








































































































































































































































































































































































If Lhe ban in Utengule did not pose a serious threat to Lhe local Lhirst for 

alcohol, it did threaten the ritual economy of village (Sangu) life. In one 

respect the November Seminar anticipated these events. Concluding his address 

to the assembled representatives of Utengule and Luhanga, Lhe Divisional 

Secretary had switched onto an unexpected tack. Declaring his tribal affiliation 

as a Nyamwanga, he told his audience that Lhe hereditary chiefs of his 

homeland continue to conduct mitambilw, ritual offerings, for Lhe benefit of Lhe 

country. Just like Merere in fact. Intimating that Lhese were traditions worlhy 

of respect he signalled my presence at Lhe back of the room and suggested that 

the village aulhorities should follow my example (hadn't I after all travelled all 

the way from England just to stay at Merere's old tribal seat and study Lhe 

history and customs of his people?) by according Merere Lhe recognition that 

he was due. In future he should be invited to auend meetings of Lhis kind, his 

participation to be regarded as a valuable asset. This gesture (whatever its 

motives) was to prove more Lhan a little appropriate. 

The last public offering on Lhe graves of Alfeo Merere's forebears had 

been held at his 'residence· (mbalino, s) in Utengule three weeks before the 

Seminar, on the 28 and 29 October 1980. Like many such rituals it was 

mulliple in purpose. One of its principal functions was to mark the formal 

conclusion of the cycle of mourning and inheritance ceremonies which had 

followed the dcalh of Alfeo's mother in 1979. It was also rumoured to have 

been prompted by a desire to resolve some unspecified shida, difficulty, in 

Alfeo's own household (Lhe illness of a child? disease in his herds?). But its 

timing was largely determined by the impending transition from the dry to Lhe 

rainy season; the ritual was to ensure that t11is transition took place in Lhe 

desired fashion. Indeed, it spolled with rain for the first time on Lhe very night 

separating the two days of the ritual. Less than a monlh later and three days 
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after the Seminar (that is, on 21 November) the rain fell in earnest, marking 

the start of the wet season proper. 

By the end of December the heaviest of the rains were over. There 

followed, as usual, a break in the rains. The second and third weeks of 

January (1981) were as bright ami sunny as any at the height of the dry season 

(thereafter it only rained sporadically until mid-April when, on the 15th, I 

recorded the last fall of drizzle in my diary). Traditionally this necessitated 

another offering. And this year it was felt to be even more imperative with 

cholera threatening the lives of villagers and the well-being of the whole 

community. But this posed a problem. An offering would involve the open 

celebration of a number of practices which the authorities had proscribed in 

the interests of containing the outbreak. The ritual required a public gathering 

for two consecutive days and the preparation of two different kinds of pombe 

(wujimbi, s), namely mfwango (s), a millet beer for the rites on the graves 

ami nsuga (s), a maize beer for general consumption. It also demanded the 

slaughter of a cow, preferably black, whose left foreleg (mbambulwa, s, the 

sacred cut) was to be cast, raw, onto the graves, while the rest of the meat 

was to be roasted on an open n re; the breast and the back to be shared out 

among the women (signifying their role in suckling and carrying t11cir 

children) and the remainder to be given to the men (crudely wrapped portions 

being sent across tl1e village to any notables unable to attend). This was not 

what the Regional health aut110rities had in mind. The blowing out, spraying or 

spitting of pombe (after which the ritual, mafunyo, s, is named) is clearly 

incompatible with measures designed to prevent the spread of highly infectious 

and virulent diseases, even if it is (as it was in t11is case) directed towards 

achieving the same result. 
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Only two months earlier, in the November Seminar, the Divisional 

Secretary (a Christian) had sanctioned Alfeo's ritual authority and urged his 

greater involvement in the formal processes of decision-making in the 

village(s), implying that the government could ill afford to ignore his wjper 

influence. This commitment was put to the test when Alfeo and his ritual 

specialist (munjajila munya mafunyo, s), Mfumbulwa, pressed for an offering 

at the height of the cholera outbreak. 

