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The Tanzanian peasant and Ujamaa: a
study in contradictions

NANCY SPALDING

Tanzania, more than most countries, has been shaped by the vision of one man,
the country’s ® rst President, Julius Nyerere. He is revered and respected there
and abroad for his intelligence, his integrity and his devotion to his people. He
was unusual among African leaders, and personal respect has persisted since he
left of® ce. However, Tanzania has made little economic progress since indepen-
dence, many of Nyerere’ s policies were failures, and the country is still
desperately poor, despite high levels of aid. It has been suggested that `never was
there a more noble social experiment, and never was there a more miserable
failure.’ 1 Nyerere’ s programme stemmed from his speci® c vision of what
Tanzania could and should become, which was based in part on his perception
of the nature of pre-colonial Tanzanian society. Did his vision re¯ ect Tanzanian
society and historical reality? What was the political culture of Tanzania, and
how did it ® t with Nyerere’ s policy agenda? How much can or should political
agendas and rhetoric be measured against historical reality? I will use culture
theory, as developed by Mary Douglas,2 to address these questions. While
Tanzania’ s failure has been analysed extensively, culture theory provides a new
way of seeing the data which can add to an understanding of the cultural bases
of policies and of policy failures. Cultural analysis suggests that, while ways of
life varied, many Tanzanian communities were quite individualist, relatively
unconstrained by prescriptions, and equality of condition seems to have been the
result of the limits imposed by technology, environment and the vagaries of
subsistence agriculture rather than a philosophical preference.

The social forms of pre-colonial Tanzania

Tanzania is ethnically varied and fractionalised, without dominant groups. Little
can be said in an overarching manner concerning the pre-colonial social and
political forms in the area which comprises present day Tanzania, except that
there has been little tradition of centralised rule or authority, even in the more
hierarchical systems.3 Overall, the economy was predominantly subsistence, with
wide variation in rainfall and land productivity. The family was the primary
focus of loyalty and economic activity.4 Social forms varied widely, as did local
geographical and climatic conditions. Even the more hierarchical societies
(eg Wahaya and Wachagga) had numerous cross-cutting cleavages, reducing
leaders’ ability to command obedience.

Nancy Spalding is at the Department of Political Science, East Carolina University, Greenville NC 27858, USA

0143-6597/96/010089-20 $6.00 1996 Third World Quarterly 89



NANCY SPALDING

Material Context

The subsistence economy was based on rain-fed agriculture, characterised by
small scale production using family labour and rudimentary technologyÐwhich
was simple, including hoes and digging sticksÐ with no draft animals.5 Erratic
rainfall and the possibility of famine led to a variety of adaptations, based on
local conditions, and different crops would be grown to ensure that some crops
would survive in case the rains failed. In addition to subsistence agriculture,
there were crafts (often with regional specialties), providing a basis for economic
specialisation and regional trade. Pastoral peoples who ranged across the
territory added to the economic and cultural variety. Tanzanian peoples were not
isolated, or in a state of tribal war; especially in the well watered eastern
highlands, there were lively exchanges between contrasting environments and
cultures, and antagonism coexisted with lively exchanges of goods. The Swahili
language and culture also facilitated exchange. The language began as a coastal
language and became a lingua franca, lowering barriers to travel, interaction and
trade, and eventually facilitating nationalist organisation.6

The varieties of pre-colonial political organisation ranged from complete
statelessness to chiefdoms. Tanzania was a colonising society.7 Until recently,
land had been freely available for the effort of clearing it. Groups and
individuals could independently begin or join new communities, suggesting
limited control over members, or a viable `exit’ option. In these colonising
efforts, survival depended on individual effort as well as cooperation.8

The east consisted of well-watered, fertile, cool, densely populated highlands
alternating with dryer, warmer lowlands. These communities had minimal tribal
or ethnic identity, in part because of the dynamic interactions, movements and
colonising activities; people identi® ed themselves with their geographical loca-
tion (eg from the hills, or the lowlands) rather than with any ethnic group.9 There
were highly articulated political systems, fairly well organised to resist incur-
sions from the plains. Varying authority systems facilitated interactions and
arbitrated disputes among the mix of peoples with different customs.

The west was a more undifferentiated plateau, with low population density
and small political units. Chiefs were often ritual, with minimal executive or
judicial power,10 power being vested in councils. However, there was a variety
of social forms, including states such as the Fipa.11

The 19th century brought with it tremendous economic and social shocks,
which accelerated social and economic change. The major changes were the rise
of commerce between the coast and the interior, the invasions of the Ngoni from
southern Africa, and the shift from traditional, religious or ritual bases to
military bases for rule.12 Intense social disruption, dynamic economic changes
and greater attempts to centralise governments resulted.

Materialist explanations spring easily from the preceding discussion; peculiar-
ities of geography, the requirements of rain-fed subsistence agriculture, dif-
fusion, or migration patterns might have created a need for certain social forms.13

These explanations are logical and certainly important, but inadequate. If we
could demonstrate that each rain-fed subsistence agriculture system developed
similar social structures, then an agriculturally or climate determined explanation
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would be suf® cient. That is clearly not the case. Even the migration does not
explain varied social forms, except insofar as the original migrants who popu-
lated eastern Africa brought with them their own social forms.14 Once the
broader migrations had ended, migration and colonisation were choices made
within speci® c ways of life and social structures. While shifting cultivation and
poor soils led to migration, they did not require it; migration was a social choice,
not a necessity of the environment, or inevitable because of marginal land.
Though these material in¯ uences or variables were important, I argue that
they interacted with cultural factors, and that cultural factors are fundamental
determinants of the varied forms that societies take, even within similar
environments. These cultural factors are the focus of this study.

