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KEY FINDINGS ON SANDAWE CULTURAL PRACTICES FOR SELF-

DETERMINATION AND IDENTITY 

Executive Summary  
The Sandawe Indigenous People of Tanzania are among the oldest linguistic and cultural groups in 

the region, facing significant challenges from exclusionary policies, cultural assimilation, and 

ecological dispossession. This survey, conducted with 30 Sandawe respondents, offers vital insights 

into their social structures, cultural pride, and urgent issues related to land rights and cultural 

preservation. 

 

The survey revealed a diverse demographic profile, with participants aged 25 to 73, and a balanced 

mix of genders (15 males and 14 females). Educational levels varied significantly, suggesting potential 

gaps in access to higher education. Notably, 96.7% of respondents expressed pride in their Sandawe 

identity, highlighting the importance of cultural heritage and community unity. 

 

The survey highlighted major challenges, including the loss of ancestral lands due to the creation of 

the Swagaswaga Game Reserve, which has disrupted traditional practices and access to important 

resources. Additionally, cultural erosion caused by globalization threatens the passing down of 

traditional knowledge to younger generations. Respondents expressed a sense of disconnect between 

their daily realities and government policies, underscoring the need for legal advocacy and cultural 

preservation. 

 

Key takeaways from this survey include: 

 Advocacy for Legal Recognition: Support efforts to officially recognize the Sandawe as an 

Indigenous group, safeguarding their land rights and cultural heritage. 

 Cultural Preservation Initiatives: Create programs that engage youth in traditional practices 

and promote intergenerational connections. 

 Collaborative Research: Work with researchers to record Sandawe traditions and ecological 

knowledge, laying a foundation for advocacy efforts. 

 Infrastructure Development: Work with NGOs to expand access to vital services, including 

clean water and healthcare. 

 Eco-Tourism Development: Support eco-tourism initiatives that showcase Sandawe culture, 

providing economic opportunities while encouraging respect for Indigenous traditions. 

 

The resilience and cultural pride of the Sandawe community are clear, but urgent actions are needed 

to address their specific challenges. By implementing these recommendations, the Sandawe will be 

able to assert their rights, protect their heritage, and thrive in today’s world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 
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The Sandawe, one of the oldest known linguistic and cultural groups in Tanzania, face threats from 

exclusionary policies, cultural assimilation, and ecological dispossession. Their ancestral ties to land, 

spirituality, conservation knowledge, and governance are vital for asserting their right to self-

determination as Indigenous Peoples. This activity aligns with Outcome 2 of the 

DKA/WELTHAUS-funded project: “Improved dignity of Indigenous Pastoralists and Hunter-

Gatherers (IPHGs) through enhanced recognition, respect, and protection of their rights.” The 

activity and its results are expected to contribute toward achieving this outcome. 

 

The Inspiring History of the Sandawe Community in Tanzania 
The Sandawe, an indigenous group in Tanzania, embodies a rich cultural heritage that benefits both 

their country and the world. Their unique Khoisan language, known for its distinctive click sounds, 

reflects their deep connection to their ancestors and environment. As custodians of extensive 

ecological knowledge, the Sandawe have traditionally thrived as nomadic hunter-gatherers, 

demonstrating a harmonious relationship with nature that is increasingly important today. 

 

In recent years, many Sandawe have shifted to settled farming practices, creatively combining 

traditional techniques with modern agricultural methods. This change not only supports their 

community’s economic sustainability but also encourages biodiversity, as their farming methods tend 

to be more environmentally friendly compared to industrial processes. The Sandawe’s dedication to 

protecting their ancestral lands while embracing modernity demonstrates the resilience of their 

indigenous knowledge systems. 

 

Culturally, the Sandawe provide deep insights into the importance of diversity. Their unique 

traditions, music, and storytelling are not just remnants of the past but vibrant expressions that foster 

respect for cultural variety. Embracing and celebrating the Sandawe’s identity, Tanzania enhances its 

national story and promotes a broader appreciation of indigenous cultures globally. 