The Ward Secretary gave his assent (whether this came from a higher 

authority I cannot say) and the ritual went ahead. Thus, on the morning of 15 

January the main participants assembled on the verandah (shitala, s) of Alfeo's 

residence in Utengule. There they were joined by others (anyone who cared to 

share the pombe provided by Alfeo's wives); sitting, talking and drinking 

until well after nightfall. The next day began similarly, until the participants 

were led outside by Mfumbulwa and the most genealogically senior member of 

the royal family present, Salehe Mugasi Merere. Picking their way through a 

field and undergrowth at the back of the residence (close to the river Mambi), 

they approached the small, low hut (shiyumba, s) which houses the grave of 

Mtenjela, and, removing sandals and headgear at the entrance, they stooped to 

enter the dimly lit interior. Inside, the participants took it in turns to throw 

down pieces of raw meat; to drink, spray and pour libations of mfwango (s), 

onto the grave. These actions were accompanied by whispered prayers, which 

included requests to deliver the land from the ravages of cholera. With some 

reshuffling of the participants this ceremony was repeated in a larger, brick­

built building nearby which shelters the graves of Mgandilwa and Mkanuwoga 

Merere. Back outside, they joined everyone else to roast and share out the rest 

of the meal. All this time Alfeo was in his residence, waiting for the moment 

when, after a farewell visit to the graves, the main participants made their way 
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back to the verandah to thank him in unison, thus concluding the ritual. 

Interpretation and Misinterpretation 

It would be wrong to ii1fer from this that relations between Alfeo and the 

authorities were any better than those between his predecessors in office and 

their colonial masters. The chequered course of Alfeo's political career after 

independence (and the abolition of chicfship as a political office) bems this 

out. 

In 1963, after a brief spell as Divisional Executive Officer in Ulengule, he 

was transferred to the same post at Mbozi, in Unyiha, west of Mbcya. 

Unhappy with this (a shrewd move to keep him away from his traditional 

domain), he resigned after three months and returned to Usangu. Thereafter 

relations deteriorated. In 1965, the year that Tanzania adopted a one Party 

Stale constitution, this conllicl came lo a head. Charging Alfeo with failing to 

assist in the implementation of newly instituted development programmes, the 

Ward authorities tried, unsuccessfully, to confiscate his stock of poultry 

(amounting to liule more than 20 chickens). They followed this up with an 

attempt to seize some 300 head of caule in Alfco's possession, but again were 

unsuccessful. 

By this time Alfeo had become well established in Luhanga, beyond the 

immediate reach of his political enemies, who could operate rather too easily 

in Utengule. In less "than a decade, though, he was working rather successfully 

within the new socialist framework. From 1972 to 1976 he held the post of 

Divisional Secretary at Chimala. But at the end of this term he was again 

transferred to the west, this time to Chuny:.1. As hcfore, Alfco resigned and 
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returned to Luhanga. On his own account this was because he preferred the 

immediacy of economic returns on his own land to the promise of a monthly 

salary. While informants suggested other, 'affective', reasons - a desire to be 

re-united with his wives, or close to his cattle - it is not difficult to read a 

rather more canny reckoning into this return to 'the wilderness'. Luhanga 

remained his home base through to the early 1980s, when his only official 

position was as treasurer of the Village Development Fund (two years before, 

though, he had helped to collect some Sh.200,000 in aid of the war with 

Uganda). 

This history exhibits a pauern. The modem authorities, like the British, 

have tended to see the Sangu chief as an obstacle to progress; as a challenge 

to their authority in the traditional (therefore economically backward) core of 

the old chiefdom where his influence remains strongest. Having failed to lure 

Alfeo away from this local base (making use of his administrative skills 

elsewhere), and short of an excuse or unwilling to risk direct confrontation, the 

Party has had to seule for a policy of containment. The remarks passed in the 

November Seminar and the events of the following January (1981) were no 

exception to this. 

The Divisional Secretary assumed (rather too readily) that the mauers 

discussed in the Seminar would be conveyed to Alfeo; and that the successful 

adoption of new measures in either village was largely conditional upon 

Merere's agreement. His comments were cleverly designed to tease Alfeo out 

into the open; to secure his complicity in the formal decision-making process, 

and at the same time to define his role (as well as mine) in the politically 

neutral idioms of tradition, ritual and respect. During the cholera outbreak this 

ploy paid off. Obliged by tradition (rather than personal inclination) to sec that 
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an offering was held, Alfco was hardly in a position to do t1tis in open 

defiance of the authorities; certainly not when the aucntion of officials in 

Mbeya was trained upon events (t.hc course of the outbreak) in and around 

Utcngule. This would be to invite intervention. But the only alternative was to 

seck their permission to hold an offering. In doing so Alfco appeared, in 

effect, to be signalling the subordination of his ritual to their secular power. 