Culture theory

Culture theory suggests that preferences (eg for policies, goals) are consistent,
and stem from a way of life which is a congruent combination of social
relationships with the values which reinforce, reproduce and explain those
relationships.15 A coherent way of life requires that the people’ s belief system
and social relations support each other, so a way of life is morally coherent and
internally consistent, with a world-view which outlines morality, the good life,
and the good society. `These distinctive ways of life have systematic frames of
reference for interpreting similar facts and moral issues in different ways,’ 16 so
the meaning of behaviours, values and events will vary across cultures, as will
perception of problems, risks and threats. Adherents believe that theirs is the
correct way to see the world, not a matter of convenience or ideology. Therefore,
culture is not easily malleable.17

Culture theory organises and explains varied social constructions of reality,
making them comparable and comprehensible across societies and contexts. This
model can be used to understand societies, and learn something useful concern-
ing their functions and the natures of their cultures quickly and comparatively.
Geertz’ s `thick description’ is valuable but `a methodology which requires its
users to be brilliantly perspicacious was not a method that had much to
recommend it to most of the rest of us’ .18 Collection of ethnographic data is a
long, slow meticulous process, beset by many obstacles, and these data are often
not used for any analytical purpose beyond that of the original researcher. While
this process provides essential data, is there a way to use those data more fully?
Furthermore, `can one learn something useful about cultures more quickly?’ 19

For policy analysis and development planning, models which can provide readily
usable and sound indications of social realities, based on available ethnographic
and historical data, would be bene® cial.

Culture theory categorises ways of life along two dimensions, as shown in
Figure 1: `the extent to which the individual is incorporated into bounded units’
(or `group’ ), and `the degree to which an individual’s life is circumscribed by
externally imposed prescriptions. The more binding and extensive the scope of
the prescriptions, the less of life that is open to individual negotiation’ (or
`grid’ ).20 High group suggests strong inclusion into groups which sustain the
individual’s life and provide purpose and identity; low group suggests weak
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FIGURE 1. Dimensions of group and grid categories.

boundaries or exclusion from group membership, so life is not de® ned by strong
group ties and supports. High grid is heavily prescribed or regulated; low grid
suggests few external prescriptions, so the individual self-prescribes behaviour.

There are four viable ways of life based on these dimensions: hierarchy (high
grid/high group) supports order against social deviance; egalitarian (high group/
low grid) pursues equality and opposes strati® cation and authority; individualist
(low grid/low group) ® ts into the Rational Choice model, and pursues freedom
through competition and individual achievement; fatalism/despotism (high grid/
low group) which is heavily prescribed and excludes the majority from decision
making; its adherents see life as a lottery, unpredictable and uncontrollable.
These ways of life have analogues in other social sciences; anthropology’s
`acephalous’ societies might fall into either the individualist or the egalitarian
category, since their essence is low grid, or few rules and prescriptions. Weber’ s
legal±rational category is re¯ ected in hierarchy, which would include elitist,
monarchical, caste and `authoritarian’ societies, where rules distinguish between
behaviour appropriate to different members, based on position and role. It also
® ts many de® nitions of `traditional’ society and attitudes. Generally, traditional
societies are high group, thus maintaining high boundaries and rejecting outside
in¯ uences. Of the low group ways of life, modern or market society is
predominantly individualist. Individualism can also include `charismatic’ soci-
eties, because of the development of networks of followers based on personal
ability and qualities. Fatalism/despotism corresponds to the society described in
Ban® eld’ s Moral Basis of a Backward Society,21 as well as those in some US
inner city environments, communism in crisis,22 and possibly societies in
collapse, such as in Russia or Liberia, where people believe (often with reason)
that they have no control over their lives and situations, and that their leaders do
not consider their interests or preferences, so they are not part of a `group’ .
People in each way of life will behave and think in such a way that they
reproduce their way of life, and there are certain beliefs and actions which are
uniquely compatible with each way of life.

Each way of life provides its adherents with a coherent world view which
explains the world for them. Each interprets the same facts and events differ-
ently, and would have a different de® nition of justice and the good society. A
hierarchical way of life would see a strati® ed and ordered society as just, each
person doing the work and receiving the rewards appropriate to his/her
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station. This Platonic ideal contrasts with the egalitarian view of justice as
removal of differences in status and wealth, all of which are illegitimate.
Individualists would see a just society as one in which each individual is free to
pursue happiness (individually de® ned, usually as wealth or status) according to
his/her ability and ambition. The fatalist does not believe that a just society
exists, since he/she believes that life is random and arbitrary, and that rulers
make decisions without concern for their interests. These views of justice are
fundamentally contradictory, based on different values and assumptions, and
people in one way of life will not view other systems as just or fair.

Equality is an issue for discussion of Tanzanian policies and African social-
ism, but each way of life views it differently. The egalitarian concept re¯ ects the
socialist ideal, equality of outcome or condition. Individualists would see that as
unjust, denying people the fruits of their labour and diminishing the incentive to
work.23 They value equality of opportunity, reduction of legal/structural barriers
to personal enterprise. Hierarchists do not value equality, because people are not
equal, and democracy leaves them wandering about without direction or purpose.
Fatalists de® ne themselves as victims, unable to control their lives, so equality
is irrelevant to them. These real cultural differences affect the kind of society
which adherents of each way of life will choose and build, and they affect
evaluation of institutions and policies.

