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THE SANDAWE HUNTERS AND GATHERERS: A LIVING ECHO OF
EAST AFRICA’S PAST.

Who Are the Sandawes?

The Sandawe are an ancient Fast African people from central-northern Tanzania
(around Kondoa and Nchemba, between the Bubu and Mponde rivers in Dodoma
Region). They speak a unique click language, historically associated with Khoisan
languages. In reality, their ancestry 1s a mixture of Omotic, Cushitic, Niger-Congo,
and some Khoisan, making them genetically distinct but deeply rooted in ancient
hunter-gatherer traditions.

Hunter-Gatherer Lifestyle: Then and Now

Traditional Ways: Back in the day, and still among elders today, the Sandawe had
no cattle or farms; they lived oft wild game, honey, tubers, berries, and roots.
Subsistence was lean but deeply rooted in ancestral tracking and foraging skills. Their
men were trackers and hunters, women gathered tubers and seeds, especially during
the wet season; honey-hunting remained vital and profoundly communal.

Modern Shifts: Over recent decades, they have adopted agriculture and livestock
farming, millet, keeping goats and cattle, mainly influenced by neighbors and
government policies. Still, hunting and gathering haven’t vanished; they are just
fading, mostly remembered and practiced by the older generation.

Cultural Identty and Rock-Art Legacy

The Sandawe see themselves as guardians of ancient rock-art in the Kondoa region,
paintings that stretch back thousands of years and depict animal hunts, rituals, and
ceremonies. Some of these sites are still alive in their simbo healing ceremonies, or
rain-making traditions, blending past and present through art and spiritual practice.

Ancestry and Language in a Snapshot

Genetic Profile: Their DNA reveals layers, strong Omotic roots, Cushitic and Niger-
Congo admixture, and traces of Khoisan ancestry. This combo underscores them as
a living Iink to ancient African lineages, yet culturally distinct from both Bantu
neighbors and southern San.

Language: That signature click-language 1sn’t just for show, i1t’s tonal and 1solated,
with rare lateral and glottalized clicks. Although click sounds echo the San languages,
the Sandawe tongue likely evolved independently as part of the larger

Omotic-Hadza language family.

Balancing the Old and The New

They follow a middle path: farming villages scattered across the hilly woodlands of
central Tanzania, singing and dancing about clever small animals outwitting stronger



Va

N Dreikinigsaktion

S

@ PINGO’'s Forum

Hilfswerk der KatholischenJungschar

enemies. However, in everyday life, many have shifted toward agriculture and
pastoralism, mainly because of poor soil and outside pressures. However, they still
keep their identity and customs linked to hunting and gathering. Traditional
harvesting methods, ancestral art, and oral stories continue to be passed down
through generations.

PINGOs Forum: Interventions and Faith in Indigeneity.

The Sandawe remain a vibrant echo of East Africa’s deep past, totally ancestral in
spirit, yet adapting to changing times. Their story 1s a raw mix of tradition, ritual,
hiking through ancient landscapes, and nonetheless picking millet in small fields.
They’re not a museum piece, but a living, breathing continuity: ancient hunting
wisdom fused with modern survival adaptations.

The PINGOs Forum plays a vital role in advocating for the rights of indigenous
peoples in Tanzania, including the Sandawe community, especially concerning their
ancestral land within the Swagaswaga Game Reserve. Historically, the Sandawe
depended on this land for their traditional hunter-gatherer lifestyle, which is crucial
for their cultural identity and survival. However, the creation of the game reserve has
resulted 1n a significant loss of their land, disrupting their access to natural resources
that have supported their livelihoods for generations.

PINGOs Forum works tirelessly to highlight the plight of the Sandawe, aiming to
ensure their voices are heard in discussions about land rights, conservation policies,
and community development. By advocating for inclusive decision-making
processes, the Forum seeks to empower the Sandawe to reclaim their rights to
ancestral lands and preserve their cultural practices, which are threatened by modern
agricultural and pastoralist pressures.

Moreover, the Forum collaborates with the Sandawe to promote sustainable practices
that align with both conservation efforts and the community’s traditional lifestyles.
This partnership not only aims to restore the Sandawe’s access to their ancestral lands
but also to integrate their unique knowledge of the ecosystem into conservation
strategies, ensuring that their heritage as guardians of the land is recognized and
valued in the context of Tanzania’s broader environmental policies.

LEndnotes / Sources

https://youtu.be/FndaUaM6UKA
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandawe _people
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5863221/
https://prayafrica.org/project/sandawe-of-tanzania/
https://minpaku.repo.ni.ac,jp/record/7 147 /files/SES94_05.pdf
https://www.101lasttribes.com/tribes/sandawe.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kondoa_Rock-Art_Sites
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandawe _language
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