On t11e first day of the ritual Alfeo could hardly contain his anger. When I 

asked his permission to enter the burial huL~ and record the next day's 

proceedings, his answer bristled with sarcasm. Glancing in the direction of an 

embarrassed Branch Secretary, he replied that the matter was not in his hands, 

that I must go to the Party office (a couple of hundred yards away in the old 

baraza, court-house) when it opened the next morning and ask for permission 

there. The Branch Secretary shuffled uncomfortably on his stool, lost for 

words. The suggestion was ridiculous. The ritual was perfonncd with Alfeo's 

consent, on his property; hence the fonnal thanks offered to him at iLI.i end. If 

any other permisssion were necessary, then it would have to come from 

Mfumbulwa and Alfeo's other ritual advisors. When I approached the Branch 

Secretary the following morning he could only grin and send me on my way 

to the ritual, knowing full well that under the circumstances his assent (or 

equally, refusal) was worthless. At the ceremony itself he was conspicuous by 

his absence. 

Other comments of Alfco's made over the two days were equally telling. 

He lamented that it was now politically inexpedient to travel to Utengule­

Usongwe, just beyond Mbeya town, and offer on the · grave of his great­

grandfather, the first Mcrere; though tJte local Safwa chief, Mwalyego, still 

held yearly celebrations in his honour. He recounted the well-known tLtle of 
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Mkwawa's skull, returned (in 1954) from a museum in Germany to the 

descendants of the famous Hehe chief (see Musso 1968: 64-65); an event 

symbolising respect for the traditions of chiefship (and a reminder of the 

contrasting fortunes of Alfco and his Hehe counterpart, chief Adam Sapi 

Mkwawa, Speaker of the Tanzanian Parliament). On a more topical note, he 

complained about the Party's insistence that preventive medicines were not 

available to combat the spread of cholera. Then he went on to complain about 

the shortage of commodities in general. He talked at length of recent reports 

on Radio Tanzania that the Chinese were moving away from the path outlined 

by Mao; and, interpreting this as an admission of failure, implied that the 

Tanzanian variant of rural socialism was doomed to a similar fate (recalling 

that both the Tazara railway and (the modem) Mbarali State Farm owe their 

existence to co-operation between the two States). 

On the evening of the 15th Alfeo was even more explicit about his own 

position. Chatting with a young Nyakyusa school teacher who had come by to 

'\ satisfy both his curiosity and his thirst, he elaborated upon the dimensions of 

the 'lake' (ziwa) which now (and throughout the wet season) separated 

Utengule and Luhanga, rendering the path impassable except on foot. 

Declaring his preference for the latter village and the 'freedom from excessive 

government interference to be enjoyed there, he went on to talk about two 

cases of resistance to government-sponsored development programmes. Both 

were familiar to the teacher. The first concerned repeated but unsuccessful 

attempts to resettle peasants living in the flood-prone Rufiji delta, moving them 

up to villages on drier and more accessible ground (see Hyden 1980: 118-119, 

131). The second was in Rukwa Region, where a Party Secretary had failed, 

despite receiving military assistance, to exercise political control over the 

uncooperative jadi, traditional lineages (I have no further information on this 
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case). The parallels were clear. There was nothing very surprising in the fttct 

that almost as soon as the .ritual was over, at four o'clock on the afternoon of 

16 January, Alfeo should have left to return to Luhanga. 

There is no doubt a strong clement of political calculation in Alfeo's 

preference for Luhanga over Utengulc, his traditional scat; a preference which 

became increasingly evident after the first decade of his rule. Ironically 

(intentionally?) the two villages are separated by a diversion of the river 

Mambi which was effected (c.1957/5R) at Alfco's command by the culling of 

a deep channel, still known as mfereji gwa mtwa (s), 'the chief's furrow'. 

The main track to Luhanga and into the plains fords the Mambi just before the 

river is funnelled into this cut. When the level of the Mambi rises (with the 

first rains at its source, in the hills above lgurusi) a boulcncck rapidly forms 

and the river overflows, creating a large pool or 'lake' which is subsequently 

unfordable by vehicle. At the other end of the cut, downstream, the river opens 

out again on its new course (hence its name, ilyahamile, s, literally 'it has 

migrated'). This separates Alfco's two homesteads in Luhanga; one at Ihovclo, 

just north of where the track from Utcngulc bends towards Ukwahcri, the other 

in Luhanga proper, doubly inaccessible during the rains because of its further 

separation from the main route by the Ilyahamilc. Alfeo divides most of his 

time between the two homesteads, which arc separated by finger millet plots, 

the river, and his large rice fields. In 1980-R 1 he was a rare visitor to 

Utengule; usually only passing through, but sometimes stopping longer for an 

offering or one of the dry season caule auctions. 