A society is not culturally uniform or monolithic. Different ways of life
coexist within a society and interact with each other, de® ning themselves in
opposition to the practices and values of the others.24 However, societies do have
dominant con® gurations which will explain social organisation and policies.25

The qualities of Tanzanian society which I have described above suggest an
individualist political culture, mediated by hierarchical tendencies in some
communities, and in family relations. Even when ethnographers use the term
egalitarian to refer to some practices, the practices are generally identi® able as
individualist rather than egalitarian, and even hierarchical communities have
underlying individualist tendencies. However, ways of life and cultural
con® gurations are likely to vary across ethnic groups, so I will expect variance,
not simply in surface practices, but in ways of life. Tanzania is a dynamically
heterogeneous and ethnically fractionalised society, and I expect culture to
re¯ ect that.

Essential characteristics of Tanzanian society

Generalisations concerning the diverse forms of Tanzanian social and economic
organisation are uncertain. However, generally organisation and political auth-
ority was based on personal relationships, especially through family and clans.
Personalisation, together with the family focus of subsistence agriculture, meant
that political power was mediated by cross-cutting loyalties and relationships:

Even in the most highly organized regions the extent of speci® cally political
authority must not be exaggerated. African states were webs of relationships which
grew steadily weaker with distance from the capital until they merged into the
statelessness of peripheral peoples ¼ Men still had many loyalties: to nuclear
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family, extended family, descent group, clan, village, patron, chiefdom, perhaps
even tribe. One was relevant in one situation, another in another ¼ the societies of
1800 were in the midst of the dynamic, autochthonous change which came from the
mingling of diverse colonists.26

Several overarching characteristics of the pre-colonial Tanzanian society have
been widely observed, which I will discuss in turn:27 Non-centralization and
relative absence of strong authority and control; family as the unit of decision;
autonomous, diverse, interacting communities. These qualities are interdepen-
dent and seemed to characterise the many varied kinds of social and political
organisation to some degree.

Non-centralisation

Non-centralisation suggests the absence of a central authority which makes
binding decisions on distant groups, and enforces them, whether by force or
legitimate acceptance, or delegation to other authorities (as opposed to a ritual
or symbolic government which has little in¯ uence on local policies). The Pare
and Usambara, which attempted genuinely centralised states would be excep-
tions. Many groups were essentially stateless, such as the Iraqw, the Ndendeuli
and the Makonde, and any organisation was at village level. Coordination
between and even within villages was often ad hoc.28 The states often had
internal cleavages and alternate sources of legitimacy and organisation, es-
pecially in lineage and clan. Material factors such as distance, as in the case of
many western chiefdoms such as the Fipa, reduced further the ability of leaders
to command, and the willingness of people to follow. However, material
explanations such as distance, agriculture or technology are inadequate to
explain the extent of non-centralised decision making, which often extended into
the village, across levels of organisation. While centralisation was attempted by
military contenders for power in the 19th century, and was imposed later by the
colonial powers, it had uncertain effectiveness, whether for material or cultural
reasons.

Family

The family was generally the fundamental unit of decision making, as well as of
economic production. Families were fairly autonomous in many decisions, and
often were free to leave one village or area and move to another to seek unused
land and economic opportunity, or to ¯ ee from quarrels and personality con¯ icts.
While in some groups, lives were highly prescribed, there usually seems to have
been freedom to exit and colonise elsewhere.

Autonomous, diverse communities

Communities were not isolated from each other; there were high levels of
interaction, from migration and colonisation, and from trade in regionally
specialised crops and crafts. Therefore, a community’s coercive ability was
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limited, since other options were readily available. Communities generally had
internal approaches to problems and con¯ icts, and would have freedom to
determine survival and growth strategies. Chieftainships were relatively indepen-
dent. Even where there were complex systems of chiefs and subchiefs, their
jurisdiction might be limited to speci® c kinds of con¯ icts (especially inter-com-
munity con¯ icts), with the expectation that the community or individuals
involved should resolve con¯ icts peacefully. Community autonomy is also
indicated by the lack of central coercive power, or taxes and tribute to transfer
wealth to the centre. Tanzania was composed of dozens of different groups, each
with its own form of social and economic organisation, distinct from its
neighbours but interacting.29

The picture presented above suggests that pre-colonial Tanzania was com-
posed of a loose collection of interacting and intermingling (especially through
the extensive Swahili culture and language) but autonomous communities, which
contained little strong authority and left great scope for individual and family
action, within the parameters of a subsistence economy. This generalised view
suggests individualistic cultural tendencies. I argue that these qualities are
present even in hierarchically organised societies, as well as in the more informal
and stateless societies, and that they help to explain post-independence peasant
behaviour. If these are indeed the qualities which can be associated with the
Tanzanian culture, there are major implications for Tanzanian policy and
political life. I argue that the Tanzanian culture was incompatible with Ujamaa
and Tanzanian socialism. Below, I will discuss the cultural bases of these
policies in President Nyerere’ s writings.

