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Ethnicity, Language and National Unity

The Case of Malawi1

by

Leroy Vail

'So far as I am concerned, there is no Yao in this
country, no Lomwe, no Sena, no Chewa, no Ngoni, no Nyakyusa,
no Nkhonde, no Tonga: there are only 'Malawians', That
is all.!

—~ President H. Kamuzu Banda®

'] am a Chewa.'

-— President H., Kamuzu Banda3

In late 1976, in the Mkuyu detentién camp, outside Malawi's old colonial
capital, Zomba, there were detained fifty-five university graduates. Forty-five
were from the Northern Region.4 Between 1973 and 1976 many senior administrators
and lecturers at the University of Malawi were detained. Over 90 per cent
were from the Northern Region. In early 1976 sixteen people employed at the
vital Nationsl Statistical Office were detained. All vere from the Northern
Region.5 Children from northern Malawi now being enrclled in school are being
entered by their parents as qonrﬂbrthern in origin and with new surnames. As
a growing manifestation of a deepening 'Chewa' ethnic ewareness, anti-Northern
policies are common in Malawi today, destroying rapidly the remaining shreds of
the national feeling inspired by the movement agézaét the Central African
Federation in the late 1950s and early 1960s and bring into question .contimued
political stability once President Kamuzu Banda, already in his late seventies,
passes from the scene,

Thus far,:howevef, the growing ethnic divisions in Malawi have not .
atiracted scholarly attention. Since the late 1950s, historical research
has been largely dominated by an emphasis upon political history, focussing .
on the growth of nationalism during the colonial era; Natiogéiiét_historiography
has tended to see slmost any form of resistance to colonial rule as céhfributing
to the growth of an almost teleologically determined procession towardé

e
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ﬁafional'iﬁdependéﬁEE”;ﬁaaﬁﬁi¥§:6'—§ﬁaﬁ;&ﬁ*5§proach'ﬁéé fitted in well with =
the fact that men from Nyasaland who were migrant labourers in Southern and
Central Africa were known collectively as 'Nyasas'; ehjéyihg a particularly
high reputation as workers,' Such & classification as members of & labour
elite naturally gave these men a feeling of belonging to a particular country
and later was used as a base for building the essentially negative Malawian
nationalist movement of the Federatién period, with its dread of the spread of

the racial practices of the white-dominated South,’

More ‘recently however, the realities of ethric or class disintegration
in countries such as Uganda, Zaire and, most especiaily, Nigeria -—- to name
but three — have ercded former confidence in the heedy promises of nationaiism.
Within Malawi, the lack of any positive Malawi nationalism among the mass of
the ﬁeOple has been largely papéréd over with empty rhetoric, which, significantly,
continues to linger upon the personal role that President Kamuzu Banda piayed
in 'breaking up the stupid Federation.'e Accepting this rhetoric at face
value, or simply'ignoring it, most observers of contemporary Malawi over the
past decade have concentrated on two or three key phonomena that have caught
their eye: the country's emphatic orientation towards South Africe; economic
attempts made to overcome the country's appalling poverty ——- in 1972, in
terms of per capita income it was ‘the third-poorest country in the world —— ;
and the eccentricities of President Banda.9 The most recent commentator
upon Malawian political life, although briefly mooting in an embarrassed
fashion a possible 'tribal' element in political cleavages, quickly veers
away from this 'tribal’ possibility and discusses other aspects of the situation.lo
It appears that the nationalist myth, which still hgg vide curremcy, is = =
responsible for this avoidance of a 'tribal' or ethnic approach to.Halawian ':
pelitics today. Yet the nationaliam in Central Africa during the 1950s and
-early 1660s was dominated not by positive visions of a national future, but
rather by a strong destructive anti-Federation feeling. - AS a result of its
nagative orientation, once successful, it proved to be, in the words of a
recent commentator, a nationalist movement 'even more ephemeral than most.‘ll
This poverty of ideological content is underscored by President Banda's
constant harkening back to his breaking up of the 'stupid Federation' as the
"greatest moment of his life and, by extension, the greatest triumph of

Malawian nationalism.
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To understand contemporary Malawi, one must take ethnic particularism
seriously and not assume that Banda is an aberration on an otherwise healthy
body politic. Ethnic tensions. do exist .in Malawi,.they have been growing since
independence, and they should be assessed. To do this, one must go beyond the
nationalist-dominated historiography which, by stressing the perceptibns and
ideas of a pow largely displaced well-educated elite, ﬁaintains an exaggerated
plcture of the extent of truly national feeling present in the c¢olcnial period.
One must seek out the roots of ethnic particularism, for, as with nationalism,
this has had its roots firmly in the twentieth century, And, although
larpely the creation of members of & rural elite,l2 it has found = ready
response among villagers whose horizons bhave been more bounded by the district

than the colony or nation.l3

In exploring the roots of ethnicity in Melawi, I shall argue that the
grouth of ethnic consciousness in northern Malawi occurred among people who,
in the middle and late nineteenth century, possessed a véry heterogenecous .
culture, the differentiation of which historical change increasingly eroded
until all were united by a common lenguage, among other cultural facets, and
that this particular factor became the most potent base for a new ethnic
identity, The development of ethnic conscioushess resting upon a common
language resulted from the efforts of a relatively small group of peopie
educated at and associated with the Livingstonia Mission, aidéd in thoée
efforts by both the colonial authorities and, more notably, the Mission's |
personnel, Vhenever colonial policies threatened the rising consciousness |
based on language, the Mission rallied to its defense. As:a result, ethnic
awareness became a vital force in: the llves of the people from northern in
Malawi, partlcularly when policies of the post-Independence Banda Tregime
thrcatened them by fostering a new Chewa ethnic 1dent1ty.



The 'Tumbuka' Backeround

The area upon which this essay focusses is Malawi's Northern Region,
an area of 10,376 square miles and, as of 1936 of 467,491 people, The
languages spoken in this region 1nclude Nylka Lambya, Sulwa and Ndali -—
" all of minor importance —- and Ngonde Lake31de Tonga, but the language
spoken by the largest number of people, including the so-called Ngoni, is A
Tumbuka, the mother tongue of an estimated 68 per cent of the people of ‘the '

region and 11 or 12 per cent of the country.14

In the early nineteenth century, the Tumbuka-speaking people werc not
politically united, and many aspects éf their culture, other than language,
were dissimilar. Barlier, the Tumbuka-speakers had inhabited an area in
which the dominant cultural pstterms involved matrilineality, chiefdons 6f
a very small size, which were frequently little more than c¢lan areas, and a
religious systenm thnﬁ involved the worship of a spirit, Chikang'ombe, who
was said to have had'spirit-wives on earth at various locations, In the
niddle of the eighteenth century, however, persistent migrations of amall
groups of people from patrilineal areas of Tanzania and north-eastern Zambia
gradually trensformed the cultural complexion of the northern part of the
Pumbuke language zone, especially with regard to kinship, inheritance and
15 The people who inhabited this northern ﬁart of
Tuobuka country I have termed the 'Northern Tumbukg!. To their south, other
Tumnbuka-speakers maintained their original culture, virtually untouched by

political organization,

the transformation that was occurrlng to their north, and continued in it doun
to the middle of the nineteenth century. These people may be called the
tSouthern r-f-'umbuka'.]'s Further cultural differentiation of the Northern
Tumbuka occurred around 1770, when a group of traders settled among them,
effecting groat political and eoonomic. ehanges, bringing nbout a degree of
centralized control hitherto unexperienced in an area where decentralization
and small-scale polities were the norm. The traders who effected these
changes have gone down in history as the flalowoka, 'those who have crossed

the water', because they came from across Lake Malawi. The pre;eminent of

the Palowoka was one Chikulamayembe, who established a chiefly line in the

area.”
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When, after the Mfecane in South Africa, the Ngoni of Zwengandaba passed
through Central and East Africa, finally settling down in northern Malawi,
further great changes occurred amongst Tumbuka-speakers. In the north, the
falowoka werc displaced a3 political leaders. The Lhikulamayembe was slain
and the people pushed aside, the Northern Tumbuka area became largely depopu-
lated and reverted to bush. ® The Ngoni settled in the Southern Tumbuka area,
absorbing and incorporating these people into Ngoni social and political life
and trying to remake them in their own image through incorporating them into
Ngoni villages with strong Ngoni leadership.19 Matrilineal inheritance and
marriage customs were rapidly replaced by Ngoni-style patrilineality and
lobola,20 and the old cult of Yhikang'ombe rapidly died out.21 In short,
the Southern Tumbuka were largely shorn of their traditional culture by the
heavy-handed policies of their Rgoni conquerors, although, in fact, they
retained an awareness of themselves as distinctly different from the Ngoni
because of the inferior position they now held as fafo, 'slaves® 6f 'serfs!
of the Ngoni, Perhaps one of the most important changes in the histbry of
the Tumbuka occurred when their attempted rebellions against Ngoni hegemony
in the late 1870s proved abortive, and large numbers of Tumbuka—speakefs
were forced to flee for safety northwards beyond the Ngoni reach, fto the
area around present-day Karonga, There, far from their original homelénd,'
they settled among the wholly alien Ngonde pedple. This group of Tumbuka-
speakers -— known as the Henga — continue to swell there to this day as
an island of 'umbuka culture and language in a sca of Ngonde pcople, retaining

quite consciously their separste identity.zz' '