In Utengule it was sometimes said that Alfco was responsible for the 

comparative ineffectiveness of the village administration in Luhanga; 

particularly for its failure to seize upon ready opportunities to iniprovc local 
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amenities. The extension of the water pipeline from Utengulc was, for 

example, said to require no more than the labour of villagers to dig and lay 

the line: the rest would be done by the Water Deparunent in Mbeya. The 

absence of a reliable water supply made Luhanga an even less attractive 

prospect than it was already (recalling the effect which the pipeline has had in 

encouraging immigration to Utengule), and the impression was that it was 

Alfeo who was responsible for this situation. 

Some newcomers felt this very keenly. The Nyakyusa head teacher of 

Luhanga primary school complained frequently to his colleagues in Utcngule 

that nothing could be done in the village without asking Alfeo first. When he 

had a problem which neither the Village Chairman nor the Branch Secretary 

could solve then he had to beg for Alfeo's assistance "like a small child". 

Indeed everyone, recent Sukuma settlers included, had to "kneel before 

Merere". This was, needless to say, something of an exaggeration: Sukuma did 

challenge Alfeo's authority, not least by moving into the area in the first place. 

Ironically, their recent intrusion may well have bolstered Alfeo's position (as a 

focus for opposition to these wealthy immigrants) and strengthened his claim 

to represent the interests of a local (Sangu) population which presumably had 

already opted for comparative isolation and the more 'traditional' lifestyle of 

the inner plains. 

Alfco's personal wealth was acknowledged to be considerable. In Luhanga 

he ran Lhe only grinding machine, owned a Landrover (the only non-Baluchi 

vehicle in either village), cultivated some 16 hectares (40 acres) of paddy, and 

supervised a large herd of call.le (700-800 head on a conservative estimate, 

possibly thousands), divided and distributed across Usangu. His properties 

included the four homesteads in which his wives were insl.alled; at Luhanga, 
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lhovelo, Utengule and Chimala. In Utengule he was preparing to sell another 

building, which housed the village shop and other tenants, for some Sh.40,000. 

His main income was from Lhc sale of callle and rice; this alone was sufficient 

to rank him among the wealthiest inhabitanL5 of the plains. In this respect his 

position in Luhanga was similar to that of other 'rulers' (as they were 

sometimes called) living in the inner plains (these included Maswata, the 

Sangu Chairman of Mawalc village, whose influence extended over a large 

part of Unyamandc cast to llamba; and the wealthy Chairman of Mwanawala, 

a Baraguyu seulemcnt on the cast bank of the river Mbarali). 

In Utengule, however, Alfeo's authority was certainly nowhere near as 

extensive as it had been. Again, the offering provides an illustration. 

Auendance at the ritual was noticeably low, scarcely twice the number that 

might squeeze into a hut to drink pombc, out of sight of visiting officials (this 

was, in fact, what many of the potential audience were doing at the time; 

refusing to be lured to Alfeo's by the promise of free pombc, what for many 

would have been a rare share of meal, and the knowledge that these could be 

enjoyed quite openly without fear of fine or other punishment). Allcnclance 

was similarly low at all the other public offerings which were held on the 

royal graves in Utengule that year, namely two which ran consecutively on 7-8 

and 9-10 September, and one before the rains on 12-13 November 1981. But 

most mourning and inheritance ceremonies, at which pombc and f(X>d were 

also provided free (accompanying their own mafimyo, s), commanded much 

larger numbers, on occasion almost the entire adult population of Utengule 

(regardless of religious affiliation) plus relatives and friends from the 

surrounding villages. The clubs would be all but empty, most of the pombe 

brewed in the village for that day diverted to the scene of the celebration. 

Nothing of the sort happened at Alfeo's residence. The largest gathering there 
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was at the October 1980 offering, when the malenjela (s, see above) were 

brought out and many villagers came to pay their respects to Alfeo's recently 

deceased mother. 