Independent Tanzania: Nyerere’s conception of the peasantry and Ujamaa

Julius Nyerere was a charismatic leader of the nationalist movement, and
president of the Tanganyika African National Union (TANU). He became Tanza-
nia’ s ® rst Prime Minister, then President, and was the major philosopher and
architect of independent Tanzania’ s development policy. He was known for his
personal integrity, magnetism, popularity, and his sel¯ ess devotion to the good
of the nation as he saw it; stories re¯ ecting this character are widespread and
unquestioned. Early independent government programmes were based on and
justi® ed by Nyerere’ s socialist commitment. He wrote and spoke extensively of
his moral commitment to equality and community, which he based on the nature
of the pre-colonial indigenous Tanzanian social structure, and so claimed was
culturally appropriate. I have abstracted from his words to provide a tentative
summary of his perception of the nature of African society. Did Nyerere’ s view
of the nature of African or Tanzanian society re¯ ect the cultural and historical
reality of the area?30

Traditional society

One of the major themes in Nyerere’ s writings on African society was that of
a community sharing available resources with all members:
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In African society ¼ traditionally we lived as families, with individuals supporting
each other and helping each other on terms of equality. We recognized that each of
us had a place in the community, and this place carried with it rights to whatever
food and shelter was available in return for the use of whatever abilities and
energies we had. The old and the sick, or those whose crops had been destroyed by
natural disasters, were not left alone in their suffering. Other people shared with
them, and did so without any feeling on either side that this was ª charityº from the
better-off, or involved any loss of human dignity for the one who was (through no
fault of his own) in need ¼ The community was a unit in which every individual
was important, and among which the goods available were shared without too great
inequality.31

Traditional African society, as depicted above, is based on three major beliefs:
® rst, an obligation to work and participate in society; second, a communal
sharing of property when members were in need; and third, respect due each
person for the role they played in the communal effort, even if it was a minor
role.32

Nyerere frequently commented on the centrality of hard work to traditional
life, and placed a high value on it, suggesting that rewards should be received
for effort as well as need. However, communal ownership of property was also
central; `¼ results of their joint effort were divided according to well-under-
stood customs on the basis of the fact that every member of the family had to
have enough to eat before any of them had any extra’ . Furthermore, this
communal ownership implied a kind of social security system: `Nobody starved,
either of food or of human dignity because he lacked personal wealth; he could
depend on the wealth possessed by the community of which he was a member’
even in a situation of no surplus. Land was also considered to be communal
property, and the only individual rights to it were use rights, not sale or
exchange. The fundamental values suggested by these principles were equality
and participation, with no con¯ ict between the interests of the individual and
those of the community. Individualistic preferences for competition and individ-
ual advancement to achieve prosperity were seen as alien, capitalist exploitation,
inculcated by the colonial government.33

Nyerere’ s policy was structured in accord with these communitarian ideals;
Nyerere argued that hereditary aristocracy was a foreign import. With no
hierarchical structures or hereditary rulers, the Tanzanian community had been
governed democratically, as `a society of equals and it conducted its business
through discussion ¼ they talk till they agree’ .34 Nyerere based his concept of
democracy on this assumption concerning traditional Tanzanian government, and
argued that `our ® rst step must be to reeducate ourselves; to regain our former
attitude of mind’ . However, traditional equality was not enough for a modern
society, however valuable, since it was `an equality of poverty, the cooperation
was on small things’ . His aim was to modernise the base which tradition had laid
down and use it to meet modern goals.35

It is controversial to assert that Tanzania’ s cultural history is predominantly
individualistic, especially in the context of President Nyerere’ s belief in an
egalitarian pre-colonial history. Careful analysis of ethnographic studies is
necessary to explore this issue. To pursue this question, and suggest whether it
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is supported by more speci® c evidence, I will examine studies of the Makonde,
Ndendeuli, and Shambala groups for evidence of their ways of life.36 These
studies explore historical practices, which, may not be followed today. However
Nyerere based his policies on an ª historicalº Tanzania, and so I based my
critique there as well. This is a preliminary survey, and these groups are not
representative, but it should be suggestive.

Makonde

The Makonde peoples37 are located in the southern coastal plateau area, where
they migrated from Mozambique over a period of centuries. The plateau
provided a basis for shifting agriculture and protection from enemies, by hiding
in the impenetrable bush. Migration has continued to be a de® ning characteristic
of Makonde social structure.38

The Makonde maintain two signi® cant group memberships, kinship and
village. However, these two ties are fairly weak in terms of prescription of
behaviour and maintenance of group boundaries. Inheritance is matrilineal, so
young men move from their family’ s home to their bride’ s, and often work under
her family’ s authority. Separations, sometimes permanent, between the residence
of a man and his family might result, weakening kinship ties. However the
family did prescribe with respect to inheritance, religion and taboos, and it
provided assistance in old age and emergency, so it had a stronger hold than the
village. Villages were generally scattered settlements which exercised little
authority, partly because of the presence of multiple lineages and the prevalence
of ¯ ight and resettlement. Other networks also formed, meeting social, economic
and political needs, especially through initiation rites and neighbourhoods.39

These networks were independent of both village leader and lineage groups.
The of® ce of `leader’ in a village was hereditary, based on descent from the

® rst coloniser, but he had limited authority and few special privileges (virtually
no coercive authority). The primary duties were spiritual, involving ancestor
worship.40 Another role which commonly fell to leaders was mediation of
disputes and negotiation of settlements, if they had a reputation for wisdom and
skill in mediation. Such skill was respected, since there was no universally
accepted code of behaviour and no socially de® ned superior or neutral arbitra-
tors. Respect based on wisdom was earned by the individual, not inherited.41 The
leader did not rule, and countervailing power bases existed.