- With the coming of the Pax Britannica in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries — and in some ﬁay§ even before then — the Tumbuka-
speakers did one of three things. Either they remained under Ngoni chiefs .
in what was to become known as Mombera {(or Mzimba) district, continuing in
the subservient relationship'that had existed since the mid-ninetcenth
century congquest. Or, as Henga, they remained in Karonga under the political
authority of the Ngonde chiefs, Kyungu and Kilapula. 'Of,'they migfated away
from the Ngoni and Ngonde politiéal elites to settle in %ﬁbse lands that had
been cleared in the 1860s and 1870s and had been lying empty for two decades

23 >0 i

or more. These areas =—-—— mostly in présent-day Rumphi district —= Were
at that time in the administrative district of North Nyasa, hence the Tumbukg-

speakers who returned to them were not considerced to be under Ngoni chiefs,



e

Morecover, as they werc a great distance from the ncarest Ngonde chief, they
had, de facto, their own headmen, and it was.this group upon which wag to be
built,initially, Tumbuka ethnic identity. In 1900 then, the ‘umbuka were, in
the words of a local missionary, a 'much scattored and peeled people,' with
virtually every aspect of culture save language caught up and modified by
historical developments over the previous century and a half,

I1

The Tumbuka Elite and the Birth of 'Tumbuka' Identity

At the very time Whnﬂ gome lumbuka-speakers were moving away from their
political masters in search of a measure of local independence, others,
particularly those who dwelt among the Ngonde near baronga, but also many
under the Ngoni to the south, bLecame ardent supporteré of the Livingstonia
Mission, which had been established in Northern Malawi in 1879.24 The Henga
at Karonga, far from their own homeland and dwelling among Ngonde people who
had ample reasons for disliking the Henga for their alliance in the 1880s
with the Arab slavers who had preyed upon them,25 and with their own religion
of Chikang'ombe dead, were willing to expe;iment,with a new religion and
éager for an education that would'enable them to become successful traders.'26
The Ngonde, on the other hand, having been minimally disrupted by the Ngoni
aﬁd-saved from the potential disruptions of_the slave trader, Mlozi, by the
intervention of the British, still enjoyed an integral culture and were
described as living in an almost idyllic fashion in their ancient me,mner.27
The Henga respondéd to the Missiohlfigarousiy, anE'by 1911 e Mission report
summed up the difference between the éumbuka—speakinﬁ Henga and .the dominant

Ngonde succinctly:

*

The Henga are a keen, vigorous, progressive people; the
great majority of the church members are from amongst them;
their schools are well attended, the pupils alert, and the
boys and girls in about equal numbers. The Gonde, on the
other hand, are slow to move, extremely conservative, and
suspicious of the new movements going all arocund them.28

In 1921 the intelligent and sensitive District Commissioner at Karongs,
J. C. O'Brien, could still contrast the 'intelligent and progT9331ve'

Henga with the ‘'extremely slack and lethargic! Ngonde.29
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For the fumbuka who continued to live under Mbelwa's Ngoni, the situation
was somewhat more complex, The Ngoni themselves felt that during the 1880s
and, 1890s the Mission was desirable from a political and economic point of
view, and hence they wanted missionaries to dwell in Ngoni country.30 At
the sane time, however, the Ngoni feared the possibly corrosive:impact of the
Word of God upon the traditional Ngoni military ethic. * Therefore, rather than
send their own children to the schools which the aissionaries sought to
establ;ih they tended to send the children of their [EQLJ their Tumbulka
serfs,

In the south, therefore, as in the north, the Tumbuka-speakers were the
earliest converts to Christianity in substantial mmbers. In this area,
particularly, educational expansion was remarkable., In 1893 therc were ten
schools with 630 pupils, and by 1901 there were 55 schools with an avernge
attendance of 2800 pupils. By 1904 one station, Loudon, meintained on its
own 134 schools with 900C Pu9113-32 4s evidence of the Missions's iépact
upen :the area's people, when Govermor Sir William Manning visited thé Mission's
centre in 1911, he was told by the Mission's founder, Robert Laws, téat-in
1910 1200 1bs of writing paper and 30,000 envelopes had been sold ah‘the
Mission's shops to the people of the area.33 In the yeers before Bfitish
colonialism was formally imposed upon the Ngoni area, then,-é large number
of Tumbuka-speakers were becoming educated to at least a small degrep, and
afterwards the earlicr trend was maintained, Added to the attracéion of' the
Mission for Tumbuka alienated from their own culture and dwelllng tnder the
Ngoni or among the Ngonde, was the fact that, after 1894, the mein station of

. the Mission, the Overtoun Institute at Kondowe, w23.31tuatcd between Ngoni and
Ngonde countries in the heart of the land that was gradually being reoccupied
by the Tumbuka who had dispersed two or three decades earlier, In the Tumbulca
mind, then, the Mission was apsoc1ated with neither-the Ngoni nor the Ngonde
political hierarchies, -It was politically neutral, This fact was of crucial
signifi;ance in the emergence of the notion of Tumbuke ethnicity in thé first
decade of the century.

Before the coming of the Ngoni there had been no such thing as a
unified Tumbuka 'tribe', kingdom or polity, The Tumbuka-speakcrs were split
into highly localised geographical groupings, even after the Palowoka had
worked their economic and political transformation upon the Northern Tumbuka,

Although united by language, the Tumbuka were politically eand culturzlly
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much-divided. On the high Nyika Plateau there were three lumbuka-spesking
groups, the Phoka, Nthalire and Wenya peoples. Clustered around the plateau's
southern edge were the Yombe, Hewe, Nkhamanga, Henga, Mzumara and Msowoya.
Further south there were the Biska, Nyanjagha, Ngwira, Tumbuka, Matanje and
other groups, some being only clans. By 1900, the Northern Tumbuka were
dispersed, while the Southern Tymbuka were subjugated and deprived of many
elements of their own culture, and even under the British administretion, they
continued in a position of subservience. But this situation did not continue
for long., The Brifiéh quickly accepted that in the former no-man's land
betwegen Ngoni and Ngonde countries, which the iumbuka in the 1890s and early
1900s were reoccupying, they would have to recognise some sort of political
structure, The British even during this period of Direct Rule wentcd to use
local chiefs as tex~collectors and mobilizers of labour.34 The livingstonia
Mission also like to work in a gsituation in which local leaders hnd pover,
finding that such an umbrella was useful in their work.35 With the two

nost powerful forces in the area, the Administration and the Mission, both
eager to have a political structure in the Hewe, Nkhamanga and Henga Valley
areas, and with the people themselves desirous of such a structure, it is

not surprising that such was soon to materialise,

It would be wholly erroneous, however, to assume that such a political
structure was imposed, willy-nilly, from the top., Quite the opposite in
fact occurred, in that the ordinary people of the area were instrumental in

creating this structure. “hey were well aware that they had to deal effectively

with the British administration so as to protect their interests, and to do so
unity would be advantageous in that it would provide them with needed leverage.
The young Livingstonis-educated elite — clerks, é:gchers and clergy -—
which was centered at “aronga and Deep Bay, as well as the Livingstonia
missionarics themselves, encouraged them in this assessment;36 In Nkhamangs,
the old heartland of the Chikulamayembe chiefdom, popular feeling called for

a revival of the ancient chiefdom, According to Tumbuka custom and tradition,
however, a revived chiefdon should fall to the line of Majuma Gondwe, the last
Chikulamayembe, who had been killed in 1880 by the Ngoni. But thc people were
aware thak an educated man would be better able to protect their interests

than one who was not educated. As one informant put it, 'For an unéducafed nan
to speak with Eurcopeans was an impossible dream.' Thus, when the revival of

the chieftainship was mooted, the office was not offered to a man of the
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Majuma line, but rather to one of the Bongololo Gondwe line, to Chilongozi
Gondwe. 3
decided upon Chilongozi 'becausc they felt that he wowld understand Europeans

In deciding between Peter Masanga and Chilongozi Yondwe, the people

better.'38 Therefore, it was in response to the popular request, as well as

meeting Mission and administrative desires, that the Resident of Raronga,

G. R, Palmer, in 1907 appointed Chilongozi Gondwe as Chief Chikulamayembe IX,
to reside in Nkhamanga. In this way an embryonic ethnicity had becn created

at a time when changing political and economic realities were offering to the
Tumbuka the opportunity for a new definition of themselves.