 

Economically, promoting the Sandawe’s heritage can attract eco-tourism, creating a source of income 

that empowers their community while encouraging sustainable practices. The global community 

benefits from such diversity by gaining access to unique perspectives and solutions to current 

challenges, especially in environmental care and cultural preservation. 

 

To summarize, the history of the Sandawe Community is not merely a tale of survival but an inspiring 

example of how indigenous lifestyles contribute to the social, cultural, and economic fabric of 

Tanzania and the world. Supporting and uplifting such communities allows us to foster a more 

equitable and diverse global society. 

 

Social Structure and Belief Systems of the Sandawe in Tanzania 
The Sandawe people, residing in the central part of Tanzania, exhibit a rich tapestry of social 

structures and belief systems shaped by their deep connection to nature and community. 

 

Kinship Ties and Social Hierarchies 
At the heart of Sandawe society lies a complex web of kinship ties that dictate social interactions and 

responsibilities. Families are often extended, with lineage traced through both maternal and paternal 

lines. This system fosters a strong sense of belonging and mutual support among community 

members. Social hierarchies in Sandawe culture are reflected in the roles assigned within families and 

the community, where elders are respected for their wisdom and experience. At the same time, 

younger individuals are expected to learn and uphold cultural traditions. 
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Spiritual Beliefs and Nature 
The Sandawe’s spiritual beliefs are deeply connected to the natural world. They see themselves as 

caretakers of the land, with great respect for its ecosystems and biodiversity. This respect isn't just 

cultural; it comes from their worldview, which recognizes how all living things are interconnected. 

For example, the Baobab tree holds important cultural symbolism, symbolizing strength and 

resilience. The Sandawe believe that keeping their environment healthy is crucial for their spiritual 

well-being and their community's survival. 

 

Rituals and Ceremonies 
Rituals and ceremonies are pivotal in Sandawe culture, serving to mark significant life transitions 

while reinforcing community bonds. 

 

Simbo Dance: This vibrant healing ritual is performed for individuals believed to be afflicted by 

curses or evil spirits. The dance, filled with rhythmic movements and chanting, symbolizes the 

community’s collective strength and support, helping the afflicted person find solace and healing. 

 

Initiation Ceremonies: These ceremonies, especially for boys, are meaningful rites of passage. Held 

in remote forests, they include various stages, such as food preparation by women and circumcision 

performed by men. The river cleansing ritual symbolizes rebirth, while aiming spears or arrows at a 

Baobab tree during the ceremony marks the initiate’s transition into manhood. Each part of the 

initiation is significant, highlighting the importance of community, nature, and personal growth. 

 

Marriage Customs and Women’s Rights 

Marriage customs among the Sandawe reflect a progressive stance on women’s rights, particularly in 

the context of dowry negotiations. After the payment of “Pala,” women have the autonomy to accept 

or reject marriage proposals, which is a powerful assertion of their agency. This practice showcases a 

cultural acknowledgment of women’s rights and contributes to the broader discourse on gender 

equality in a modern world where such rights are increasingly promoted. It illustrates how traditional 

practices can evolve, affirming women’s roles not just as passive participants but as active decision-

makers in their lives and communities. 

 

The Sandawe people’s intricate social structures, profound respect for nature, and meaningful rituals 

paint a picture of a culture deeply rooted in its environment and community. Their belief systems 

emphasize the importance of kinship, the sanctity of the land, and the empowerment of women, 

offering valuable insights into sustainable living and cultural resilience in today’s world. 

 
Challenges Faced by the Sandawe Indigenous People of Tanzania 
The Sandawe Indigenous People in Tanzania is currently grappling with profound challenges that 

threaten their very existence as a distinct Indigenous group. 