Decisions were made collectively by interested parties, partly because of the
many countervailing groups and loyalties within a small community.42 The major
countervailing authority lay in the elders of other family groups, who protected
the interests of their groups. Disagreements including restitution, were negoti-
ated, and advantage in negotiations often depended on who had the greatest force
or in¯ uence available. Disruptive behaviour which threatened the harmony of
the community was controlled through judicial settlements which sought
compensation for injury rather than punishment of deviance.43

The main economic sanction available to the leadership was assignment of
vacant land to new immigrants. However, that control was limited (after two
years, new immigrants had equal rights with other residents), and there were no
other economic sanctions. The climate and technology provided little potential
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for accumulation of wealth. Taxes were minimal, and ritual tributes and
gifts (including bride price) were tokens, reducing the transfer of wealth and
hence the potential for economic coercion. In general, sanctions were almost
non-existent, either aimed at non-members (recent immigrants) or stemming
from negotiation. After all, sanctions are ineffective when the exit option is
available and attractive.44

What were the primary characteristics of the Makonde discernible from
Liebenow’s study? Prescription was virtually absent. Each community had
different practices. There were no universally accepted codes of behaviour, and
rights or privileges were determined by negotiations which were in¯ uenced by
the relative strength of the parties.45 If local norms were unacceptable, an
individual could leave. Leadership had little practical power, since it was not
inheritable and had no sanctions. Ascribed status and roles were minimal.

Group membership was very loose; lineage was important, but only the most
important of several loose ties, and the combination of marital practices and the
propensity to migrate reduced the strength of the lineage group as a support
system or de® ner of social identity. The Makonde were characterised by
the formation of networks of relationships, based on different criteria (line-
age, location and colonisation, interest, marriage, friendship, etc) and they
functioned within these overlapping and cross-cutting webs,46 rather than as
members of ascribed groups. In addition, religion did not support either group
cohesion or prescription of behavioural norms, since there was no centralised
religious authority. Religion was based on ancestor worship, so each person or
family unit could practise religion without outside interference or assistance.
These qualities suggest a strongly individualistic way of life, characterised by
personal freedom.

There are three major exceptions to this individualistic social structure,
suggesting a hierarchical subculture. First, there was a `castelike’ relationship
between the Makonde and more recent immigrants. This included some occu-
pational specialisation and some contempt for `unclean’ personal habits. How-
ever, this strati® cation may not have played a major role in daily life. The second
hierarchical characteristic was the ability to `pawn’ relatives (especially female)
and use them as security for debts, or in place of labour owed as compensation.
However, pawns were not permanent, had rights, were not slaves, and it is
unclear how prevalent the practice was. Even so, pawning suggests some clear
status differences (mostly gender, which followed in other areas of family life).
The third exception was the practice of keeping domestic slaves. Slave status
was essentially permanent, and slaves had fewer rights than pawns. These
exceptions do not seem to have been important in daily life, but they do suggest
a distinct thread of hierarchical organisation running through the culture.47

Ndendeuli

The Ndendeuli,48 also of southern Tanzania, clearly de® ne themselves and their
interactions in terms of kinship relations: `Rights and obligations, privileges and
responsibilities ¼ were ubiquitously and continually explained and morally
justi® ed in terms of the kinship relations of people.’ 49 However, this apparently
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strongly bounded group identity was mitigated by the highly ¯ uid and `ego
centred’ de® nitions of kinship. Each individual forms `complex networks’ for
purposes of social interaction and economic cooperation. These networks (kin-
sets) include those persons who are reliable and available to assist in cooperative
endeavours. Each individual will de® ne his or her kin-set differently, though
kin-sets will overlap. Kinship is de® ned primarily as involving those people with
whom one has a reciprocal relationship, rather than having relationships with
people who are kin. This somewhat counter-intuitive system seems to organise
agricultural labour and social interactions effectively.

As with the Makonde, the Ndendeuli are a colonising people. They lived in
small communities,50 and practised shifting cultivation, growing crops in one
® eld (adjoining the home as nearly as possible) until it was infertile. They would
then move the ® eld by clearing unclaimed land, still remaining close to the
home. After a number of years, when no usable land was conveniently available
for cultivation, they would move. These moves were not coordinated, families
would move in different directions and at different times, and new communities
created would not resemble the ones dissolved. A few heads of households
would ® nd a new location and settle. Other immigrants would join later,
generally sponsored by a present member of the new community. Honour
accruing to the ® rst immigrants did not translate into real power or authority;
even in¯ uence was minimal aside from whatever personal reputation developed.
Communities formed clusters of households to facilitate cooperation for some of
the tasks of clearing bush and agriculture,51 and `persisted only so long as they
retained tolerable supplies of cultivable land, and as they adequately satis® ed
men’ s needs for fairly reliable cooperation with their neighbors’ .52

The regular, extensive economic cooperation suggests clear forms of social
organisation, but based on neighbourhoods, shifting relationships and varying
needs. No organising principles such as common descent, property rights or
common defence bound communities together.53 The `rules’ by which interac-
tions were guided were ego-centred, situational and interpreted conditionally
and continually. Obligations were reciprocal though shifting and conditional;
understandings changed over time, and were based on practical realities.

The basic unit of action in the community was the household, headed by a
married man who organised his household, administered it as an economic unit
and represented it to the community.54 The household would include wives,
children and young unmarried men, and any dependents related to either the
husband or the wife (such as widows and their children). Young married men
had labour obligations to their fathers-in-law, and so resided near them in the
early years of marriage. In a village, any head of household was related to
several other heads of household, either through blood or marriage. If there were
too few `kin neighbours’ to provide a base for effective economic cooperation
and social interaction, more relatives would be sponsored to join the community.
An individual would have a number of households which would provide a
logical pool of cooperation. However, as men grew older, by preference they
would gradually develop `somewhat diverging sets of active kinship relations
and the desire for a greater degree of autonomy of choice in social action’ .55

