommend Abu to anyone doing a social study near Mazumbai, as he is a very kind and 

friendly man who helped me immensely. 

As for my study itself, I would recommend other students to simply talk to more people. 

67 interviews isn’t bad, but I’ve sometimes felt limited by this data. I especially suggest 

balancing out the demographic groups more, for instance: 15 babus, 15 bibis, 15 babas, 15 

mamas, 15 boys, and 15 girls. This kind of precise interviewing could gather much more 

definitive data and make comparisons between demographic groups less skewed. I would also 

recommend more focal groups: in terms of simply gathering history, letting elders talk amongst 

themselves and form detailed responses to detailed questions worked tremendously. 

I think another study built on mine could be extremely interesting. If I had known what I 

know now going into this study—about Mufika, Jando, Kimbizi, perspectives on colonialism and 

Ujamaa, etc.—I would have dived further into Sambaa ideas about these topics from the get-go. 

Much greater detail could be added to my historical account. Also, I would recommend not 

excluding oral tales from this study, but instead seeking them out, and asking how they fit into 

Sambaa history as a whole. 



 24 

Conclusion 

As a lover, student, and witness of history, but also as a lover, reader, and writer of 

literature, I sometimes find it difficult to avoid imposing a teleology over the long sweep of 

history. Since novels and stories, even the most existential or postmodern ones, include some 

sort of narrative direction, a departure and an arrival, I often inadvertently hunt for narratives 

when I read history. For better or worse, I have a narrative view of reality. I could never have 

done a study like this one without a narrative view of reality, but I think the true danger comes 

when a narrative view denotes a teleological and progressive view of reality. It is something I 

try to resist but, even in the face of crumbling humanity, I sometimes fall for. And this failure, I 

think, is rooted in my own insecurities: to admit to the world’s non-progressive narrative would 

mean admitting to my own non-progressive narrative. It would lay bare the mortal fact that as I 

learn, I too am crumbling. 

What I found in Mgwashi, however, has helped me come to terms with history’s 

unstoppable decay. For one, it is nothing new: even before the outside forces arrived, the 

Western education and religion and modernity and whatnot, few stories were preserved, few of 

the greats were remembered once their grandchildren passed away, change always came, change 

sometimes obliterated, never all good or all bad. Little has changed about change itself. Also, as 

the Mgwashi elders lament the Westernization that is making the youth drink, smoke, and dress 

inappropriately, I come from a place where this happens in excess and I know that it rarely 

compromises the identities and ambitions of passionate people. Not to mention the fact that I 

talked to a good number of the Mgwashi youth, who were no less kind and humble than their 

babus and bibis. 

The secondary school especially, where I interviewed teachers and students, held promise 

for the future. Sure, it is a primary force working against Sambaa history—it teaches students 

Tanzanian and African history, Kiswahili and English, forbidding the use of Kisambaa in the 

classroom—yet it makes learning valuable, which is perhaps the greatest lesson that anything 

could teach. Both its teachers and its students were committed, and some pupils there were 

among the most insightful people I talked to. Some students even said that, though they liked 

history in school, they preferred learning Sambaa stories from their babus and bibis, and I hope 

they do. If they ever wanted to record these stories, they’d be far more qualified than I was. 
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Interview Questions 

Name: _____________________________________ Age: ____________ Date: ___________ 

Sex: _________________________ Number of Children: _____________________________ 

Occupation: _________________________________ Years of Education: ________________ 

 

1) Do you know any facts or stories about the Sambaa people and their history? 

a. Yes. 

i. Can you tell me some? 

ii. Whom did you learn this from? 

iii. Whom do you teach this to, if anyone? 

b. No. 

i. Whom would you ask if you needed to learn any? 

2) Which do you think is more important for Wasambaa to know, Sambaa history or Tanzanian 

and African history? 

3) Do you think Sambaa history is being forgotten? 

a. Yes. 

i. In what ways does it get lost? 

ii. Do you think it should be preserved? 

b. No. 

i. How is it preserved? 

ii. Will it continue being preserved or will it be lost eventually? 

4) Fifty years ago, Mwalimu Nyerere started trying to change Tanzania’s 120 ethnic groups into 

one unified nation? By now, in 2014, has this happened or not? 

a. Yes/No. 

i. Is this a good thing or a bad thing? 

5) Do you think Sambaa language and culture will disappear in the future? 

6) Which is more important to you personally, being Msambaa or being Mtanzania? 
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Focal Group Questions 

1) To begin with, what is history? What does history mean? 

2) How is Sambaa history distinct from Tanzanian history? 

3) Do you know what life was like before colonialism? 

4) What was life like during colonialism? 

5) Where did Islam come from? 

6) Where did Christianity come from? 

7) What happened when Tanzania gained independence? 

8) Which was more important—Tanganyika’s independence in 1961, or Tanzania’s inception in 

1964? 

9) How did life change after independence? 

10) What was life like during Nyerere’s time and Ujamaa? How is Nyerere viewed today? 

11) What has changed since Nyerere left office? 

12) What was Jando like? What were the customs and celebrations surrounding it? Was it only a 

ceremony of male circumcision, or of female circumcision as well? When did it stop? 

Does anyone still practice it? 

13) Were there any other notable Sambaa customs, celebrations, holidays, etc.? 

14)  What was the Sambaa religion Mufika like? Is it still practiced? 

15) How have agriculture and the environment changed in your lifetime? 

16) Should some Sambaa cultural practices be continued and passed on? Should others not? 

17) Do you think men know more about Sambaa history than women? Why or why not? 

18) Do you think any Sambaa cultural practices treated women badly? 

19) Do you think all this Sambaa history will eventually be forgotten? 

20) Many people, especially young people, whom I interviewed knew little to no Sambaa history. 

Do you think this is a problem? 

21) Many of these same people who don’t know any Sambaa history still think it is not being 

forgotten. Why do you think that is? 

22) What are the most valuable parts of Sambaa history that you think young Wasambaa should 

know? 
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Nuts & Bolts 

 To get from Arusha to Mazumbai Lodge, take a bus from the Arusha bus depot, and tell 

the flycatchers you’ll pay TSH 15,000 per person to take a bus to Soni. 

 Also, you’ll need to arrange a car to take you from Soni to Mazumbai for about TSH 

70,000. Call Saidi Kiparu at 0 754 823 569, and he’ll tell you which driver to call. 

 Arrange with the cooks, Richard and David, which foods they would like you to bring, 

since some things (like peanut butter) are difficult to find near Mazumbai. 

 Also, for social studies, try to get as many TSH 1,000 bills as you can while in Arusha to 

pay your interviewees asantes. Finding change in dukas every day can be difficult. 

 I highly recommend the translator Abu, though be prepared to help him translate some 

things from English into Kiswahili. It may be helpful to get your questions translated by 

someone in Arusha before leaving. 

 Bring sauce. Highly recommend garlic chili sauce, green pili-pili sauce, and other spicy 

condiments. Also, don’t skimp on the peanut butter, as there are few lunch options in 

Mazumbai other than peanut butter and banana sandwiches. Also, Nutella. 

 Bring books. You’ll probably have some time to read some things. 

 Buy an internet stick. We bought one from Tigo, which didn’t work that well near 

Mazumbai. I think the best provider up there is Airtel or possibly Vodocom, so try to buy 

an internet stick from one of those providers. 

 