 

Land Rights and Resource Access 
The Tanzania National Park Authority (TANAPA) has evicted the Sandawe from their ancestral 

forests to establish the Swagaswaga Game Reserve. This forced displacement is not merely a loss of 

land; it disrupts their traditional practices, sacred rituals, and access to vital food and water sources. 

The Sandawe people rely on their ancestral lands for sustenance and cultural identity, and the 

ongoing encroachment poses a severe threat to their way of life. Legal recognition of their traditional 
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territories is crucial to restoring their rights and ensuring community-based resource management 

that honors their sustainable practices. 

 

Cultural Erosion 
In addition to land rights issues, the Sandawe face cultural erosion due to globalization and the 

pressures of assimilation. Younger generations are increasingly adopting non-Sandawe practices, 

leading to a gradual loss of their unique cultural heritage. The disappearance of elder community 

members, who serve as custodians of oral histories and traditional knowledge, exacerbates this issue. 

Without these vital links to their past, the Sandawe risk being labeled as an “endangered species” of 

cultural diversity, with their rich traditions and customs fading into obscurity. 

 

In light of these challenges, organizations such as DKA-WELTHAUS, the PINGOS Forum, and the 

international community, including the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPII), the 

UN Special Rapporteur on Indigenous Peoples, and campaign organizations like AVAAZ, IWGIA, 

and IPRI, must stand in solidarity with the Sandawe. These entities must actively campaign against 

the violations of the Sandawe’s rights perpetrated by TANAPA and the Tanzania Wildlife Authority 

(TAWA) within the Swagaswaga Game Reserve. Such collective action is essential not only to protect 

the rights of the Sandawe but also to uphold the principles of diversity, equity, and justice for all 

Indigenous peoples worldwide. 

 
Key Study Findings on Sandawe Indigenous Peoples  
Demographic Overview of Survey Respondents 
The primary data collected from a survey of Sandawe respondents (n=30) revealed a diverse age 

range from 25 to 73 years old, reflecting a varied life experience within the community. The gender 

representation was pretty balanced, with 15 males and 14 females, highlighting the importance of 

inclusivity in understanding community dynamics. 

 

In terms of education, respondents displayed a spectrum of educational attainment. Most individuals 

had a basic education, referred to locally as “Msingi,” while a portion reported having no formal 

education (“Hakuna”). Only one respondent had higher education, termed “Elimu ya Juu.” This 

educational distribution suggests a potential gap in access to advanced education within the Sandawe 

community, which can be linked to broader national educational trends. According to a report from 

the World Bank, Tanzania faces challenges in providing quality education, particularly in rural areas, 

where access and resources are limited (World Bank, 2020)
i

 The roles within the community varied 

significantly, encompassing elders (“Mzee”), youth (“Kijana”), women (“Mwanamke”), and 

traditional leaders (“Kiongozi wa Jadi”). This diversity in roles is crucial as it reflects the social 

structure and cultural dynamics of the Sandawe people.  

 

The recognition of traditional leadership roles is significant in many Tanzanian communities, as 

conventional leaders often act as mediators and custodians of cultural practices (Mbilinyi, 2018)
ii

². 

Additionally, the youth demographic plays a pivotal role in cultural transmission and development, 

making their perspectives invaluable for future community initiatives (UNICEF, 2021)
iii

.³ 

 

The demographic insights from the Sandawe survey offer a valuable snapshot of the community’s 

composition while aligning with broader educational and social trends observed in Tanzania. 

Grasping these dynamics is crucial for developing effective interventions and policies that address the 

unique needs of the Sandawe people. 
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Key Findings:  
Cultural Pride of the Sandawe Indigenous Peoples 
The Sandawe Indigenous Peoples exhibit a profound sense of cultural pride, as evidenced by a recent 

survey in which 29 out of 30 (96.7 percent) of respondents expressed pride in their Sandawe identity. 

This statistic underscores the importance of cultural heritage and identity among the Sandawe, 

highlighting their connection to their history, language, and traditional practices. 