This appointment is intercsting in that “hilongozi was not from Nihananga
but rather from Karonga. He was a Henga who had attended school at Livingstonia
and had then become a policeman at Deep Bay at the foot of the mountain on
which Livingstonia Mission's hecadquarters are situated.3? He was not a
tconmon man', He was an outsider as well, Yet that his appointncnt was
popular is attested to not only by testimony collected in the 1960s and early
1970s, but also by the fact that at thc time the people spontaneously gave
hin a large herd of cattle as a gift and installed.hin with a.gréat deal of
porp and curenony.4o His appointment initiated the rise of the myth of the
so-called Nkhananga BEnpire and the beginning of a conscious revival of
Tunbuka self-regard, In 1907 a missionary was appointed to the Legislative
Council and it was oppertune to create a respectable Past. As J. H. Plumb
has noted, 'The past is always a created idoology, with a purpose, designed
to control individuals, or motivate societies.'41 The new chief and his
Livingstonia-educated supporters, seeking a widespread sense of ‘Tumbuka'
identity, set about building up a myth of the past in articles in the

-
Livingstonia News, the local nmission ncwspaper, and through popular celebra-
42

tions on the anniversary of his appointment, As the Resident at Karonga

correctly noted, 'This is tpe first I have heard of a Chief keeping up the

anniversary of his accession . , .'43

At the sape time, a young man from
Karonga, Saulos Nyirenda, a telegraph clerk of the African Lakes “ompany

who had been trained at Livingstonia, and whom T, Cullen Young called

'The Father of History' for the Northern Region, wrote tﬁe first substantial
history of the Tumbuka. Nyirenda's history, which Young later published, B
‘was written with one main purpose: to glorify the past of the Chikulamayenbes,
and, incidentaily, to attack the Ngoni for having spoiled ‘our country‘.45

This was not surprising, as the new “hikulamayenmbe's second wifc was a
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Nyirenda of the same family as Saulos Nyirenda himself.46 In addition to
Nyirenda's work, a similar history was written by Andrew Nkhonjera, another
Livingstonia product, apparently with ain of convincing the then Resident

of Karonga, &Arthur Dove Easﬁerbrook, of the importance of the Chiltulamayenbe-
ship in overall Tumbuka history.47 For the woll-educated elitc to accept
traditional values and a hierarchical arrangement of society under chiefs

is NOT to b wondered at given the nature of the Vietorian cducation they

had received in the schools of Livingstcnia.48

In 1910 the new chief was carnestly consolidating the historical nyth
that his young, literate supporters were disseninating:

- In the begimning of September he (Chikulamayembe) came to
Keronga to visit me and entered ny office wearing a Europcan
hat, 1 esked his Yo remove this whilst in tho officc. He
doourrcd, saying that it was 'not his custon to do so.' I
insisted and pointed out to him that it was a necessity when
he entered nmy office., I noticed that ho visitod all the -
Honga villages ncar Karonga using a drunm to sound his approach
and a seat covered with a leopard skin, I also found that
he had made this trip through the villagus as Tenbo (sic)

or King and that quitec a number of young bulls had been killed
to feast hin, . . .

I warned Chikulamayembe that he was not to assume the
title of King, and that if I found him levying tribute or
interfering in matters that did not concern hlm he would

be subject to rcemoval to Ksronga., . . “49

Chikulanayenbe was, however, not so casily chocked, as he was far rcmoved
fron the District Comnissioner's office, In 1916 he was reported to be
appointing, behind the back of the District Officer, a new sub-chief at
Mwafulilwa, thus extending his power and prestige.sch
Perhaps the most potent force on behalf on the revived “hikulamayembe-
ship, both dircetly and indirectly, was the Livingstonia Mission, and in -
connection with the Mission, two nzmes stand out. One of these is Thomas
Cullen Young, e young Scot who went to Livingstonia in 1904 as accountant
and rcmained in the country until 1931. The other was Edward Bote Manda, a
Tonga fron Ngoni country who became a tgacher and pinister at Kondowe, These
two men, backed by the Mission's prestige and working anong a people who
almost worshipped the printed word, between them took Nyirenda's higtory and
created a solid nyth around the Chikulamayenbe which proved of imnense use in

consolidating in the popular nind the glories of the Tunbuka past.
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Thomas Cullen Young, soon after coning to Kondowe, becanc interested in
the customs and history of the people around him. At Kondowe he was in g
non-Ngoni area rapidly being refilled by Tumbuka-speskers, among whon he ‘did
considerable research, publishing in 1923 at the Mission press his Notes on
the Specch and History of the Tunbuka-Hengza Peoples. Shortly afterwards he

divided the two topics and produced- two books, Notes on the'ggeéch of the
Tumbuka-Kamangza Peoples in the Northern Province of Nyasaland {London, 1932)
and Notes on the History. of the Tumbuka-Kamangs Peoples in the Northern
)-51 This linkage of language and
history is noteworthy. For his historical study, he depended largely upon

Province of Nyasaland (London, 1932

Saulos Nyirenda's vernacular history and upon oral evidence from the
Chikulamayenbe's own area. His data was thereforc substantially biased
towards the chicf's own official history. &lthough provoking considerable
criticism from those who thought that the official history purveyed by

Young was slanted and inaccurate,52 nonetheless for the first time, the
Tumbuka had: in their hands books that they could consult about their own
history, even if they might disagree with certain aspects of it. Furthermore,
the 1923 edition was printed on the spot, in the middle of Tumbuka coimtry,
and the 1932 edition was widely available through the Mission's shops. Since
English was an important language in the Mission's school curriculum, and

as the ability to read English was frequent among inportant pecople, Young's
works were read and were inmportant in forming tumbuka consciousness at the
very time that the Chikulanayembe was trying to do likewise, Young's history,
additionally, was the base for historical phaphlets in the Tumbuka language

. that were widely used in the local Mission schools,

Young's principal thesis was the same as Saulos Nyirenda's: that in the
pre-Ngoni period there existed a large eapire of the Tumbuka, created by the
first “hikulamaycmbe, Mlowoka, and maintained by his su.ccessors.53 This
empire had a large territorial extent, extending over not only the Tunbuka,
but also the Tonga, Ngondg, and some Chewa peoples, fron the Songwe River on
the north to the Dwangwa River on the south, and from the Luangwa Valley on
the west to Lake Malawi on the east. I have elsewhere criticized this vision
of the “hikulapayembes' state and argued that its territorial extent was

snall.s4

Yet the official version provided a heady vision of the past to a
peoplc scattored, ‘oppresscd and discontent., It is not at all surprising that
this vision possed into the consciousness of the people, particularly in the
northern lumbuka areas, and it is the version used in the most rocent popular

history of Malawi.55



While the Chikulapaycnbe was working to expand his popularity and
.érestiga through poﬁﬁ and circunstance; and while Cullen Young was publishing
his inflated version of the ‘unbuka past, the Livingstonia nissionary,
Edward Bote Manda,was sinilarly active. Edward Manda was born a Tongzn in
an area under Hgoni hegeoony, his father baving been captured in an Ngoni
raid., He came to Kondowe to study in 1895, while the Ngoni were still
independent of the British. In 1905 he was nade a teacher, end in 1908 he
began'a theology'course, and after his ordination in 191B he renained as a
nissionary at Kondowe.56 Hc was also a proto-nationalist, involved in the
first of the Nyasaland 'Nativo fssociations', the North Nyasa Native
Lssociation, which was set up in 1912 with the advice and encouragenent of
Robert Laws, Livingsténia's head.57 In 1925 Edward Manda was the chairman
of thc association, and h¢ was unpopular with the colonial administrators,
a2s he harassed then over what he saw as the injustices of the colonial

system.58

Purther, he felt that it was essential for the people to have
strong and progressive leaders who would roflect the interests and the
opinions of the educated classes, and who would work for the people as a
59 Although hinsclf a Tonga, with all the ardor often found in a

convert, Bdward Manda set cbout to bolstor the status of the Chikulanayenbew

whole,

ship in the popular inagination and then to use it for what he vicwed as
the people's benefit, To do this, he was geographically eninently well-
placed, 4s a District Commissioner rather unhappily pointed out, Nkhananga
was far from the District's Headquarters, and
there is a tendency for things to fall inte the hands of the
Mission natives, particularly the Rev. Edwerd Manda at Livingstonia,
who is of necessity a liasion between Chikulanayenbe and the
D. C. as he is in telegraphic, telephonic and postal comrunica-
tion with Kzronga. I rcgret this tendencyw-which I consider
pdninistratively bad and unfair on the chiefs who experionce
difficulty in keeping their end up in an ares so greatly under
the influence of mission tcachers.60
L]
If Manda was well-pleced, and if he had the prestige of the Mission behind

hinz, hc was also active at a most opportune nmoment,

In thc late 1920s and carly 1930s, the Govornor of Nyasaland, Sir Shenton
Thonas, was involved in introducing a systen of Indirect Rule in Nyasaland
that was nodelled on the syston operating in Tanganyika, Thonas's decision
in favour of Indircct Hule scomed to provide the opportunity to Nyasaland's

chicfs to increase their authority and prostige, as, after ycars of being
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tax~collectors and labour nobilizers, they would have enhanced powers and
their own trcasuries, Chikulemaycnbe's Tumbuka, described at the time by

a governoent official as 'flag-waving' patriots, espccially welconed the
docision.61 Manda, in this atmospherc of change, éet about to enhan¢é the
chieftainship, presented with a golden opportunity to do so by the doath of
Chilongozi Gondwe in 1931. Chilongozi hed been in poor health for several
years, and Manda had acquired ouch real power in tho late 1920s, thus boing
well-placed to influence the succession.62 idthough many elders supported
the clains of Gogoti Gondwe, who appears to have been the appropriate choice
for successor according to tradition and custom,63 Manda was ablc to overturn
this- choice and persuade the clders to adopt the Mission's candidate, John
Gondwe, son of the decc-ased.64