These rituals did, at least, go ahead. But Alfeo was finding it increasingly 

difficult to raise the necessary support for offerings which were scheduled to 

take place elsewhere. At a packed Village Assembly on 25 June 1981 

Mfumbulwa stood up and requested that a fund (to which every villager should 

contribute) be set up to purchase the necessary paraphernalia - a black cow 

and black cloth - and cover the travelling and other expenses of a small party 

which was to be sent up into the hills of Usafwa, to Malema's chiefdom. This 

trip had once been part of an annual ritual of renewal when villagers were 

required to extinguish their fires, sweep out, clean and replaster their homes 

while new fire was brought down from Materna's (as smouldering dung) to be 

rekindled and distributed by the sub-chiefs and headmen. These practices fell 

into disuse in the late 1950s, but the ritual at Malema's had not been entirely 

forgollen. However, Mfumbulwa's proposal created an uproar. Opposition was 

mobilised along the lines of religious allegiance. The catechist (mwalimu) of 

Utengule's Roman Catholic church declared that members of the local 

Christian community could not support this 'pagan' venture. The self-appointed 

spokesman of the local Muslims, a ten-cell leader and long standing political 

activist, argued similarly. After a heated debate the proposal was quashed, 

leaving only a vague suggestion that the money might be drawn direct from 

the Village Treasury. The journey to Malema's was postponed indefinitely: by 

the end of the year it had still not been made. 

Before independence appeals of this kind were hardly necessary. The ritual 

paraphernalia were provided voluntarily, while a special tribute, ibeme (s), 
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was levied on the villagers. This consisted mainly of finger millet, destined to 

be brewed and drunk at Merere's (the last collector of the ibeme, munjajila 

mhanJtusi-ibeme, s, is still alive, but the office survives only in name). 

Pombe production was channeled towards the offerings and forbidden on the 

days when they were being held. Attendance at Merere's was compulsory and 

the penalties for not turning up severe. "Mugoda mu.xali kwa Melele!" (s), 

"Strong medicine at Merere's!", goes a women's shinsenga (s) song; the 

'medicine' in question being, on one interpretation, corporal punishment. In the 

days before Utengulc had any clubs (and was, in some respecl<;, like modern 

Luhanga) it is said that the chiefs subjects had little choice but to participate 

in the rituals of chiefship, contributing to considerably more impressive 

displays than those which now take place. 

In 1980-81 punishment ranked high on the list of grievances invoked by 

villagers to explain their preference for company other than Alfeo's. His 

prescription of the lash (viboko) in handing out court judgements some twenty 

years earlier had not been forgotten. In Utengule Alfeo's quick temper and 

fierceness, particularly when under the influence of alcohol, were legendary. 

Stories circulated of his striking people in anger, even in their own homes (in 

Luhanga), an act severely frowned upon. His tongue was certainly sharp. In 

the gatherings on his residence verandah breaches of etiquette - a failure to 

greet Alfeo immediately upon arrival, stepping over or in front of someone he 

was talking to - were met with a severe, sot_netimes humiliating, verbal 

reprimand. A similar fate awaited anyone else who had otherwise incurred 

.-\lfeo's displeasure. On the first day of the January offering, for example, he 

roundly abused a Nyakyusa man (married to a local Sangu woman) for his 

Baluchi connections (he worked on the bus when it was running); telling him 

bluntly that he tnust choose between 'African' and 'P~tkislc1ni' ways -
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prefembly the former if he was to be worthy of the present company. 

Complaints of serious misconduct had also been made against Mtenjcla and 

later against his son, Shalula, who had failed to wrest the succession from 

Alfeo after Mkanuwoga's death (see above). Whether any substance attaches to 

these charges and those now levelled against Alfeo is difficult to determine: 

more significant is the fact that such accusations have been made at all. In the 

case of Mtenjela's line their political implications are now clear (Walsh 1984: 

54-57), while their more recent (and frequent) application to Alfeo can be 

taken as some measure of the comparative weakness of his position in 

Utengule. 

Informants traced their disaffection back to the circumstances of Alfco's 

succession. Mkanuwoga died suddenely on 6 December 1950, allegedly 

poisoned by one of his wives. Alfeo, a mere schoolboy, was sent away by the 

British administration to complete his education and Myotishuma, his father's 

brother, was appointed regent until his return (in 1953). From the outset Alfeo 

was placed in the dilemma shared by many colonial chiefs, balancing 

precariously between opposing sources of legitimation (see Abrahams 1981: 

30). Conflict, it is said, developed along (now) familiar lines: tradition piued 

against modernity; pagan against Christian against Muslim (perhaps the most 

widespread idiom of conflict in Tanzanian village politics). 