Networks are developed based on some concept of kinship, but it was a ¯ uid
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concept that depended upon convenience and personal af® nities. Each individual
would have many linkages to different people to whom their kin were not
related; de® nition of kin neighbour was individually negotiated, not ascribed.
Men aligned themselves with those kin-members with whom they had closer
obligations and af® nities and `developed their own sets of kin-linkages that
became partly idiosyncratic to each individual’ . Lineal kinship was not a strong
factor, and it seemed foolish to `impose arti® cial limits on the range of social
relationships’ . Practically, these networks worked out in ad hoc workgroups
recruited for a speci® c purpose from kin-neighbours.56

Desire for personal choice in relationships and household decisions is re¯ ected
in the orientation towards community in¯ uence and leadership. `Household
heads were considered to be equals who did not recognise any authority over
them within the community’ .57 Leadership was tentative and based on personal
prestige. If an individual was talented and able, he might use his wisdom and
in¯ uence in resolving disputes and supporting his kin-neighbours and friends in
disputes. A person could aspire to status as a notable or a big man, but that status
was fragile, dependent on continual success.

Con¯ ict resolution demonstrates the network processes. When a dispute arose
within a community, there was a strong interest in resolving it quickly so that
the normal patterns of cooperation could continue undisrupted. The dispute
might be amicable, over con¯ icting work parties, or more personal, over debts,
insults or strongly disruptive or antisocial behaviour. A serious con¯ ict might
disrupt economic cooperation and social relationships throughout the com-
munity, since networks were inextricably linked. A `moot’ or meeting would
then be called, convening an assembly of neighbours on neutral ground. The
principals would be present with their action sets and possibly other interested
parties or notables. Individuals who did not want to support either side (because
of con¯ icting obligations) might be absent, visiting distant kin. `There were
few rules of procedure; and there was no one to act as chairman, let alone
as arbitrator or judge.’ The matter would be discussed, facts would be agreed
to, and a decision concerning resolution and compensation (if necessary) would
be reached. Notables had the opportunity to use their wisdom and in¯ uence
to resolve con¯ icts, and would increase their prestige if effective. The
moot would usually end genially, with the drinking of beer and the restora-
tion of social relations. There were no sanctions available to enforce
judgments; cooperation was voluntary.58

Economic cooperation provides more examples of the shifting, idiosyncratic
networks of cooperation among the Ndendeuli.59 Economic cooperation involved
coordinating work parties to share in the labour of clearing new ® elds, repairing
houses, preparing land for planting, and the actual planting. Kin-neighbours
would be asked to join a work party formed for speci® c tasks, and they would
join based on their other obligations, their relationship with the organiser, and
their interest in maintaining reciprocal obligations. Families participated in the
work parties of those with whom they had reciprocal obligations, and those with
whom they wanted to strengthen obligations. These ties were originally formed
due to kinship bonds and over time became self-de® ning. However, each ® eld
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was clearly the property of the man who had claimed it and his produce was his
alone.

In terms of culture theory, the Ndendeuli are clearly very low grid; the
behaviour of heads of households is not prescribed by social conventions and
mores, and individuals have tremendous autonomy in social action. Kinship is
de® ned so loosely that individuals de® ne their kinsmen for purposes of cooper-
ation and social interaction. There are no negative consequences or sanctions for
building a kin±neighbour network in a particular way, and men participate in an
action-set or network for a variety of reasons.60 Therefore, group boundaries are
clearly weak. The individualist label is supported by culture theory’ s contention
that ego-centred networks are the primary organisational form of low group
social relationships: `If relationships are organized into networks, the pattern you
will trace out will be unique to the individual you have chosen ¼ they spread
out all over the place, have no boundaries and are as numerous as the individuals
who build them.’ 61 This description clearly ® ts the Ndendeuli.

Shambala

The Shambala (or Shambaa) kingdom, in the Usambara mountains of northeast
Tanzania, forms a far more hierarchically organised system than do the Makonde
and the Ndendeuli. It is organised through lineage. Chiefs or royal lineages have
authority over interlineage relations and legitimate monopoly over coercion,
though there are councillors who advise and check chie¯ y power. The system’ s
ability to control all aspects of life is extensive and group identity is strong,
though the option of migrating and founding a lineage exists.

The basic residential and economic unit is the household, which is built
around an autonomous family, ideally with multiple wives and many children.
Each wife has a separate house, ® elds and stock which are allocated to her at her
marriage, and inheritable through her by her children. This property cannot be
taken from her without her permission. The family is nested within a lineage,
and most lineages are fairly localised, living within a village. As with the
Makonde and Ndendeuli, the lineage of the ® rst migrant has leadership rights,
but for the Shambala, there is more real power associated with inherited
leadership. Land tenure is permanent, rather than temporary, and land ownership
and rights are inherited, though the lineage retains rights so that land cannot be
alienated or disposed of outside the lineage.62

The lineage has strong group boundaries; any action taken by a member of a
lineage is the responsibility of the entire lineage. When ® nes or compensation
are required, they are paid by the lineage as a group to the offended lineage as
a group. `Kinship groups ¼ retain a considerable responsibility for the security
of the individual and the regulation of social relationships ¼ it is the legitimate
business of the lineage to settle’ any disputes within the lineage. While villages
are generally not completely of one lineage, different lineages may be merged
by marriage and genealogies may be falsi® ed to increase solidarity.63

Within the lineage, there are clear status differences which prescribe the range
of acceptable behaviour closely. Prescriptions include behaviour expected
between generations, generally in terms of formality and respect. Relatitve age
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within a generation is also signi® cant, since eldest sons have ® rst claim on bride
wealth and tend to inherit more than younger sons. Villages are led by the
acknowledged leader of the ® rst lineage and these leaders have far greater
authority than among the Ndendeuli, mostly thanks to the position of all younger
men as deferential to them, and their role as intermediaries with non-members.
Leaders also have sanctions at their disposal, though these are weakening over
time.64