John Gondwe had been educated to Standard Six at Livingstonia and had
left school in 1925 to beceone a clerk in Tanganyika Railways.65 In 1930,
he returned to Nyasaland, end at a aere twenty-five ycars of age, he quickly
fell under Manda's thunb., Manda appears to have had in nind two things: the
encouragenent of 'progress' and the strengthening of christiasnity, and he felt
that both required an educated chief.66 43 one councillor of the tine put it:

When appointing John we knew that John hed cducation, knew
white nen and nodern affairs. It was beceuse of this that we

appointed John. If we had followed our ancicnt custons, we

should not have appointed hin, but chosen our Thenba from

anongst the brothers of Chilongozi.67 _
Progress was equated with educetion, and once in power John Gondwe introduced
conpulsory education for all children in his arca, the first Nyasaland chief
to do so, and in a few years a Disirict Conmissioner commented that ‘conpuisory
education in Chikulesmayembe's country has ceased to be an gxperinent and is
beconing an accomplished fact.'68 in short, Manda, although at odds with
the colonial aduinistration,asucceeded in setting up a vigorous chieftainship
under the auspices of Indirect Rule very nuch to his own liking and closely
associated with the Livingstonia Mission,

This linkage with the Mission expleins Manda's second preoccupation:
that the Chicftainship should. forward Christianity and morality as well as
progress. Thus, for the coronation, Manda drew up 'Vows bf Chieftainship’
to which the new Chikulamayembe would swear, and he had these printed on the
Mission press for distribution throughout Tumbuka country. They were highly
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noralistic, including such as:

Do you solcunly promise to protect our Christian religion
end submit to the Bible teachings which are a guide to righteous
ruling of your people?

) Do you. soleunly promise to guard and protect your people
Yoo~ and country from all evil influences and custous which tend.
¢ i to destroy the morality of your people as well as your -
country's welfare? )

Do you solemnly denoﬁnce the taking al all intoxicating
drinks, knowing that they arc the cnemies to good conduct
and life? ' . .
| %9 |
Llthough the Governnent refused'to peruit the use of these 'Vows'! in the
installation, Manda did succeed in meking hinself —— and through him the

-

Misgion —— a key figure in the actual installation ceremony.To

Whether functioning as a theoeratic cminence gris or progressive,
Edward Manda used history and the nyth of the past to bolster his chosen
tool, the “hikulamayembeship, Vhen Indirect Rule was mooted, ho suggested
that the new, pore powerful chief should rule over all UTumbuka, 'The Land
of the Tumbuka'.7l

Chikulansyembes, and Young's historical work was used as the justification

This'new arce would include territory never under the

for expansion.72 it the sanme tipe, the ancient title of the chiefs, Tenba,
was revived, and a 'High Court' established to attend upon the Ch:i.ef.73
Shortly after the imposition of Indircet Rulc, the Chikulanayembe and his
supcorters 'invaded' Mwafulilwa's country at the tine a regent was about

to be appointed for tﬁat chicftainship and attempted to annex it. For this,
the Vistrict Commissioncr publicly reprimanded the Uhikulamaycmbe.74 Although
thwarted at Mwafulilwa in 1933, in 1934 Manda and the Chikulenayembe attempted
to set up covertly a Tumbuks chicfdom in Ngoni coun¥ry near Hora mountain,
and, in the words of the District Vomnmissicner, 'make this a centre fron
which the Tumbuka influcnce wogld spread and eliminate Ngoni rula.'75 In

this way the Tumbuka would live ‘without the stigma of subservience to

Angoni rule.'76 This precipitatéd anongst the Tumbuka still under Ngoni
chiefs a bitter anti-Ngoni feeling, particularly among the partisans of

chiefs of the area whom the Ngoni conquest had eliminated.77 This agitation
has bean fairly constant since thcn down to today, aimed at resurrection of
long~decenascd Tumbuka chicftaincies, and in 1958 the agitation erupted and led
to the deportation of meny Tumbuka partisans to Northern Rhodesia's Lundazi

District.78
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III.

The Revival of Neoni Ethnicity

While in Nkhemange there was a gradual increase in the powers and prestige
of the Chikulamayembeship after 1907, a somewhat differcnt train of events ——
although ultimately with similar results —— was occurring in the Ngoni area
to the south, in Momber (Mzimba) District. The Neoni state continued
independent of British over-rule until 1904, the last part of Nyasaland to
be incorporated into the Protectorate, During the latter pert of the ‘
nineteenth century, however, theore wore considerable problems in the Ngoni
state caused by the degradation of the area's ecology initially duc to over-
grazing by domestic stock and a populetion too large for the state's relatively
poor soils, a ccndition cxacerbated by a falling watertable.Tg The initial
decline was worsened again when, in 1896/97, the grcat rinderprest eopzootic
devastated the Ngoni's cattle, their nzin source of wealth.ao Thesc processes
could not but undermine the state's.well-being. Morcover, as the extension

of the Pax Britarnica to areas surrounding the Ngoni ended rsiding as a

possible way of life, many of the young men took their places in the gwélling
flow of labour migrants to Southern Rhodesia and to the Rahd, thereby weakening
the state's intcrnal cchesion and vitalify.gl There had Been, as a sirn of

this weakening vitality, a scven~year interregnum between thoe death of Mbelwa I

in 1891 and the advent to power of his son Chimtunga in 1898, Finally, a

famine in 1903 prodded the peoplc to begin moving on & large scale froo their
heartland in the Kasitu Valley to empty land around it, thercby breaking an
agrecment made earlier with Comnissioner Harry Johnston. With full HMission
backing and encouragencnt, the Ngoni accepted British sovefeignty in September,
1904, with the first taxes to be collected in 1996.82 'Uhaer the torms of

this agrecment, Sir ilfred Sherpe, the Governor, agrecd that the Ngoni should
retain their Paranount chief, with considerablc froedons. granted which were

% Most notably, in 1912, when the
District Administration (Native) Ordinance of 1912, which linited the powers
of chiefs and reduced them to 'Principal Headnoen', ﬁés imposed, it was not
applied to the northérn Ngoni. - This ncant that after 1964 the Hgoni Paramount

denied others of Nyasaland'd people;.

was the solc chief to retain Paramount status, and in the cyes of his. people

he was cqual in status to the District Commissioner,
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The first fiftecn ycars of British rule were cdifficult years for the
Neoni. Even after ooving out of their exhaustcd homeland, they did not
find fertil. so¢ils, and in their rain-shadow arca therce wes a2lways a threat
of famine. The people deeply resented the egnnual hut tax, yet they could
not effectively ignore it, and labour migration increased es it secned the
85 In turn, this put & strain
upon family lifc, causing innuncrable cases of litigation over adultery,
divorce and, particularly, child custody.86 The tcnsions within Hzoni

society boiled to the surface in July of 1914, when, at & mccting with the

only answer for neeting the tax obligation,

Governor, Sir George Snith, mutual recrimination filled the air, It hed been
allogod that the Ngoni chiefs were encouraging 'thoir people to evado
paynent of hut tax, deceived the Resident when he applied to then for informa-
tion and assistsnce' and did little to doserve their subsidics, On thoir
part, the Ngoni chiefs remonstrated over the lack of markets in the district
and the obligatiqn to pey taxes in a poverty-stricken area.87

Lastly, the Ngoni political hierachy, which had throughout its history
enjoycd prestige and popularity smong the people, was dealt a savage blow
in 1915, When the local District Officer in Mzinba attempted to raise men

| for the dreaded carrier corps (tagga-teggg) for service in the Sest African

Canpaign of World War I, Paramount Chicf Chimtunga, supported by the other

chiefs, forbad such recruitment.88

For this he was rcuoved fron office and
benished to Southern Nyasaland, and the District iLdministration (Native)
Ordinancc of 1912 was inposed upon the Kroni, making the chiefs little more
than assistants to the District Comnissioner in the mobilizing of labour and
the cdllection of tazxes, The people still recall this shattering event in
and Ingone song, indicating the profound attack upgn Ngoni tradition and
self esteem:89 i

Inkosi Chimtunga Jere Inkosi “hintunga Jere

Banbeke egcekeni, Has been publicly hunilated,

Inkosi yelizwe, The Chief of the Land,

Sibabaza heell We makc it known, oh!!

Sibabaza hee!!l We make it known, ohil

Elizwe liyoneke, The land is spoiled and made rotten,
Sibabaza hece!! We nake it known!!