Alfeo's youthfulness put him at an immediate disadvantage. Members of 

his father's generation complained that he failed to show traditional, including 

ritual, practices the respect they were due.~ Some informants concede that the 

rot may have set in during Myotishuma's regency, but no one finds similar 

fault with Mkanuwoga's rule. Certainly many of the customs of chiefship have 

since fallen into disuse. Where Mkanuwoga kept a large bcxfy of retainers and 
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their wives, swelling the chief's compound in Utengule to three or four times 

its present size; Alfeo has none, neither in Utengule nor Luhanga, save the 

occasional odd-job man (and in 1981 the last of these had left after an 

argument). His personal indifTerence to ritual is still a matter of concern to 

members of the older generation. In September 1981, after two consecutive 

offerings (which meant that Alfeo had to 'hold court' in Utengule four days 

running), he was so impatient to return to Luhanga that when the key 

participants appeared on his verandah on the final aftermxm to offer their 

formal thanks he had already gone, and his head wife had to take his place 

instead. More seriously, Alfeo stood accused (in private conversation) of 

neglecting what some judged to be the most important event on the ritual 

calendar: a dry season offering on the graves of the Mereres' predecessors at 

Ilamba, deep in the plains. In 1981, as with the planned expedition to 

Malema's, none took place. 

Alfco's age peers are also said to have resented his elevation to high office 

and (alleged) assumption of superior airs. Particularly vocal in this respect was 

a group of Muslim youths. Some of these were to play an important part in 

the local organisation of TANU, and now hold positions of imporlllnce in 

village government: the most noted of them was, in 1980-81, the elected 

Chairman of Mahango Mswiswi village. Christian sentiment was similarly 

articulated after the establishment of the Roman Catholic church in Utengule 

in the 1960s. In 1980-81 the village government was led, appropriately, by a 

(comparatively ineffective) Muslim Chairman and a (rather stronger) Roman 

Catholic Party Secretary; both Sangu, and both members of Alfco's generation. 

Informants tend to make rather less of straightforward political relations 

than they do of religious and cultural factors (age, generation, respect...) in 
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explaining the erosion of Alfco's authority. Liule is said, for example, of 

relations between the chief and TANU as they developed from the late 1950s 

onwards. As a result, many of the details of this history are (to me) still far 

from clear. But there can be no doubting the role and importance of decisions 

made by the Party and government at national level. Since the abolition of 

chiefship as a political office, perhaps the most important development has 

been the creation of village authorities, or at least of the legal conditions under 

which these can be established and registered as multi-purpose co-operatives 

(following the provisions of the Village and Ujamaa Villages Act of 1975). 

In Utengule many of the powers which used to be Alfeo's are now vested in 

the village government, the contemporary agent of the State. For example: 

where villagers were once compelled to perform a variety of services for their 

chief, they are now obliged to work for the village and, by extension, for 

national development (kazi ya maende/eo, ya kujenga taifa); farming, 

fashioning bricks and mending roads on pain of paying fines to cover the cost 

of labour to substitute for their own. Significantly, the word mukwila (s), 

originally referring to the plot worked by a chief's subjects, is now used in 

everyday conversation to designate the collective village field, shamba la 

maendeleo. 

There are, however, important differences. In 1980-81, the village 

government exercised its authority with nothing like the force which Alfeo and 

his predecessors are reputed to have done. Nor did it function as effectively as 

the Ward and Divisional authorities would have liked and District and 

Regional officials were led to believe. Where Alfeo was once able to enforce 

attendance at his residence, the village authorities had considerable difficulty in 

promoting their own functions. For example, the Village Assembly which 

heard proposals for the trip to Malema's had originally been scheduled three 
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days earlier, for 22 June (the date on which Assemblies were held every 

month). But a mere handful of people had turned up and the meeting, 

important in view of announcemenL.;; about collective labour which were to be 

made, had to be postponed. Enthusiasm for collective labour itself was no 

more marked; despite the threat of fines the turnout for village work was, on 

occasion, pathetic. Not surprisingly, the most successful collective enterprises 

in Utengule were those which employed the captive labour of pupils at the 

village school. 