The chiefs represent a level of authority above village leaders. Lineage heads
have familial authority, while chie¯ y authority is `expressly political in nature’ .
Chiefs monopolise the exercise of authority in interlineage relations, and some
acts are de® ned as a challenge to the chief’ s authority. For example, murder is
prohibited, since only the chief can allow killing of any kind: `it eats the
chiefship for common people to do the things that only a chief can do’ . This
points up a difference between the Shambala and other groups; while most acts,
including murder, were civil issues to the Makonde and Ndendeuli, requiring
compensation to the victim based on discussion and negotiation, the Shambala
have a real sense that `murder is an injury to the body politic and a challenge
to the authority of the chief rather than a private injury’ .65

The chief has the authority to command services from his subjects, collect
® nes and exact tribute and taxes. The chief and the system of which he is part
also de® ne the `public goods’ 66 which are collectively provided through obliga-
tory communal labour and taxes. He commands the allegiance of his people, and
through that their property, though the burdens tend not to be onerous. Winans
argues that the system is weakened by the chiefs’ technological inability to
control their distant subjects.67 However, control of behavior is highly effective.
Technology does not determine the hierarchical nature of the society and the
system functions effectively.

Explicit lines of authority and deference exist within chiefs’ courts as well as
between different level of chiefs. However, countering concentration of power
upward, there is an institutional check to the power of chiefs. The councillors
advise the chief on many issues, announce his decisions and determine succes-
sion, based in part on agreement of commoners as to the best chief. The
legitimacy of the chiefs’ rule is based on the support and acquiescence of their
subjects, as in the belief `that the royal chief is a chief because the people wish
him to be’ .68

The Shambala system has clearly delineated roles and relationships, with
sanctions for violating norms. There are strong deference patterns and differen-
tials in status based on ascribed criteria. Nor is this an imposed system; there
seems to be `a belief in the inborn ® tness of the ruling class to rule’ .69 These
characteristics re¯ ect hierarchy. Group boundaries are also high; there is true
corporate authority, group membership is the de® ning characteristic of one’ s life,
and groups act as representatives for their members. Even though ancestors are
viewed as capricious and controlling one’ s luck, often negatively, they were
believed to be controllable with the appropriate formula of sacri® ces, which
suggests a culture which is based on rules and appropriate behaviour to control
and stabilise the world (an extremely hierarchical view of nature or life).

Even with this very hierarchical social system, there are individualistic
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undercurrents. The ® rst is the more casual relations between grandparents and
grandchildren, which circumvent prescriptions concerning relations between
relatives and between generations. (This re¯ ects the `joking relationships’ which
are found in many African societies, whereby casual, even bizarre or violent
behaviour is allowed, even expected, between people who have certain relation-
ships). The second is the option of migration, which remains viable, though
probably not the most desirable. These provide some `escape valves’ for
pressures building up within society.

A Tanzanian political culture?

Given the variation in the groups discussed above, it would be dif® cult to select
one organising principle or way of life which predominates in traditional
Tanzanian society. There are certain commonalities, explained by culture and
reinforced by technology, but no universal or monolithic culture. These common
attributes include the `loosely linked small communities’ ,70 the propensity for
migration, and the cross-cutting loyalties and obligations. Many authority struc-
tures were weak, but certainly not all, though the state had little ability explicitly
to control daily life. Among the Shambala, intrusion was unnecessary, since
norms and prescriptions legitimately determined much individual behaviour and
accepted rules governed con¯ ict management. While experiences varied, many
pre-colonial Tanzanian peasants may have experienced some autonomy in
subsistence and lifestyle preferences. Obedience to a central authority was not an
aspect of the Tanzanian peasant’ s life, nor was cooperation on a large scale. This
is a logical development from a subsistence economy based on rain-fed agricul-
ture in a marginal area with unreliable rains and low level technology, but
certainly not the only logical development. A materialist explanation is inad-
equate to explain differences, while cultural analysis helps to explain variation
in social systems built around different preferences.

Nyerere and Tanzanian culture

There are a number of problems with Nyerere’ s analysis of traditional society.
He speaks in general terms of `African society,’ or `the African family’ , with
little consideration for the tremendous diversity of social forms found in
Tanzania, and throughout the African continent. He identi® es African society as
egalitarian, composed of small communities and families who owned property
communally with no status differentials or hereditary aristocracies. However,
there are hierarchies in Tanzania; Nyerere’ s insistence that the few Tanzanian
aristocracies were composed of immigrants, rather than indigenous peoples,
avoids the fact that some of these migrations occurred in the distant past, and the
myths of origin, whether factually true or not, were used to legitimate the
hereditary leadership’ s right to rule.

Nyerere also suggested that small communities owned property in common.
However, there is a distinction between land which cannot be alienated from a
family or lineage and land which is communally owned, with shared rights to
appropriate produce. In Mount Kilimanjaro, land was privately owned and
meticulously divided. The Shambala practised inheritance of land within a family
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and the rights were quite speci® cally divided among wives and through them to
their children. These property rights could not be changed without the wife’ s
agreement, though the land could not be alienated outside the community.
Furthermore, many communities such as the Ndendeuli were composed of shift-
ing cultivators, who would farm available land until it was infertile, and then
move on to clear more unoccupied land. Unowned and unoccupied land is not
communally owned, and the concepts of property ownership, communal or
individual, beyond short-term use rights (inferred by clearing bush), would have
been irrelevant.