This blow to Ngoni self-respcct was followed by the deaths of pany Rgoni
in the tenga-tenga, in which nany thousands of then tuok part.90 Following
the war in repid succession came the great Spanish influenza pandenic, the

world inflation of 1920-1, which played havoc with zrices in northern
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Nyasaland,gl and.a startling fanine in 1924, with which the colonial regine
failed to deal bffcctively.92 Colonialiso coincided with -~- and indeed
caused — a general decline in the living standards of the Ngoni and their
subject pooples, and it is by no means surprising that the Livingstonia-
educated pcople of the arca began to protest against the rcalities of

colonial rulc,

In 1919 & group of Livingstonia-cducated clerks, clergy and teachers
established the Monbera Native ussocistion, modelled on the North Nyssa
Lssociation which had boon e@stablished in 1912, Tals association was
destinzd to be dominatcd over the years by the Ngoni analogue of Edward
Manda, the Livingstonia-educated Reveral Charles Chinula, a leading exponent
of the Tupbuka lenguage, in spite of being associated with the Hgeni elite.93
L3 with the North Nyasa issociation, the Mombera Lsscciation was forward-—
lovking and progressive, Ls the Reverand Yesaya Chibacbo, & leading figure
anong the Ngoni elite seid in 1920:

The country is now in 2 new era with a new life, new knowledge,
new resolutions, nev laws, new customs which can be learncd
through education: it would be foolish and ridiculous if people
of this country dislike the civilization. The old life differs
greatly from the present life, and it would be wise for the

people of this couniry to aspire to have cducation, which alone
leads to civilization.

94

But if elitist in makcup and fashionably progressive in attitude, the
Lssociation was not hecdless of the comnon man or of the tradiﬁioﬂél custons
of the Ngoxii.g5 fis one informant said, it 'was an orgasnization for chiefs,
zinduna and others who were well knoﬁn as notables in our district,' and the
neobers werc'eoxpected to present the compliments e -the peeple to the govern-~
mcnt.‘96 More to the point, the fssociation was in close contact with the
chicfs of the area --— now known as Principal Headmon --- and in addition to
protesting about such things hs the burning of tax-defaulters' homes and
forced lebour, the Lssociation also fought for ﬁhe restoration of Ngoni
self-respect through a revival of the old, powerful Ngoni system of chiceftain-
ship. In the late 1920s, indecd, thc President of the sssociation was none
other than the claimant to the Ngoni Paracountcy, Lazaro Jerc. Io 1930 a
District Officer perdeptively analyscd the rcasons behind'the allience botween

 the chiofs and the issociation:
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My exporience of District Councils in the Northern Province
is that the Chicfs wére so tired of trying to got their grievances
redressed that they turned to the Native sgsociations in tho hope
that the latter, being oore educatcd, would bring greater pressure
to bear upon the Government.97
The Hombera Kative issociation took up the case of the deposed and’
banished Chimtunga and succeeded in persuading the colonial authorities to.
allow hin to rocturn hone, although hi was allowed no political function.
After Chintunga's death in 1924, the issociation intensified its pressures
for an cthnic revival by championing the claim of “hiotunga's putative son,
Lazaro Jere, a mission-cducated clerk in the Horthern Rhodesian administra-
tion, to return and become, not Principel Heedman, but 'Paramount' of the
Ngoni, despite the fact that under law there was no office of Paramount
pcroitted in N‘yasaland.g8 Lazaro Jerc returncd to the district in 1924,
and at once a popular canpaign was launched to resuscitate the Faramountcey,
and this would cover not only Hzinba District, but also areas to the north,
south and west. This displeased the government innenscly, and the District
Commissioncr contcuplated calling in troops to put an end to the zovement.gg
Nonetheless, in 1928 these pressurcs paid off when Lagaro Jere was nede
Principal Headman.ioo The naming of Lazaro to this position set off another
wave in the campaign to revive the Paramountcy. In June, 1930, for exanple,
the Mombera Mative fissociation asserted that the Ngoni
desire to have a paraiount chizf in Monbera still rings in the
hearts of the people, for the present policy of equalizing all
the Principal Headmen is contrary to the law of the country —-—
the law being that thers must be one Paranount chief and that
211 other chiefs nust act as his assistants. This old Ngoni
low aims at having wnity, lacking which it is difficult to
form 2 nation. A4s thc ery for a paramount chief grows greoater

and greater, the issociation eernestly asks=Govermment to take
this question into deeper consideration.lOl

igain, as with the pressures for a stronger “hikulenaycubeship, these
denands cane at an opportune noment, as Indirect fule was about to be

introduced in the Protectorate.

While the pressurce for naning Lazaro Jere as Puiandunt was growing,
thore was also a parallel in Ngoni country of the @umbuka history writing
exercise, Just as T, Cullen Young had systenatized Tumbuka history for the
Tumbuka, so too did the Livingstonia Mission's Reverend Yésaya Chibanbo do the

game for the Ngoni. Chibaubo's task was far ecasier than Young's, as Ngoni
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history was far more vivid in the minds of the people than was the lergely
nythical history of Young. Tho Ngoni past was reletively recent, and, when
coapared with the dreary reelitics of labour migretion and ccologicel
degradation, of litigation and emasculatod chiofly authority, it was a

glorious thing to contemplate, The migrations froo South ifrica, the exploits
of Zengendaba, the victories of the Ngoni impi, their success in state-building
—- all were paturally easy topics for “hibanbo to write about.102 and these
stories of past glories were alsc used in the Mission-printod texts that were

used in the local schools.

When the colonial government institutcd Indirect itule, it yiclded to the
popular denands of the arca and made “ezaro Jerc Peranount chief of the
Ngoni, with the naoe of Mbelwa II, crcating anongst the Ngoni a scnse of
103 .

The
Ngoni response to the new-found pride wes similar to the Yumbuka response.
When in 1929 the Hative Rescrve (Horth Nyasa District) Conmission had
suggosted that the northern zenc of the Ngeni 2rea be transforred to Chief

pride sinilar to that current among the Tunbuks fo their north.

Chikul=mayenmbe of the fumbuka, the Ngoni conplained vociferously that such
would damage the unity of the Ngoni and gained their point fron the govern-
ment.lo4 Later just as the Chikulanayenbe attempted to acquire more territory,
so did Mbelwa II. In 1934 he successfully atteupted to detach part of the
chiefdon of the Chewa Chicf Kaluluma, and in the same year he attcnpted ——
this time in vain —— to e¢xtend his influence into the Northern Rhodesian
Ngoni chiefdons of Magzodi and Pikamalaza.m5 In 1938,-Mbelwa petitioned the
Bledisloe Commission that the arca of Northern Rhodesia between the Luangwa
River and tho Nyasaland border be ceded to Nyasaland and placed under him.lo6
- .

Thus, by the early 1930s, two strong chicftainship systoms, fully allied
with the areas' young intcllectuals, hadG eperged. in northern Nyasaland., One
was tho Ngoni hierarchy of Mbelwa II, firmly bescd on the glories of the Ngoni.
past, The other, that of Lhikulanayembe and the other descendants of the
falowoka, was based on the Tumbuka past as then accepted. Both were intent
on creating tribal awarcness, and in this thoy were assisted by the schools
and texts of the Livingstonia Mission. It is in this context that the whole
question of languege policy arose, and decisions werc made about langsunge

policy which arc still felt today,
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Language Policy and the Rise of Resioralism

Malawi is a spmaell country cf only 36,481 squarc miles of land area,
Fron the point of view of lanrue, four langueges dominate the country:
Chewa, Lonwe, Yao and Tumbuks, in that order, A4ll are Bantu langudges and
hnve a nunber of sipilaritics in structure and vocabulary, and it is usual
that the specaker of one language will have little difficulty in acquiring:
a werking kmowledge of another. As with the much more conmplex and larger

country of Tanzania, which uses Swahili as its lingua fronca, Melawi could

easily have a lingua franca, and this would be Chewa, a lengusge understood
107

by over fifty per cent of the population, The two official languzgces of
Malawi today arc English and Chewa, and Chewa is the country's official

linzua franca, But this decision dates from only 1968, whercas Swahili vas

an carly cheice as tho lingua franeca of Zast ffrica, Before 1968 both Yzo

and Tumbuka shared with Chewa, then called Nyanjg, the status of official

language.m8 Vhy was a comnon lingua franca established so late? YWas it

another instance of canny ‘'divide and rule' tactics by the authorities of

colonialism? The answer is linked intrinsically and exzplicitly to the
developient of a language-based ethnic or reogional consciousness amongst the
Ngoni and Tunbuke of northern Nyasaland, perticularly after the advent of
Indirect Rule.