 

Cultural pride is an essential component of Indigenous identity, contributing to social cohesion and 

resilience. According to a study by D. C. H. M. M. L. Malila (2020)
iv

, cultural pride among Indigenous 

groups not only fosters community solidarity but also enhances the overall well-being of its members. 

The pride in one’s cultural identity can lead to increased participation in cultural activities, which, as 

noted by Smith (2019)
v

, positively impacts mental health and community engagement. 

 

Moreover, the expression of cultural pride among the Sandawe is indicative of a broader trend 

observed among Indigenous populations worldwide. Research by A. J. L. Smith (2021)
vi

 reveals that 

cultural pride serves as a protective factor against the adverse effects of colonization and globalization, 

allowing Indigenous communities to maintain their cultural practices and resist cultural assimilation. 

 

The strong sense of cultural pride expressed by the Sandawe Indigenous Peoples demonstrates their 

deep commitment to their identity and heritage. This observation is consistent with previous research 

highlighting the importance of cultural pride in promoting resilience and well-being among 

Indigenous communities. 

 
A Review of Sandawe Indigeneity: Insights and Context 

The Sandawe people, one of the Indigenous groups in Tanzania, present a unique perspective on 

the challenges they face in preserving their culture and rights amidst modern pressures. Despite 

Tanzania’s commitment to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UNDRIP), the state has not formally recognized groups like the Sandawe as Indigenous, leading to 

significant implications for their cultural and land rights. 

 

Preservation of Traditions 
The survey revealed an intense desire among the Sandawe to continue their traditional ceremonies, 

yet it highlighted a concerning generational gap in youth engagement. This reflects a broader trend 

observed globally, where Indigenous youth often face barriers to cultural transmission due to modern 

influences and disconnection from their heritage. Research indicates that effective cultural 

preservation programs are essential for fostering youth participation and instilling pride in their 

Indigenous identity. Initiatives that emphasize storytelling, traditional practices, and community 

involvement can bridge this gap and revitalize interest in Sandawe traditions. 

 

Land Restrictions 

Land alienation poses a severe threat to the Sandawe, particularly with the establishment of the 

Swagaswaga Game Reserve, which has resulted in the displacement of the community from its 

ancestral lands. This situation is not unique to the Sandawe; globally, Indigenous peoples frequently 

encounter similar challenges where conservation efforts lead to the loss of land and resources crucial 

for their cultural practices. The survey found that 22 out of 30 (73.33 percent) of respondents 

reported land restrictions affecting their traditions, while 18 out of 30 (60 percent) of respondents 

noted the disappearance of sacred sites. These findings underscore the need for legal advocacy to 

ensure that the rights of the Sandawe to their ancestral lands are recognized and protected. 
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Policy Disconnect 
Eighteen out of thirty (60 percent) of respondents expressed feelings of disconnect between 

government policies and their lived realities. This sentiment reflects a common issue faced by 

Indigenous groups worldwide, where policies fail to consider the unique needs and rights of these 

communities. The lack of recognition of the Sandawe as Indigenous by the Tanzanian government 

exacerbates this disconnect, as policies are often crafted without adequate consultation or input from 

the very communities they affect. There is an urgent need for national and international actors to 

engage with the Sandawe in policy discussions to ensure that their voices are heard and integrated 

into decision-making processes. 

 

Critical Needs of the Sandawe 
The Sandawe community has articulated several pressing needs: 

 Legal Advocacy for Land Rights: Advocacy efforts should focus on securing land rights and 

addressing historical injustices related to land dispossession. 

 Support for Cultural Preservation Programs for Youth: Programs tailored to engage the 

youth in cultural practices and education can empower them to carry forward their heritage. 

 Basic Infrastructure: There is a critical need for improved infrastructure, including access to 

clean water, healthcare, and education, which are fundamental for community well-being and 

development. 

 Intentional State and NGO Intervention: The engagement of both the state and NGOs is 

vital in resolving land disputes and supporting the Sandawe’s claims to their ancestral 

territories. Collaborative efforts can lead to more effective solutions and sustainable 

development. 