Communal land ownership implies egalitarian community relations. Nyerere
suggests that communities shared their produce with members in need, without
obligation to repay. Generally, the basic economic unit was the family; families
shared their resources and owned them in common (though control and appropri-
ation rights were divided along various criteria). Consumption and contribution
of agricultural labour were not equal within a family; in some cases, each wife
might have her own plot of land, from which she grew food for herself, her
children and husband. A more productive woman would feed her children better.
Communal access to food and shelter did not extend to the village, clan or tribe.
Tanzanian communities and peoples were so diverse that it is not useful to speak
of them generally. However, there are some general statements which can be
made: ® rst, outside the family unit, there was little `egalitarian’ social organis-
ation as Nyerere intends it. Villages did not hold their land in common, and food
or seed was borrowed if shortages were found, rather than given as a right. In
some communities, cooperation was used for agricultural chores, but the produce
of the ® elds was strictly the family’ s. It appears that Nyerere’ s picture of a
primitive African or Tanzanian socialism is not supported by evidence.

Conclusion

Tanzania’s political culture

I return to my original question: was Nyerere’ s vision of pre-colonial Tanzania
accurate? Nyerere saw Tanzanian traditional society as homogeneous and
egalitarian, and he spoke of this legacy and its opposition to individualistic
European culture often and explicitly. The Tanzanian peasantry were natural
socialists who had been corrupted by the colonial system.71 They needed only to
relearn their natural cooperative patterns, and be taught how to upgrade their
skills and technology so they could take advantage of economies of scale to
create more wealth, which would make all better off. However, Tanzanian
history has many examples of entrepreneurial behaviour independent of, or
opposed to, colonial or independent government preferences, examples of which
have continued in the contemporary `second economy.’ 72 This suggests a
confusion of colonial capitalist exploitation with indigenous individualism, and
a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of Tanzanian political culture.

Nyerere took some real aspects of Tanzanian life, generalised from them to all
of Tanzania and Africa, and applied his principles beyond their appropriate-
realm. While his references to `African’ traditional society may have been
intended metaphorically, his beliefs about Tanzania were used as the basis of his
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policy programme, and as `a kind of mobilizing political myth which would
enable the government to explain the ujamaa program to the peasantry and enlist
its support ¼ {the} historical accuracy of an ideology {is a crucial question} in
determining its success as a mobilizing instrument’ .73 Nyerere’ s interpretation of
Tanzanian culture and the social realities which shaped Tanzania’ s history was
mistaken, and contributed to disastrous policy failures. The compromises and
shifts in his policies over the years, as socialism was not effectively imple-
mented, and the people were no better off, may be interpreted as tacit though
reluctant acceptance of this contradiction.74

Cultural analysis suggests that, while ways of life varied, many Tanzanian
peasants demonstrated individualist qualities, and could make independent
choices concerning subsistence and lifestyle preferences which were relatively
unconstrained by complex and intrusive systems of prescriptions. Options
included migration, allowed exit from communities because of personal con¯ icts
or limited opportunities. Equality of condition and limits of freedom seem to
have been primarily the result of the limits imposed by technology, environment
and the vagaries of subsistence agriculture. There were few indications of
egalitarian culture. Though hierarchical systems existed, and were widespread,
especially in response to the Ngoni invasions and the disorder of the 19th
century,75 obedience to a central authority was not the predominant experience
of the Tanzanian peasantry before colonial rule, nor was large-scale cooperation.
While there are dozens of other groups to consider, many of which have never
been carefully studied, my ® ndings are suggestive.

Culture theory and African politics

Culture theory has a distinctive capacity to take analysis of African politics and
policy a step further than other modes of analysis, and infer appropriate policies
and structures from the dominant ways of life within society. Culture theory can
explain and compare varied behaviours, in different times and places, by their
functions for supporting a way of life. It reminds us that institutions and policies
must be consistent with the values and preferences of the population if they are
to be effective. It addresses fundamental questions of human social life: Who am
I? What am I to do?76 And so it facilitates understanding of social processes. It
can take us beyond generalisations concerning peasant behaviour in East Africa,
to explain the ways in which people respond to their environment, and the varied
institutions which they build to meet their needs. Tanzania does not have a
homogeneous peasantry, so responses cannot be predicted by a monolithic theory.

The question of whether policies can be used to change ways of life is still
open; Nyerere and others deeply believed that individualistic practices were
unjust and would harm development.77 Why was the elite egalitarian and
hierarchical if the population was individualist? What differing cultural
in¯ uences created this division between elite and peasants? More than that, how
feasible is engineered cultural transformation? How far can structures be moved
from values without disaster? Fatton, while agreeing that pre-colonial Tanzania
was not naturally socialist, suggests that proper programmes could create a
socialist culture.78 This follows the logic of egalitarian culture (and socialist
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philosophy), which suggests that human nature is a product of social intercourse;
people are born good and corrupted by their institutions, so if the institutions are
changed, people can be transformed.79 How amenable to change are a people?
Culture can and does change. If the material and political reality does not
support the cultural world view, eventually people will shift to one which is
more congruent with realty.80 However, natural change in response to signi® cant
contextual shifts is different from engineered change, which is notoriously
dif® cult, though often attempted, and frequently leads to unintended conse-
quences. This remains an open question, worthy of study. Tanzania’ s failure to
change its cultures could be the result of cultural resilience, ineffectiveness of
social engineering or erratic, arbitrary and often coercive policy implemen-
tation.81 Further research is necessary, though a de® nitive answer may be
impossible. However, culture theory provides a potentially powerful tool for
explaining Tanzanian and other African development and political anomalies.
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