In the late nineteenth century, the area under the Livingstonia Mission
was a nelange of languages. In addition to Tumbuke and Ngonde, thore were
Tonge, a lanpusge sinilar to Tumbuka in structure and vocabulary, and Ngoni,
spoken by the governing elitc and many of the adhercfits of Mbolwa's state.
hdditionally, Bisa, Swahili, Bemba, Senga and Nyanja werc spoken -—— anong
others --—— by thoge whon the Ngoni hed incorporated on their anabasis
through Scuth, Centrel and East‘Lfrica. With such a linguistic potpourri,
the Livingstonia Mission seriously debated in its carly yoers what language
it would use, concentrating its attentions upon Nyanja, & langusge in which
Scriptural writing had already been produced, and English, the language of
thizher culture.']'o9 Ultinately, it was decided that Nyanja should bec used
es the language for tcaching and preaching, partly because that languapge was
functioning as a lingua frenca in many parts of the Protectorate, used by

planters, governnent officials, end missionaries as well as by the people




-]

themselves, and partly because of the existence of a rezady literature in
Nyanja.llo Such a deéisign,was nade easier, for although the Ngoni were
proud of their language, it was rapidly dying out as carly as 1890.11l
The inportance of Hyanja w1th1n the Protectorate was signified by thu
Governnent's anlnlstcrlng the civil service language extmlnhtlons in only
Nyanaa and Swah111.112 By the turn of the century the Mission was deternined
that NyanJa should be the lingua franca of their work, and a commentator
reported in 1901 that 'With a view to throroughly effective teaching, tho
nissionarics arc trying to adopt the Nyanja as a coumon ground or lingua

franca, enrichzd by such words as way be édqpted from the other languages.'ll3

But events altered the common desire of both Mission and tﬂ:nrcrnmeni: for

Nyanja as a linmua franca, In tho first place, as Ngoni cdied out, swamped by

the mother tongue of the wives of the Ngoni, it came to be replaced by
Tuzbuke, the local language. 4s it was the Tunbuka who had earliest rosponded
to opportunities for education, their languasge was no longer the langusge of
slaves, but also the language of the rising aduceted elite. 4s such, it was
nore acceptable to the Nponi themsclves. This growing scceptability of
Tunbuke was underscored by the fact that by 1911 large portions of the Word

of God had been made aveilable to the people in *umbuka.t™® In 1914, there-

fore, Donald Fraser could write that:

There are large districts in which it is an unusual thing to find
- even an old Ngoni who speaks the pure language of his fathers
and one seldom hecars it from the lips of a young person.-ll4
Tho death of Ngoni and the rising respectability of Tunbuka meant two

things. First, whero there had been a linguistic mixture, how almost
everyone -3poke Tumbuka, Language cane to be the essentisl base for unity
in Mbelﬁa's arca, Secondly, the Mission abandoncd 1ts policy of using Nyanja
as a ncutral way of overcuning lihguistic dlsunlty. In the years beforc
World War I, the Mission accepted the 31tuat10n and abandoned the uso of
both Nyanja and Ngoni in the North.116 This change of allengiance to Tunbuka
was parallcled in the North Nyasa District to the North. Here, as already scen,
the Henga ——- whosc language was “unbuka —e— rosponded to the Mission, quickly
swanping the Ngonde. The Henga becane the tcachers in the local schools, and
by 1909 it was noted that Tumbuke was being used in local schools in the
district, having largely displaced other languages.ll7 By 1914, then, the
use of Tumbuka was alnost complete in the Nission establishmont outside West
Nyasa District, wherce Lake Side Tonga was used, and in the Northern Province

Nyanja as a possible lingua franca was in full retreat,
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While these changes in the linguistic configuration of the North were
occurring, changes were also teking place in Governnent attitudes regarding
language policy, Although ease of administration appoarcd to demand o ‘

lingua franca, and although Nyanja secoed a likely candidat: in the pre-war
ycars, these considerations werce nullified bj fears in war-tine official
circlés, In the carly years of the contury, the coloninl adninistration had
reduced the powers of chiefs, bolieving that by so doing, adpinistration
would ba:fagilitated and the cmergence of pogssible local rosistance would be
inpeded. ‘hc shattering impact of World War I, the risc of Bthiopianisn and
the-fear in Whitchall that pan-Islanic doctrincs might threaten the Eapire's
integrity led, however, to growing doubts about the wisdom of the Direct Rule
policy. In 1917 a 'secret® menmorandum was circulated to certain colonial
governors in East Africa from Lt. Col. French, of the General Staff's Intelli-
gence Service, urging upon the governors the conscious encoursgpencnt of '4ribal
feelings' in their colonies:
(The) spirit of nationality, or perhaps it would be nore

correct to say, of tribe, should be cultivated and no wherc

can this be donc with better chance of success then in British

East ifrica and Umanda, wherc there arc nunerous tribes cthno-

graphically quite distinct fron one another. It is suggzested that

in each ethnogrephically distinct district the schools should,

as far as possible, form integral parts of the tribe and ccntres

of folk-lore and tradition. Their masters should not be changed

from one tribe to another, but wmust find their prowotion by the
length and success of service within the tribs thoy tcach,

" * @

« o o a methoc oust be found whereby the efforts of nissionarics
pey also assist in the cultivation of national spirit. This is
seens night be done by allowing only one denomination to work-in
each ethnographic area and by not allowing thc sano Genonination
to work in two adjacent arcas.lls hatl
This document struck a rcsponsive chord in thc cver-suspicious Governor of
Vyasaland' Sir Georyre Snith, alr ady torror-struck by the thilenbwe Rising and
by the recalcitrance the Ngoni chiefs had shown to the War Effort, decided
that it would be good to counter the ethnic '‘disintegration which has proved
to be inconvenient if not mischievous"by bolstering the authority of the
chiéfs, thereby building up 'betwecen the Government and the people, an inter-

nediate power.'119

Thus by 1918 the ideas of Whitehall and Governdr_Smith coincided with
those of men such as Edward Bote Manda and Charles Chinula. Each sought to

increase ethnic awarcness though for different rcasons, The Chinulas and
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Mandas desircd it so as to ncet the colonial regime from a position of popular
ethnic unity in thoir arca; the colonial adninistration wanted it to prevent
the unification of the Protccto£ate's people as a wholc and thercby obviate
possible united resistance, Therefore, when it was again sugg=sted in 1918
that Nyanja be made the official lingua franca of Nyasaland and that it be
taught in all schools, Governor Snith, hag-ridden by the memory of the
Chilembwe Rising of 1915, replied:

Though the spread of one diaslcet through the country would
be advantageous ., . o it would tond to mergc the various tribes
in the Protcctorate at a grocater rate than at present, and this
I consider not desirable, Onec of the chiof safcguards ageinst
any conbincd rising is the individualisn of the various tribes,
and with a small and scettercd white population, this I think should
be postponed.lzo

In thce north, then, the language that wouwld be taught in the schools would,

in addition to £nglish, be Tunbuka, By the 1920s, the Livingstonia Missionaries

had rcscarched Tunmbuka and throughout the 1920s the Mission's presses at
Kondowe poured out printed texts in Tunbuka for usc in the local schools in
editions of betwecn 7000 and 10,000_copies.121 The idea of maintaining the
Tumbuka language gradunliy becatie identificd with both Tunbuka and Ngoni
ethnicities, the Tumbuka seeing it as 'theoir' language and a symbol of their
lost independence, and thc Hgoni viewing it as *thoir’ language in a larger
society of different and possibly competing languages.

Tine passed, In the late 1920s, Governor ‘homes, not haunted with
visions of uprisings and not preoccupicd with polcics of divide and rule,
but cager to strcemline the colony's administration, arsued that a lingua

franca would both unify the country and seve adnigistrative costs, just as

the suppressibn of Kurdish in favour of Arzbic in Iraq was said to be working.12

In June 1930, in line with Thonas's policy, tho idvisory “ommittce on
1Educatioﬁ adopted a sugpestion of its Languages and Toxt-Books Sub-Connittee
to tho effect that Nyanjé 'be introduced as the medium of instruction not
lator than Class 4 in all Government and Lssisted Schools. *¥22 Having decided
to introduce Nyanja-as a lingua franca, the Governnent insisted that the

niesions usc it in their schools as a prercquisiste for obtaining financial
assistance fron the uovernment.lz4 This decision sent the Livingstonia
Mission into a frenzy., On the 15th of July 1933 thc Mission announced that
it was tunable to accept this ruling', The Mission attacked the Nyanja as a

lingue franca decision on sevéral grounds, First, it was educationally

2
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unsound and would not work. Second, it would causce trouble for the iission,
which would have to find tcachers of Nyanja, Third, Nyanja was a bad choice

as a linzua franca in any casc, becausc it was not a 'language of higher

cultural and linguistic value.' Fourth, it wes an unsound decision as it
was opposed by thc mass of the people themselves. Rather than introduce Nyanja
in the north, therefore, the Mission %Would prefcr to do without Yovernaent aid.
W. P. Youngz, thc head of the Mission, put the argument in less reasoncd terms:
Politically, it is an unfortunate moment to choose to attoapt
to turn back the pages of history. When the Livingstonia Mission
begon- work the local jpeople were under the donmdnation of the
fngoni. The Tumbuka in espeeclal were a scattorcd and subject
" people, whose language was proscribed, Yet they clung to it as

tho symbol of their identity as a people ., . . to them in a
peculiar sense, their language is their life.1

26

The Governnent had indeed chosen a bad moment at which to implencnt
their docision, as was shown when the Governor, Sir Hubert Young, went on
tour to try to convince the people that the Government's decision was in
their best interests. Fierce opposition greeted hin fron Tumbuka who feared
Nyanja‘'s adoption night weaken their place in society. When he spoke at a
baraza of Ngoni chicfs on 2 Octobor, Charles Chinula told hin that 'Chinyanja
is not wanted in this Yunbuka-spoaking area,' When he moved further north to
spoak with the :umbuka chiefs on the 11th of October, their spokcsman, filled
with ethnic pride, told him that