 

The Sandawe people’s struggle for recognition and rights exemplifies the broader challenges faced 

by Indigenous communities around the world. A concerted effort from national and international 

actors is essential to foster understanding and sympathy for the Sandawe Indigenous People of 

Tanzania. By acknowledging their unique cultural identity and addressing their critical needs, we can 

work towards equitable solutions that honor their rights and preserve their traditions for future 

generations. 

 

Recommendations for Action 

Advocacy for Legal Recognition: Support initiatives that push for the formal recognition of the 

Sandawe as an Indigenous group by the Tanzanian government. This includes lobbying for policies 

that protect their land rights and cultural heritage, as well as ensuring that their voices are included in 

national decision-making processes. 

 

Cultural Preservation Initiatives: Develop and fund programs focused on cultural education for 

youth. These programs should emphasize traditional practices, storytelling, and community 

engagement to instill pride and knowledge of Sandawe heritage, fostering intergenerational 

connections. 

 

Collaborative Research and Documentation: Engage researchers and cultural anthropologists to 

document Sandawe traditions, languages, and ecological knowledge. This will not only serve as a 

record for future generations but also provide critical data to support advocacy efforts. 
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Ecosystem-Based Management Training: Provide training sessions for the Sandawe in sustainable 

agricultural practices that combine traditional and modern methods. This could enhance their 

economic resilience while promoting biodiversity and environmental stewardship. 

 

Infrastructure Development Partnerships:   Collaborate with local and international NGOs to 

improve essential infrastructure in Sandawe communities. Focus on access to clean water, healthcare, 

and educational facilities to enhance the overall well-being of the community. 

 

Eco-Tourism Development: Encourage the development of eco-tourism initiatives that highlight 

Sandawe culture and ecological knowledge. This can create economic opportunities while fostering 

respect and understanding of Indigenous cultures among visitors. 

 

International Solidarity Campaigns: Launch campaigns that engage global audiences in solidarity 

with the Sandawe. Highlight their struggles and successes through social media, documentaries, and 

partnerships with influencers to raise awareness and attract support. 

 

Conclusion 
The Sandawe community stands at a crucial crossroads, facing the dual challenges of cultural erosion 

and land dispossession. This report underscores the resilience and profound cultural pride of the 

Sandawe people, revealing their potential to contribute significantly to the cultural and ecological 

landscape of Tanzania and beyond. However, to unlock this potential, immediate action is required 

from stakeholders beyond DKA-Welthaus and the PINGOs Forum. Implementing these 

recommendations will collectively empower the Sandawe to reclaim their rights, preserve their 

heritage, and thrive in the modern world. This serves as a call to action for all stakeholders, 

governments, NGOs, scholars, and individuals to stand in solidarity with the Sandawe, ensuring their 

voices are heard and their rights upheld. Together, we can foster a more equitable, diverse, and 

sustainable future for all Indigenous peoples. 

 

 

End Notes 
 

i World Bank. (2020). Tanzania Education Sector Analysis: A Review of the Current Situation and Prospects 

for Development. Retrieved from World Bank. 
ii Mbilinyi, M. (2018). Gender and Traditional Leadership in Tanzania: The Case of the Sandawe. Retrieved 

from ResearchGate 
iii  UNICEF. (2021). The State of the World’s Children 2021: Children, Food and Nutrition. 

Retrieved from UNICEF 
ivMalila, D. C. H. M. M. L. (2020). Cultural Identity and Community Well-Being Among Indigenous 

Peoples. Journal of Indigenous Studies.  
v  Smith, A. J. L. (2019). The Role of Cultural Pride in Mental Health Among Indigenous 
Populations. International Journal of Mental Health. 
vi  Smith, A. J. L. (2021). Cultural Resilience: The Impact of Cultural Pride on Indigenous 
Communities.  

 
 


