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LINGUISTIC PERSPECTIVES ON THE EARLY HISTORY OF SOUTHERN TANZANIA

G Warte and C. Ehret

Southern Tanzania has been relatively neglected by archaeologists interested in the Iron
Age in East Africa. Linguistic evidence points to the emergence of agricultural Bantu speaking
societies in southern Tanzania not later than the early first millennium A.D., the time of the
earliest Iron Age in eastern Africa. The ancestral communities were probably located in the
highlands of the Rufiji and Ruvuma River basins. From there their descendants expanded over
various parts of southern Tanzania, eventually inhabiting all sections. We anticipate that when
further archaeological research is undertaken a continuity of pottery types through the Iron
Age will be discernible in many parts of the region. Archaeological studies should also con-
sider the possible changing emphases of agricultural traditions which may have accompanied
population dispersals. By the middle of the first millennium A.D. knowledge of a variety of
crops probably encouraged movements into more marginal lands.

The languages discussed in this study are spoken in the southernmost part of Tanzania,
from the lower Rufiji-Ruaha River zone south to the Ruvuma River. The region is bordered by
the Indian Ocean, Lake Nyasa, and the Iringa (Southern) highlands. The basic data for the
study were core vocabulary collections for key languages of the region, which appear below
(Table 1)." Core vocabulary is less subject to attrition than general or cultural vocabulary, and
less affected by the distortions of word borrowing, and we can effectively use rates of
relative cognation in such vocabularies to classify related languages.

For southern Tanzania the following percentages of cognation obtain:

Makonde
54 Yao

47 52 Matumbi
43 48 64 Matengo
41 48 61 64 Ndwewe

41 45 50 48 47 Pogolo
43 46 55 51 54 72 Mbunga
39 40 45 43 46 66 84 Ndamba

Three major groupings (note spacing above) can be discerned from these data

One group we call Ruvuma because the territories inhabited by its speakers tend to
center on the Ruvuma River basin. This division has two subgroups, one consisting of Yao
and Mwera and the second of Makonde, with its dialect Mavia. The Mwera cognate counts
are not placed in the chart because of our inadequate sample of Mwera vocabulary. But on the
truncated basic word list available to us, Mwera has a distinctly high score with Yao. We thus
agree with Derek Nurse on the closeness of Mwera and Yao. We provisionally accept Nurse's
placement of Makonde with Yao-Mwera,2 but the connection is a relatively distant one
Makonde’s counts are markedly higher with Yao-Mwera than with any other Bantu languages,
but only slightly above the general range of Yao-Mwera counts with the second of the three
groups, Rufiji, or of Rufiji with the remaining group, Kilombero.

The second grouping, including Matengo, Matumbi, and Ndwewe, we have called Rufiji
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