Tﬁmbuka should be preserved for future gencrations j&st as

pmech as seed for native produce, domestic and wild animals are

preserved for thcm.l27 ' ‘
In a ninute of the 19th of October, Levi Mumba, the fercmost spokenan in
Zouba of Tunbuka-speakers znd the first ifrican to sit on the influcntial
Advigory Coomittee on Educ%tion, lined himself'firnly on the anti-Nyanja side,

arguinz that it was ouch too early to have any lingua franca in Nyasaland

and that if thore were ever to be one, it should be English.128 Gov. Young was
undaunted, and drawing support from the Dutch Reformed Church and the Roman
Catholic Church, which both used Nyanja as a medium of instruction in their
schools, he appealed to Whitchall for support. London agreed with Young'that
the Livingstonia Mission nust face facts and accept Nyanje. If it didn't,

then the students' carcers would be endangered in that they would not know

the principal lengusge of the Protectorate, and hence would not obtnin

129

positions in the e¢ivil service, In the north, the Ngonde, then also

T

.
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cxperiencing a revival of ethnic consciousness, attacked Punbuka's position
ond arpucd that '"We Bangonde would like our chlldren to read Nyanja in schools
and not tumbuka. 130

Governor Young was soon transferred to Northern Rhodesia, succeeded in
Nyasaland by Sir Harold Kittermastour, who ordercd thé inmediate inplcoente-
tion of the.linaua franca policy, not by using it as a nmediun of instruction,
as had boen earlier suggusted, but by having it a compulsory subject.
Kittermaster However, did not enjoy the influence in the Uolonial Office that
Young had, and the Mission cecided that it would not subnit docilely to
Kitternaster's ardor for Nyanja. It carried the fight directly to London,
over thc heoads of the Prot;;;orate s offlclals, evoking sympathy fron key

Colonial Officec offieials, Ls one noted-

It does seen to me¢ a pity —— to put it no morc strongly —
that because of this persistent pursuit of a policy about
whose merits there is considerable dispute, Goveruent should
run the risk of alicnating a Mission in'Nyasaland which is
doing wonderful work and which, as I have said, is only too
anxious to co-operatec with Government wherever it can.132

The Mission gained an clmost complete victory, Whitehall, theniful for its
cooperation, instructed Kittermaster to hold enother round-table conference

on the issue and not to inpose any policy against the wishes of the Mission.133
In wid~1936 this confercnce was held, and the Livingstonia represcntative
asserted that 'the mother tonsue is the soul of tho people' and that to impose

Nyanja as lingua franea would account to .the suppression of the Protectorate's

other languages, Levi Munba, the ifrican menber of the idvisory Conmittee -

on Education, not only deprecated the idea of lingua franca, but also said

that Nyanja should not even be considered a school_subject as its introduction
'would interfere with the mental development of the children,' predicting

that 'the comnon language of thg future would be i"n.g;li.'aah.'134
and the supporters of Ngoni and Tunbuka ethnicity mee supported by the

The Mission

gnlver51ty Missions in Central ifrica, which held 31u113r views on Yao —— won,

and Nyanja was not made lingus franca, ifter: World Var II an additional

vlctory was galned when iumbuku, to"othur with NyanJa and Yao, was nadgc one of .
the threc official Lfrican languages in Nyasaland, and 1t remained so until
1968. Mission policy was thergfore fundanental in block;ne the acceptence in
Nyasaland of a lingua fronca that might have parallelled Swahili in East

Africa, ond zided in uniting Nyasaland with Northcrn Rhodesiaz, where Nyanja

onerged as onc of the colony's four principal lan.uages,
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Tumbuka-Speakers and Chewa 'Nationalists!

Nyanja was the language spoken by the Protectorate's largest group,
but they were not as privileged educationally in the colonial period as
were the North's Tumbuka, Ngoni and Lakeside Tonga. In the Central Frovince,
heartland of the Nyanja-speakers, the Dutch Reformed Church was the dominant
mission, staffed predominently by Afrikaaners from South Africa., Their
policy was to use only Nyanja as & medium of instruction and to teach no
English, for they felt it would lead people into urban areas and, hence,

into ain.135

Elsewhere in the Central Province and in large areas of the
Southern Province the Roman Catholic Church held sway. Here a similar situa-
tion existed, as most of the Catholic missionaries were French speakers or
Flemings who had 1little command of English, and in any case, they were far
136 This meant that the

best education in the country went to those in the north whom the Livingstonia

more interested in evangelization than in education.

Mission educated. Most economic opportunities were in the south, leaving
the Chewa haarfland, the Central Province, educationally and economically
behind the rest of the country. The Chewa, when it came time to meet the
challenges of the 1920s, did not form Hative Associations as had the

131 and as a pobulation, they turned aside from what “hinuls

and Manda understood as ‘progress'. Instead, in search of a sense of solidar-

northerners,

ity, they turned backwards to their old customs, and the 1920s witnessed a
tremendous revival of the old nyau societies and a declining schogl attendance{'38
It was only rarely that cartain Chewa leaders realised that tha lack of

English placed them at & disadvantage in the Protectorate and complained

L
about the situation.139

Neither Church nor Government answered these complaints, however, and
their education remained markedly inferior to that which Northorners enjoyed.
The result was the dominance of African political life in the period from
1920 down to 1953 by Nértherners.l4o Additionally the Protectorate witnessed
the emergence of a largely Northern elite of clerks, civil servants, tcachers
and white-collar workers. A survey Professor Margaret Read conducted in
1939 denonstrated that of all those from Mbeiwa's area employed, 25 per cont
could be placed in a category of 'skilled workers', a higher pfoportion

1 :
than for workers of other areas, 41 The emphasis upon education in the
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North is reflccted in data from the 1966 Census, taken just after
independence, Pripary school enrollment is a eriterion for concern with
and availability of education. In Table One, I compare the three major
Tumbuka-speaking districts of Malawi with three rural districts in the

Central Region and three in the South, Yhe figures speak for themselves.
Tabie bne142

Primary School Enrollments

District Primary Total Pop. School-age Enrollnent Percentage
5 Population
Keronga Ngonde/ 17,687 23,376 10,761 46.1%
Tunbuka
Rumphi Tumbuka 46,636 18,197 9,261 50.2%.
Nzimba Tumbuka 229,736 ~ 83,563 27,133 30.8%
Dowa Chewa 182,000 63,753 12,501 . 19.0%
Salima Chewa 86,552 27,837 3,748 - 13.5%
Nehinji Chewa 85,324 32,143 5,660 17.0%
Chikwawa Chewa 158,145 53,094 8,494 15.5%
Mulanjo Lomwe/Yao 398,881 144,849 - 18, 695 . 12.9%%
Cholo Lonwe/Yao 245,824 87,979 14,628 17.0%

Primary education was traditionally uneven, and another set of figures
available in the Census is worth looking at. These are figures on the:
ability to speak tinglish, something highly prized in the colonisl ‘era,
Table Two gives figures comparing the same districts as in Table One. In
spite of the very high incidence of nmigration oz';killed men ocut of the
Northern districts, English was still understood by a greater proportion
there than elsewhere,

L]
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Table Twol43

Ability to Use English

Karonga

Rumnphi
Hzinba

Dowa
Salinma
Mchinji

Chikwawa
Mulanjec
Cholo

Primary
els

Ngonde/
Tumbuka

Tumbuka
Tunbuka

Chewa
Chewa

Chews

Chewa

‘LomWe/Yao

Lomwe/Chewa

Total Pop.

77,687

46,636
229,736

182,000
86,552
85,344

158,145
398,881
245,824

Underﬁtanding

English .

4,677

3,452
12,625

8,267
1,823
2,600

4.3%
10,715
8,491

Fercontage

6.0%

7.5%
5.5%

4.5%
2.2%
3.0% (

2.8%
2.8%
3.5%

The result of this superior education was that by Independence an

educaticnal cleavage existed in the country which coincided with a major

regional cleavage,

The populous Central Region, with its history of

primarily vernacular-oricnted zducation, was not proportionally rcpresented

in groups holding positions of power and prestige. At the University of -

Malawi, for example, a dispropor
mid~1960s were from the North.1

50 percent.

tionetely high percentage of places in the

In the civil service, in 1969, out of the
113 highcst-level Malawian civil servants, the Korthern Region, with but (
12 per cent of the total population, held 57 positioms, or just over

b aald

During the years just after Independence, the Northern elite found
itself in a difficult situation, The elections of 1961 resulted in a
total victory for Kamuzu Banda's Malawi Congress Party, but the apparent

unity enjoyed by Banda and the party provad evansscent,

In 1964 tho scminal

Cabinet Crisis occurrcd, in which Chiumc, Chirwa and Bwanausi werc dismissed
and Chokani, Chisiza, Chipemberc and Mrs Chibambo resigned.