The village government was only as effective as local interests would 

allow. This was amply demonstrated during the cholera outbreak of early 1981 

(when, for example, the local Dranch Secretary continued to drink the pombe 

clandestinely brewed by his wife, her neighbours and other women in 

Utengule). The Divisional Secretary's mistake was to assume (or at least act as 

though) Alfeo had more influence over the political and economic 

(under)devclopment of the area than he did. But even in Luhanga, where Alfeo 

was rather better placed to manipulate the embryonic village government, he 

could no longer claim the labour of villagers in his paddy fields (in December 

1981 he was making do wit.h a hired tractor plus driver, and a work force 

picked from among his 56 children). 

I visited, but did not live in Luhanga. I cannot guarantee that my 

interpretation of Alfeo's greater authority there is any different in status from 

external perceptions or his fX)sition in Utengule, where I lived for 15 months. 

Certainly some ouL<iiders, including the Nyakyusa head teacher and Sukuma 

sct.tlcrs, tended to exaggerate the traditional aspects of his power in the local 

community. Ironically, their apparent respect for the former paramount may 

well have had the effect of increasing his st<ll\dlug tttnong local . Sangu as a 
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focus for opposition to the large number of wealthy immigrants, mainly 

Sukuma, now living within the administrative boundaries of the village. 

Effects of this kind can never be ruled oul. Shortly after I left Alfeo was 

elected Village Chairman in Utengule (he took up office on 24 July 1982). 

Although I was aware that his predecessor stood little chance of re-election, 

the news that Alfco had been adopted in his stead (no doubt as a more 

effective counterweight to the local Branch Secretary) came as something of a 

surprise. It is possible that the Divisional Secretary's recognition of Alfeo's 

'traditional' role (an aspect of chiefship which many Sangu were keen to see 

revived) and the events of early 1981 helped (re)generate respect for him in 

the village, or at least made villagers aware of his potential value as a political 

figurehead (and/or scapegoat). Unfortunately I have no further evidence for 

this, or other information on the circumstances in which Alfeo was elected. 

But I have argued elsewhere (Walsh 1984) that the general possibility - that 

power can be reproduced through its misinterpretation - has a more certain 

application to the Sangu case. 

Conclusion 

It is difficult to assess how anomalous or otherwise the case of Utengule 

is. Comparatively few delailed accounts of Tanzanian village politics have 

appeared over the last two decades, and even less information is available on 

the contemporary role of chiefs. In the 1960s Miller found that many 

Nyamwezi chiefs remained (or appeared to remain) powerful in their local 

areas, and attempted to account for this in terms of the persistence of 

customary practices, specific techniques employed by chiefs (including their 
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control and manipulation of ritual), and the reluctance of others Lo Lake on 

administrative duties in the countryside (Miller 1968). In this paper I have 

tried to show that such a simple explanation is inappropriate to the Sangu case. 

Where government and Party officials assumed that the former paramount was 

an important, potentially obstructive, force in local JXllitics, it is clear that in 

his former capital village he did not command such an obvious authority. If 

tradition and traditional leadership had a grip upon anyone, then it was as 

important as a convenient explanation and excuse for the local administration 

as it was as a concern for villagers themselves. And it may well be that the 

chief's external image lent him an authority in the local community which he 

might otherwise not have had. 

NOTES 

lt should be noted that centralised chicfship hm; an ancient history in Usangu and 
pre-dates the imposition of colonial rule. Since the 1860s the Sangu have been 
ruled by a line of chiefs sharing the name of the dynasty's founder, Mercre. 
Thus: (fovelamahamba) Mcrcre (reigned c.1860-1893); Mgandilwa (Pambalu) 
Merere (1893-1906); Tunduhwago Merere (1906-1 910, when he was deposed by 
the German administration); Mtcnjcla Merere (191 J-1937); Mkanuwoga Mercre 
(1937-1950); and Alfeo Mcrerc (1950- ). 

This was Mulla Abdulrahim Pil'mohamed. From small beginnings in the 1920s 
he succeeded in establishing an extensive network of kin and dependants which 
dominated trade in Usangu from the mid-1930s on. 

Sec also MARTJ 1971; Chalc 1973; Jcspcrscn 1973; Mwakipcsilc n.d; 1976; 
Pipping 1976; Ha1Jewood and Livingslone 1982. 

's' denotes a shisango (Sangu) word or string. All adult shisango-speakcrs arc 
at least bilingual and speak Swahili, t11e national language. 

This complaint was heard by Alison Redmayne when she worked in Us:mgu in 
tJtc mid-1960s (personal communication). 
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