Although the

Cabinct Crisis has usually becen interpretcd in terms of ideology or
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conflict between generations, it is intercsting that noms of those who
resigned or were dismissed werc Chewa, Ethnic cleavage was also shown in
that three out of five District Councils in the Northern Region were dissolved
as were six out of ten in the Southern Region. Chiefs from both arcas were
deposed, but not “istrict “Youncils and no chicfs were touched in the
Central Region.146 The ¢ivil servants, finding !'theirt reproséntatives
purged from Yoverment, showed thoir dissatisfaction by street demonstra-
tions.147 At this time Banda discoveored a wcelcome ally in the traditional
rulers of Chewa society, the chieofs, The young intellectuals of the

Malawi Congress Party had in the 19508 and early 1960s pourcd scorn on the
‘backwardnesst of the traditional authoritics and had accused them of being
'relics of a deoad past' and British stooges, Their idea was to overcome
ethnic divisions in Malawi and 'build the nation'. In his struggle with
the young intcllectuals of the so-called 'rebel' group, Banda fell back
upon the 'stooges' and 'relies' for support, and the newly-discovered

" alliance employed the traditional “hewa institutions of nyau and witcheraft
accusations against Banda's opponents, and Banda, in turn, found much to

praise in the old ways.148

Such an alliance cawe naturally to Banda, who although Livingstonia-
educated, was no Tumbuke-speakcr., Uhile a student in Ehicago. he was the
linguistic informant of Mark Hanna Watkins, the first érammarian of Chewa,
In his introduction, Watkins noted that Banda 'was a very excellent infor-
mant',l49 and to this day Banda retains a fanatical interest in the language
and in whet he conceives as its purity. In addition to his interest in the
Chowa language, Banda has long been interested in “hewa history and culture,
and with “ullen Young edited in 1946 Qur Afric#f Way of Life, Banda was a

cultural prophet at a time when such seemed needcd,150 but he emerged as a

distinctly Chewa prophet, and not a2 national prophet. He tended to equate
Chewancss with Halawian—néés, and the Chewa people with the sould of the
country, During his years in Nyasaland after 1958, whilc campaigning
against the Federation, he frequently denounced tribalism in others, yet' ‘

151 1 his speeches he was

often emphasized that he himself was a Chewa,
always at peins to paint a picturc of a glorious Chewa past. - Using the
alleged. territorial cxtent of the ancient Maravi 'empire' during the

sixteenth and seventecenth centuries, for example, he frequently has publicly
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asserted that large parts of Zambia and Mozambique should by rights be
under Malawi rule, In short, Banda has cmphasized Chewa ethnic standards,
not Malawi nationalism, and in his considerations of language, history and
culture, he had been very huch a latter-day Chewa version of Edward Manda
and Charles ”hinula, also Livingstonia~educated, Long defunct chicfdoms
and ‘authentic' clan names have besen rcvived., The 'correct! fora of
Chewa —— as understood by Banda -— has been stressed and the para-military
Young Pioncers drill it into children in the schools in non-Cheva areas, 2
The press to cxtend Chewa identity into other areas of the country is quite
conscious, as shown by one of his more blatantly ethnic spceches,‘at the
installation of Paramount Chief Lundu: .
And I am happy that because of my herping on the fact that all

. the people here are, in fact, Chewa, not Mang'anja,. and the people
thengselves have realised and aduitted the truth, this pleases me,

I an happy because this is why I have done this; because the people

thenselves  have recognised the truth, have admitted the truth

they are, in fact, Achewa, although for the past one or two

hundred years they have been calling themselves Anyanja or

) ] 3

Anang anJa.153
In his drive to cxpand the Chewa component of the country, he was aided when,
in 1966, large numbers of imuigrant Lomwe registered thouselves as 'Chewa!
in order to give themselves greater status in their new home, and when the
census enunerators lumped together the hitherto separate groups of
Mang'anja, Nyanja and .hewa as 'Chewa‘,154 this created a populacc over

50 percent 'Chewa'.

In more recent yzars the nyau societies, and especially their dances,

L long desbised by the educated as a symbol of Chewawbackwardness in a

nodern world,-have become perhaps the heart of what is conceived of &s a
national culture, even though they are the very hallmark of “hewa culture

and only Chewa culture, The transformation of nyau has been effected

largely through the sanitizing work of Professor Matthew Schoffelcers and

Dr. Ian Linden, whose analyses of nyau and other aspects of Chewa culture and

history have found great_favour.amoﬂg Chewa intellectuals.155

Schoffeelecrs
has depicted nyau as not oniy'the essence of Chewa art and cuiture, but,
even more importantly, as the root of Cheowa r;sistance to colonialism and
cultural imperialisn, in contrest with such 'collaborators' as the Ngoni.

With his tinely writéngé, Schoffeleers became for growing Chewa cthnic



~3l-

- consciousness very much what Professeor Goorge "hepperson; with his magisterial
Independont African, had been for Malawian nationalism in the early 1960s,
or what Cullen Young had been to the Tumbuka -~— a source of a useable Past

to underpin ideology. In short, the message-in the late 1960s and early
19708 was clear: the Chewa people and culture were the very core of modern
Malawi as they were the most ancient and the least compromised by colonialism,
and Malawi culture would be considered equivalent to Chewa culture.

The positive revival of Chewa ethnic consciousness has had a material
side as well, Many government institutions have been transferred from the
‘Morthern and Southern Regions to the Central Region, most notably the
capital itself, vhich was achieved with an initiel grant from South Africae
of ten million kwacha. Virtually all the parastatal organizations werc
placed under chairmen from the Central Region. - ¥hile the Central Region
obtained but 11 per cent of the development funds spent in 1967, it received
- 40 percent in 1972/73.156 Agricultural leans are largely restricted to
farmers in the Central Rogion, and it was from this region that fully
86 per cig;'of the surplus that the Farmers Marketing Board made in 1971/72
derived, '

With such a revival of Chewa culture and Chewa ethnicity, coupled with -
economic preferences for the Central Region, there arose a collision between
the earlicer, well-articulated Tumbuka and Nzoni ethnic consciousness and the
newer Banda-backed Chewa sense of identity, The first major sign of this
collision occurred in the 1965/65 Cabinet Crisis, The second was the
decision taken in September 1968 to drop Yeo and Tumbuka as official lenguages,
replacing them on the radio and in the press wifh?thewalalone. Thi=z causcd
a great deal of resentmeﬁt among the people of the North, and the Kasronga
transmitter of Radio lalawi was burned to the ground, After this the

Parliementary Secretary for éducation, John Gwengwe, anncunced that all
schoolchildren who failed their examinations in Chewa would be required to
resit the cxaminations in all subjects.lsa This struck terror inic the
Northérn and Southern sections of Malawi, which saw this as an attempt to
deprive thoir children of secoﬁdary education. This was followed by the
inétitufion of the Halawi-Examinations Board to replace the Cambridge Overseas

Examination énd a change in examination policy which required northerners to
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obtain considerably higher grades in their school-leaving examinations than
children in other regions if -they werec to qualify for places infsééondary
schools, In the heady days of Biafra secession at the end of'¥hc 1960s,
one.of the most frequently-heard remarks from young northorners was

'northern Malewi will be the next Biafra,' 1In the rursl areas of the rnorth
a new proverb or slogan appearcd. When onc person, visiting another, saw

an item in someconc else's house that was new and askod wherc it camc from,

he would be told that ‘Welensky gave it to mel' This indicated & deepening
disenchantmont with the realities of Independence and the feeling that the
Federation had been better for the north than had been the Banda govermment,

In a country which is the third poorest in the world, the manncr in
which Chewa ethnicity has been forsarded has been largely done not by
reducing school foes and improving educational facilities for the Chewa ——
indeed, school fees have sky-rocketed since Independence —— but rather by
removing northarners who had received an education and possessed positions of
power from their places., This poliey appears necessitated by the country's
economic reality. Melawi is too poor to build a large educational infra-
structure in Chewa areas, especially as those areas are often densely populated,
And as an essentially rural country with limited cconomic opportunitics for
the ecuated, she would be hard-pressed to absorb large numlers of educated
people. Topurge the largely non-Chewa civil service, s mandatory retirement
age of fifty was imposed, and large numbers of northerners thus retired. In
a small country with only onc University, it was not acceptable thet it should
be dominated by northern lecturers and administrators, especially at a time
when an elaboration of Chewa'history and culture wag_yeing sought. Thus,
from 1973, the University's northern senior staff found theuselves the target
of a series of detention orders which opened the way for non-Northermers to

take their place. .

Thus far, the move egainst the non-Chewa and in favour of a Checwa
identity for Malawi has been largely successful. OQutnumbered by a Chowe-
Lomwe grouping, the northerners are a frightened‘and harassed group,
whether educated members of the clite or in the villages of the Nofth. Baﬁda,
with 2;; demagogic blandishments of rural peoplé -— and particularly of rural

women *° —— has maintained his personal hold upon the people and enjoys

considerable support., Yot, as Philip Short rightly noted in 1974, Banda's
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cultural policies in gemeral, and language policies ir particuler, were

potentially a tragic mistake, leaving behind a residus of

discontent, and removing, in the short term, the possibility

of making Malawi a cultural unity.160
If anything, this is even more frue today, and when the charismatic Banda
disappears from the scene, it is likely that ethnic tcnsions will come to
the surface, breaking the long silence prevailing in Malawi over the past

decade and a half.161
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